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      LONG AGO, to win a war, Lady Death Cursed the Aelfae, fairest and wisest of the faeries…. But all magic has a price. The same Curse that destroyed the Aelfae now threatens all of Faearth. One young woman and the warrior she loves must fight the Curse to prove which is stronger…love or death.

      THE RAINBOW DANCER

      Dindi has ascended to the most powerful position in all of Faearth… and yet she has never felt more powerless. Although she is honored as the Vaedi, the elders of the tribe do not heed her. Her enemies are gathering huge armies and dark magic to use against her. And worst of all, the man she loves is now her sworn enemy.

      THE HENCHMAN OF DEATH

      Umbral is back and he is determined to conquer Faearth for Lady Death. If he can’t convince Dindi to join him, he may have to wage war against her. But first, he has to secure his own position, counter his many enemies… and care for his Lady, who, inconveniently, is trapped in the form of an adorable but mischievous baby!

      

      Read the whole series in order.
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      Get an extra chapter of the story…

      This secret novella is available only to Tara’s Tribe of Readers! Click this link to grab another juicy chapter in Dindi’s story, available only here.
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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.

      

      Click Here to Read the Lost Chapter Now.
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      Dindi awakened in a dark room, lying on a cold, graven stone. She stared up at a sandstone ceiling, smooth and damp, raked as if by enormous claws. Sitting up, she saw she was alone in a pale sandstone cave, strangely sonorous with the roar of winds as loud as the tornado that had once hit her. Yet she felt no breeze, only a clammy chill. The air smelled cleaner than she’d have expected for a charnel ground.

      She had no idea how much time had passed since Kavio—now Umbral—had betrayed her. What else had been done to her? Had Umbral succeeded in whisking her all the way to Obsidian Mountain? Her heart tightened in her chest as his threat replayed in her mind.

      I’m going to take you to Obsidian Mountain. You will give up your Chromas completely there and embrace your destiny. You will become the woman Lady Death meant you to be: Sombri. You won’t remember any of this, and you probably won’t love me, but we will be partners. Together, we will help Lady Death conquer all of Faearth.

      Umbral hadn’t told her what he planned after she became Sombri, but Dindi could imagine. Together, as “partners,” the two of them would return to the Rainbow Labyrinth tribehold, posing as the newly married and installed Vaedi and War Chief, pretending to help the Aelfae, but all the while sabotaging them. What better disguise for two agents of Lady Death?

      No wonder Umbral had vowed to kill Finnadro. Finn was the only one who would be in a position to realize what had happened. With the Spindle, he might even be able to restore Dindi’s memories.

      But even the Spindle wouldn’t be able to restore Dindi’s Chromas if she lost them. Wings, stolen or misplaced or deliberately buried, could be recovered, as Dindi had recovered her own wings after Xerpen had torn them off and Kia had snagged them for herself. Dindi didn’t understand the how or why of it, but she knew that losing one’s wings was painful enough. To lose her Chromas permanently… Dindi shuddered.

      As she oriented herself in the cave, she recalled the Nightmare vision that she had seen in the Maze. Dindi had seen what would have happened to her if Lady Death had claimed Dindi as her Henchwoman instead of Kavio. Dindi had lost herself and become a hardened assassin named “Sombri.” In the telescoped vision, Dindi had lived through a year of torturous  transformation. As Sombri, she endured a year of constant pain, fear, and self-loathing. Sombri had emerged a strong, deadly warrior in her own right, but Dindi remembered what toll it had cost.

      Umbral, already experienced and confident in using Death magic, would easily manipulate her for a long time to come. Posing as the War Chief, with intimate access to Dindi both day and night in his role as her husband, Umbral would as easily manipulate her like a Poppet Dancer on a string.

      Dindi forced herself to sit up, then swing her legs to the side of the  stone sculpture where she lay. She walked toward the roar of the wind. At last, she felt something blowing on her face, the spray of cold water.

      She stumbled back to the stone protrusion in the center of the floor. One incautious step almost tripped her: the floor here was smooth but wet, which made it exceedingly slippery. She had to physically reorient her body to help reorient her mind.

      Dindi had been so focused on Umbral’s threats—and his betrayal—that she’d accepted blindly that he had already taken her all the way to Obsidian Mountain.

      Not at all, or, at least, not yet.

      She finally recognized where she was. She was in the old Aelfae settlement carved into the cliff behind the waterfall. I am still in the Rainbow Valley!

      Dindi and Kavio and their friends Finnadro, Gremo, and Svego had stayed here and planned how she was going to become Vaedi, what felt like an eternity ago, when she’d arrived at the tribehold for the first time. Here, Kavio had first tried to convince her to wear the Black Mask, to use a tiny sliver of Death magic. As much as she had resisted, in the end, he had been right. Yet, that too, had come with a toll.

      A shadow appeared in the curvaceous white gap that served this strange place as a doorway. The eerie lighting in the chamber, filtered through the cascade of silvery water, cast shifting patterns of light and shadow, hiding the man’s face.  A stray glimmer reflected upon his eye and glinted like firelight off obsidian.

      “Umbral,” Dindi named her captor. “How far we’ve come, only to be right back where we started—with you trying to kill me to please the Dark Lady.”

      The dark silhouette did not move immediately; until, abruptly, Umbral stepped into the room, grave and inscrutable.

      “You won’t be killed.” He didn’t deny being Umbral, she noticed.

      “I would rather die than lose my Chromas,” she said.

      “I know.” His voice sounded more like Kavio than Umbral. Or had they always sounded the same? Deep but sonorous, sorrowful but firm. “You cannot be forced to give up your colors.”

      “But you said…”

      “I believe you will choose to do so. I want you to serve Lady Death willingly. I want you to...”

      “To love her?” sneered Dindi. “Now you sound like Mrigana.”

      “Is that so terrible?” he asked. His eyes fixed on her face, studying her, commanding her, yet also silently pleading with her. “It was never her command to kill you—I realize that now. That order came from Xerpen, disguised as Snake Bites Twice. I was as deceived by Xerpen as Finnadro was. Of course, Xerpen wanted you dead. But Mrigana only wants you to welcome her. Please, Dindi. For the sake of the future of our people, I want you to serve her willingly.”

      “And I wanted you to choose to help us willingly as well, but it seems we have chosen opposite sides of a much older war than the enmity between the Morvae and Imorvae,” Dindi replied.

      “I have no wish to be your sworn enemy. But, sworn to Death’s cause, I am. I cannot turn away from my oath to serve the Black Lady.”

      “And I have sworn a vow as well, to the Seven Faery Ladies, and to the Aelfae, including your own mother. She and all her people who have no one else in the human tribes to champion them.”

      Even as she threw the words at him, Dindi hated that they were arguing. She hated that he had betrayed her. Her blood felt like a landfall of sluggish, burning stones, heavy in her belly and clenched in her throat.

      This was it, the last attempt either of them would make to persuade through words alone, of the rightness of the cause each fervently held. Dindi locked her eyes on his, pleading with him in the silent war that flowed under their words. Words alone could not hold the weight of all that she felt, the strength and depth of her loathing for what he planned. She still hoped that he would recognize that she would never abandon the Rainbow, never abandon the Aelfae, or the oath she had pledged to the Six Faerie Ladies to solve the Riddle, the Curse of Death. Even if I lose this War, I will go down fighting, Dindi vowed to him—and to herself. I won’t live in a world without rainbows, without dancing, without magic. Let Death swallow me along with the Aelfae before I accept that dead world.

      Her jaws clicked. Her skin felt prickly, and her thumbs trembled until she enclosed them inside her other fingers.

      Kavio, please. Please don’t abandon the dance. Dindi threw her whole heart into the wordless plea for him to just please understand and agree with me, but it wasn’t enough.

      She could tell.

      The dark, hard light in his eyes didn’t waver. He wouldn’t bend either. He wanted her to change her mind as much as she wanted him to change his.

      We will never agree on this. The truth hit her as hard as the falling water hit the rocks below. Once she accepted the truth, it pounded down on her. All she could do was hunch over her shoulders, slumped in resignation, like the rock beaten by the water.

      If you are sworn to Mrigana, you are my sworn enemy. She didn’t say those words out loud, as much as she wanted to throw the accusation in his face. But one only gave hard truths to friends. To enemies, one gave soft lies. She had to stop treating him as Kavio and treat him only as Umbral. Her eyes burned, but she did not let herself release tears. This wasn’t about love. This was about war. War had no place for damp cheeks. Dindi raked her anger and felt the slumbering coals stir with growing heat.

      Noise sounded, echoing strangely in the cavern behind the waterfall. Umbral glanced over his shoulder. His lips tightened.

      “The other Deathsworn are coming. Right now, they have accepted me back into their ranks, but they have not yet acknowledged me as their leader. They may try to harm you. But I shall not let them. And once I prove myself their leader, you will not be in any danger.”

      “Except from you.” The tart comeback escaped before she could stop it. Well, perhaps that was for the best. He would be suspicious if she switched from defiant to compliant too easily.

      “Except from me.”

      “Why are you so sure that you will become their leader?”

      “Why not? If I am worthy to be War Chief of the Rainbow Labyrinth tribe, surely I am more than capable of being Chief of the Deathsworn.”

      “Fine for you to think so, but do they share your high opinion of yourself?”

      “We shall soon see.”

      A number of Deathsworn climbed the ladder into the chamber. As usual, most of them were older. The younger ones sported some grotesque injury. Dindi did not recognize any of them and wondered if Umbral did.

      An out-of-place sound, the babble of a happy toddler, bounced off the walls, followed by the pitter patter of tiny feet. An older woman chased a small child. Dindi was surprised to see a young child here. Umbral looked as confused as Dindi.

      It did happen sometimes that infants, if rejected by their parents, were surrendered to the Deathsworn. A large number of such babies had been given up during the Nameless Years, not because of any problem with the infants but because their parents could not afford to feed them, or their parents had died. But there was no pressing reason at the moment to surrender a healthy child, as this babe obviously was. Based on how the Deathsworn had dressed her, the toddler was a little girl. She was as cute as a doll, with a mop of black curls. She ran directly to Dindi, chubby arms stretched up, as if asking to be picked up and played with. Although Dindi had no particular experience with children, the response came naturally to scoop up the little girl into her arms and coo at her. The toddler babbled back in a most endearing way, happy-baby-nonsense sounds.

      The sweet goo-goo-goo was incongruous with the rage Dindi felt, but the child couldn’t know how Dindi’s heart pounded. Dindi tickled the baby and nuzzled her nose, adored the round chubby face. The cutie looked back with big violet eyes.

      Dindi froze, suddenly recognizing that she held Baby Death.
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      Alerted by Dindi’s sudden stiffness, Kavio took a closer look at the toddler and recognized, as Dindi clearly had, that this was no ordinary child, but Mrigana in her vulnerable years. Deep panic blossomed inside him at the thought of what Dindi might do to Baby Death. It would be easy to destroy such a powerful and yet, paradoxically, such a helpless foe. Kavio snatched the toddler out of her arms and off her lap.

      The baby burst into frightened sobs.

      Dindi looked startled but unrepentant. Kavio glared at Dindi. Understanding flowed between them. They both knew that this was not an ordinary child, but a terrible power shielded in the mask of innocence. The difference was that Kavio was willing to accept as fact the current innocence of the child and the future implications of her inevitable Power, whereas Dindi had dedicated herself to stand in the path of the future this squalling infant represented for humanity.

      He bounced the baby, made silly noises, and tickled her until she stopped crying and started giggling again. It was not as difficult as he had imagined to soothe the child; the toddler was like a puppy, forgetting the last problem and embracing only the here and now.

      Not for Kavio, such ease; there could be no escape from the weight of his decision. The moment he had chosen this path, to betray Dindi and choose to serve Death instead, it was as though he had picked up a boulder like the one he once found Gremo pushing, and like that cursed man, tied himself to the immense rock to drag it forward. Kavio could feel the decision pinching and pulling on him, petrifying and immobilizing.

      Unlike the first time Kavio had embraced the shadow as Umbral, when he had the veil of ignorance to protect him from the full implications of his actions, that veil had been torn asunder, and he was fully aware of the cost of every choice. He knew why the Deathsworn took away the memories of those who came to them. It was to protect them from the obligations and debts they had incurred while embedded in the living community of their clan and tribe. Yes, even the partial death of being Deathsworn liberated them from obligation and debt.

      But the veil of ignorance also conveniently made any true moral decision impossible because choice could only exist in a matrix of a known past and an unknown future. Choice could not exist if the future were already determined like a road with no forks. But choice could also not exist without a traveled past. Those debts and obligations were what gave meaning to planning the future.

      The burden of knowledge was painful. Kavio could understand why the greater portion of individuals preferred to turn away from the knowledge of certain realities. It was too heavy to lift, the strings too painful and binding.

      Kavio could see that Dindi only perceived him as Umbral—a man with no conscience and no values. She couldn’t see that the Deathsworn veil of ignorance had been lifted, and now Kavio was aware of all Umbral’s past deeds. She couldn’t see that Kavio now realized he would have to live with the consequences of Umbral’s decisions.

      As Umbral, Kavio had been able to kidnap Dindi and contemplate killing her or cutting away her Chromas without her permission. That was no longer possible for him. Making the decision to hurt her, as a full and integrated self, as Kavio, as a whole man with complete memories, was so much harder. He had to look her in the eye, to face the woman he had utterly betrayed. All the worse, because he could tell she truly loved him, despite what he had done and was doing to her. Apparently, she could no cleave that emotional tie than he could cut the viridescent ribbons of sentiment that lay over him like a net.

      Of all the tortures he had ever endured, none cut deeper than this: to love someone so much and yet remain opposed to her heart’s desire, and to know she opposed yours, and nothing could resolve the incompatibility. He could not even blame her for choosing other than he did. He was aware of why she wanted to save the Aelfae and even strangely grateful for it; he knew, in her eyes, his choice was so incomprehensible, so utterly vile, that to her the only explanation could be that he had been hexed or coerced, bribed or beaten, or worse, lost his senses like a madman; or, worst of all, had chosen evil deliberately. That he could have pondered the issue deeply and made a painful, but honorable choice of the lesser evil, as he saw the options, she would not allow.

      “I know what you think of me,” Kavio said harshly. “I know you think I am wrong. Evil.”

      “I don’t think that…”

      “I can see it in your eyes and in your aura.”

      Dindi pressed her lips tightly together.

      “I believe I am making the right choice. I cannot allow you to kill this child. And don’t tell me… I know she is not truly a child. I know what she will become. But to me, this is what she will always be. The child cradled in the arms of the humans who have sworn to protect her.”

      “Naturally, that makes your choice correct, if you have declared from the start that anyone opposed to you must be a baby-killer,” Dindi tossed back. “How convenient for you. And for her. To hide her terrible domination of the future behind such a mask of helpless innocence. Every possible cruelty in the future can be justified by your desire to protect that future born as a baby. Who would block out the dawn to hide from the sunset?”

      “I don’t deny that is why she appears to us this way. To me. But also to you. I saw you playing with the child. I’m not going to take the chance, but I don’t believe you could really kill a baby. Not even this baby, whom you know is not truly innocent at all.”

      Dindi took a deep shuddering breath. “You’re right. I can’t do it. I couldn’t kill a baby any more than you could. And I can’t stand to oppose you. If you choose this, then I will choose it as well.”

      Kavio blinked at her.

      “I want to become Deathsworn,” Dindi enunciated clearly.

      Even though this was what he wanted to hear or had told himself it was what he wanted to hear, Kavio rocked back on his heels and narrowed his eyes.

      “I want to believe you…” he said slowly.

      Dindi gestured to the toddler that Kavio still held in his arms. “Do you really believe I could kill her? Look at her. She is adorable. And you know that I met her as Rill.”

      “Yes.”

      “What you don’t know is that I met her again, as a young woman my own age. She called herself River. We traveled together. We became friends. Hurting her would be as difficult for me as hurting you.”

      Could she see his shock? He tried to hide it as he said flatly, “You never told me about meeting River.”

      “Because, before, it would’ve alarmed you. But now…” Dindi pressed her lips together. She restarted the conversation on another trail. “I also saw in the Shared Nightmare that I could still exist and even love after becoming Deathsworn. I’m not frightened anymore.”

      He raised his eyebrows. Hadn’t she just said she’d rather die than lose her Chromas?

      Responding to his wordless skepticism, Dindi blushed. “A little frightened,” she amended. “But I will do what must be done. You should do it now, here, quickly before I change my mind. Take my colors.”

      She played with the fringes of her legwals. He saw a flash of creamy thigh, and it struck him that he sacrificed their wedding night together because he’d feared that if he let himself, he would be lost in loving her. Unaware of his salacious thoughts, Dindi glanced up from her lashes.  “That is what you want, isn’t it? But instead of pretend, make it real. Take my magic and make it your own.”

      Kavio should have felt joy, instead of strange dread. The weight of his decision, the boulder which he carried, now felt as though it had rolled right on top of his lungs and belly, crushing the breath out of him.

      But this was what he wanted. This was what he chose. And she was right. He should take advantage of her decision before she changed her mind.

      Or before he did.
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      Dindi silently willed him to believe her lie. She knew that if Umbral took her all the way to Obsidian Mountain, she would have no chance to escape. If the Deathsworn thought they had to tie her up and torture her to take her Chromas, they would weaken her so much that they would defeat her and take her colors in truth.

      But if she pretended to go along with Umbral, if she could convince him that he had convinced her, then perhaps she could keep her Chromas without them being aware of the trick she played. She already knew how to hide her Chromas: use the ancient hex cast upon her by her own ancestress, Mayara, the spell she had long regarded as the curse on her clan. Now she understood why her ancestors had been hiding her Chromas, why such a spell might be a blessing.

      “I don’t want to fight you, Kavio,” she whispered to him. Believe me. Take what I offer. She called him Kavio, unsure if that would annoy him because it was a reminder of who he truly was, or if he would find it more convincing that she would surrender to Kavio than Umbral. If he thought that she thought he was Kavio, rather than Umbral, he might believe her change of heart. She knew that Umbral had suppressed the real Kavio. The real Kavio would never have chosen Death. Dindi believed Kavio was still inside, buried beneath Death’s hex, like crystal buried in dull rock.

      His implacable expression gave her nothing. He didn’t react to being called Kavio any more than he had when she’d called him Umbral.

      The secret of any good lie, Kavio himself had taught Dindi, was a dollop of truth. And it was true that she loved him and hated to be his enemy. It was even true that she had befriended River and recoiled from the knowledge of what would be needed to kill her, to kill a baby, not this yearling, but a newborn. Dindi still refused to believe there was no third way.

      Umbral still surveyed her mistrustfully, and Dindi knew she hadn’t convinced him completely. She would have to be very careful. Push too hard and he’d suspect her trick. So she simply waited, her eyes locked with his, willing him to believe her.

      Umbral made a decision and snapped out a command to the other Deathsworn.

      The men and women in black, who had been lurking at the edges of the room, out of Umbral’s way, now darted in and dared to put hands on Dindi. One man was rough and Umbral growled at him. The man backed up, blanching, and the Deathsworn were gentle with her after that.

      They bid Dindi to lie down on the stone sculpture in the middle of the room. The Deathsworn were going to tie her to the rock, but she glanced at Umbral.

      “Please don’t bind me,” she said quietly.

      He held her gaze until her chin quivered and dipped. Then he jerked his face away.

      “No ropes,” he barked at the Deathsworn.

      “But uncle,” objected the old woman who had brought in Baby Death. “It’s for her own good. The pain will overcome her, and she will thrash around...”

      “I won’t move,” countered Dindi. She gripped the stone edges of the platform to demonstrate.

      “She is doing this of her own free will,” Umbral said gruffly. “We will respect what she requests.”

      The Deathsworn obliged. They lifted switches and whips and formed a circle around Dindi. Umbral backed up rather than join the circle. He still held Baby Death in his arms, protectively, so no one questioned his decision.

      The dance began.
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      Finnadro had vowed to find whoever had shot Kavio during the Vaedi Vooma, but Finn knew the hunt would not be easy.

      Tracking in a tribehold, after a day in which the crowd had stomped everything to dust and mush, proved much more difficult than hunting in a quiet forest. Finnadro found footprints and signs of passage, but in such abundance that these signs told him nothing.  The would-be assassin had stood on the rooftop of a villa. Finnadro had to identify the villa by memory of the angle that the arrow had taken in its course toward its target. That narrowed the search down to five or six houses. Once he had identified the correct area of the tribehold, he was able to deduce that the tallest of the houses must be the place the archer had stood.

      During the most important contest of a generation, somebody had tried to cheat. At least one person had to be involved: the man or woman who had stood on the rooftop with a bow and arrow had tried to take out one of the contestants.

      The killer had failed, or at least, the last news Finnadro had heard was that Kavio would recover from the wound. A less fit and hale warrior might have succumbed to the lingering infection that even a non-lethal arrow could inflict. Kavio could use six colors of magic. Only two people besides Kavio himself knew that he possessed six Penumbras rather than six Chromas, but that didn’t diminish Kavio’s power. If anyone could recover from a near fatal shot with an arrow, it would be him.

      That Kavio might survive did not excuse the archer, who had surely tried to murder someone, either Kavio or his cousin, Zumo. Finnadro the Wolf Hunter intended to find the archer and learn the goal of the attack.

      There was also the question of who the target had been. Finnadro had seen two versions of the event, and he was not the only one who had participated in the ethereal shared nightmare, the ghostly preview of reality that had unfolded just before the real competition between the male warriors. In the first, nightmare vision of the event, the assassination of Zumo, the Morvae champion, had led to the outbreak of a cousin’s war. The second time, in the actual unfolding of events, Kavio, the Imorvae champion, had prevented the cousin’s war by sacrificing himself to take the arrow for his enemy and rival.

      Or had Kavio been the intended target all along?

      It was imperative to understand what motivated the would-be assassin. It seemed very likely that the assassination attempt had been intended to have political effects, whether a cousin’s war or simply ensuring a certain outcome to the contest. But since both men had great charisma and also many enemies, personal vendetta could not be set aside as a motive either.

      Finnadro had learned the hard way of assuming too much about motive or even what had taken place until he had the evidence to support his claim. He wasn’t going to assume he knew who had shot the arrow or why until he had the proof.

      He knew that the trail would go cold in a clanhold even faster than in a forest. He had leapt out of the contest early to begin his hunt, but the tribehold had been filled with people, including crowds who had shouldered their way into all of the houses around the edge of the great plaza. He had seen for himself how the throngs had bullied their way into villas to watch the Vaedi Vooma, so he could not even assume that the archer lived in the house from whence he had launched the arrow.

      Now, after the crowds had gone back to their own houses to sleep, he returned to the villa in question and carefully climbed up the outside of the neighboring house. The only access to the roof of the house in question was from the roof of the house next door, so he used that. It was early fall and servants of the family were still sleeping outside but he knew how to move as quietly as any woodland animal. His feather light foot falls did not wake any of the snoring men or women.

      He deftly jumped from one roof to the other, where he searched the plastered adobe carefully for any clues. It would’ve been good to find a thread from a torn cloak, or part of the fletching of the same kind of arrow that had been taken from Kavio’s body.

      Unfortunately, even here, crowds had found their way to watch the contest. Painstakingly, in the pallid moonlight, he tracked different-sized footsteps until he had acertained that there had been at least two families up here. Seven adults and nine children. He had questioned the onlookers earlier in the evening, and already knew the two families, but he had only identified five adults and nine children. Two strangers had been on this roof.

      Two people—not only one—must have been involved in the assassination.

      One of the adults had to be the archer. And that left one other person unaccounted for. Both of the unknown adults had worn sandals, which was fairly common in the city. The sandals appeared to have similar soles, although it was hard to be sure, because Finn was able to find only half an impression from each print. One of the footprints only included the front half, while the other was a side print that had been scuffled, as if deliberately kicked. Whoever had left these prints had tried to erase them. Fortunately, there was a great deal of dust on the rooftops, as well as slightly sticky mud from a mixture of the natural clay and the aurochs manure that aunties of the family used to lay down a fresh coat of surfacing over the hot roof so as not to burn their feet.

      Finn concluded that one of the two strangers was slightly larger than the other. That could mean a man and a woman, or simply a large man and a somewhat small, underfed man or youngster. The shot had required precision and skill, but the distance was not so great from this rooftop to the center of the stage that it would’ve required extreme strength to pull the bow. Talent to hit the target would have been more important at this distance. Unfortunately, that meant that although Finnadro was looking for a skilled archer, the pool of possible candidates was not narrow enough to eliminate enough people from consideration.

      He found a small fluff, part of a feather, ground into the mud under the sandal’s impression. It could be from the discarded part of the feather used in arrow fletching, stuck to the bottom of the shoe. If so, if it matched the fletching of the killer’s arrow, he might find it useful, although he wasn’t certain yet.

      There was also a strange stain, as if something dark had rubbed against the white adobe. He took a rubbing of it. The spot would have been a good place to stand to take aim at the stage. Finn used magic to search for any ribbons of light left over from the archer, but the spot was strangely empty of colors. Obviously, someone had stood here, and yet there was no record of it in the magic. That absence itself was strange, perhaps an indication that even the magical trail had been erased. That indicated that the archer must have had magic himself. Or perhaps the second person with the archer was the one who had magic.

      A shadow on the other rooftop snagged Finn’s attention to the villa next door. In the darkness, outlined by just the faintest sliver of moonlight, he saw a man. It could be simply one of the inhabitants of the house  next door, or it could be the archer returning to the roof to eliminate the very clues Finnadro was looking for. Or perhaps to eliminate anyone looking for those clues directly.

      As soon as the other man saw that he had been spotted, instead of running away, he turned toward Finnadro and lifted a bow already notched with an arrow.

      Could the archer have returned? Had he been lying in wait to kill anyone who came looking for traces of him? Who else would be willing to shoot someone on their neighbors’ rooftop?

      Finnadro calculated the trajectory of the arrow as it shot toward him, and ducked and rolled under it, using his momentum to propel him across the gap between the houses. He landed on the other rooftop in another roll. The archer wasted no time throwing down his bow to raise a cudgel.

      He was a big man, but quick and deadly, and very practiced at hand-to-hand combat. His chest, bare arms, and thighs were huge bundles of thews that flexed and bunched in the dim light. Finnadro, despite the deadly need to protect himself, darted a look at the man’s feet. The man did wear sandals, laced halfway up his calf, but the soles were bigger than either of the two footprints of the suspects. This was a much bigger assailant than either the archer or the archer’s companion.

      The big man moved in for a chokehold, which almost snapped Finn’s neck, but also gave Finnadro a strong whiff of his opponent’s body odor. The man smelled like fish and the distinctive aroma of seal skin.

      “Rthan?” Finn choked.

      The big man eased him back from his hold. They stood face-to-face.

      “Finnadro!” Rthan swore. Murderous rage filled his face, turning his skin almost blue in the moonlight. “You! You did this!”

      And then he rushed at Finn again.
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      Rthan had come to find the archer who tried to kill his daughter’s betrothed. Rthan wasn’t Zumo’s greatest admirer, but an attack on the man his daughter Meira had chosen to marry was as much an attack on Meira, on Rthan, on his clan and on his honor. It could not go unavenged.

      But he had never expected to find that the would-be assassin was Finnadro.

      “Why did you do it?” bellowed Rthan. “Why did you cheat? Kavio did not even need your help. In fact, all you did was hurt him, almost triggering a cousin war. Didn’t you see what happened in the nightmare?”

      Rthan cursed himself for having let go of the other man. Rthan had wrestled Finnadro into a hold and could have snapped his neck, but Rthan was so taken aback at discovering that Finnadro was the archer, Rthan had lost his advantage. Now the other man danced out of his reach. Finnadro was more slender, a hair taller, and he was definitely more nimble .

      “You think I was the archer?” Finnadro exclaimed in an urgent whisper. “Don’t be a fool! Whoever launched that arrow was trying to hurt Kavio. Do you think I would have done that?”

      “The arrow wasn’t aimed at Kavio. It was aimed at Zumo!”

      “Even if it was aimed at Zumo’s body, the intention was to hurt Kavio’s standing!” Finnadro insisted. “Didn’t you see what happened in the shared nightmare? The assassin meant to start a Cousin-blood War, and would have, if Kavio had not taken the blow for his cousin, even at the risk to his own life and victory!”

      Finnadro could not keep the urgency out of his voice, but he obviously did not want to wake the families below. Rthan didn’t want to wake them either and gradually the logic of the man’s arguments sank in. Rthan stopped actively attacking, although he still regarded Finnadro suspiciously. “What are you doing here then?”

      “Apparently the same as you. Looking for clues about who the assassin was and where he went, so I can hunt him down and deliver justice.”

      “Did Kavio ask you to do this?”

      “He didn’t have to. Did Zumo ask you to do this?”

      “He didn’t have to.”

      Rthan did not admit to the reason he had not talked to Zumo about looking for the archer. What Finn said about the likely outcome was correct, to the point that Rthan was not certain Zumo hadn’t ordered the hit himself. Certainly, Zumo had not intended to die. Self-sacrifice was not his style. But could Zumo have guessed that his cousin would take the arrow for him?

      “I suggest that we would do better to work together than to fight one another,” said Finnadro.

      Rthan grunted, considering the proposal. It seemed to make sense, but only on the surface. Both of them should have had the same goal, to find out who had launched the arrow and bring them to  justice. But ultimately they had different alliances and allegiances. If it turned out to have been Zumo who had commanded the archer, Rthan intended to bury any evidence of that connection along with the bowman himself. If Finnadro discovered that the scheme had actually been some devious, twisted plot by Kavio, or perhaps Vio, who was both the former War Chief and Kavio’s father, no doubt Finnadro would try to do the same for his side.

      They both sought justice, they both sought the truth, but when they found it, there was no telling if they would continue to have the same goal.

      However, the best way to keep an eye on the other man was working with him, so at length, Rthan nodded.

      “Yes,” he said. “We should work together to find this would-be killer.”
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      Hadi woke up in the middle of the night with a pounding head and no idea where he was.

      He definitely wasn’t in the animal stall where he usually slept, the room where he was allowed to unroll his sleep mat, in exchange for looking after his host’s animals.

      Gradually, the events of the day before, and particularly, the evening before, trickled back into his groggy head. First, he had watched the Great Plaza, to wait to see if his cousin Dindi would come out of the lethal maze. Then he had been watching the Vaedi Vooma. He’d stood shoulder to shoulder with others in the crowd, yet he’d stood alone. He had no one to share his worries because all his friends except for him had magic. They were all part of the most important contest of a generation. But not Hadi. He was only an unimportant witness from afar.

      However, after his clan sister was declared Vaedi, everything had changed. People in the crowd recognized that he was related to her and unexpectedly started congratulating him as if he had something to do with her victory. What was he going to do? Contradict them? Especially when they started offering him beer. He had found himself dragged to a party where beautiful maidens who had only ever looked at him to step around him, now insinuated that they might consider him as a marriage partner. Or even a partner for the night with no strings attached, which honestly appealed to him more.

      However, being kidnapped by a faery last year had taught him a thing or two about strings attached to beautiful women who seemed too good to be true, so he extricated himself from the smooth arms and flowing bowls of beer and promises of warm friendship. He wanted to talk to Gwenika, to see if she was feeling disappointed or ecstatic that she had not won the Vaedi Vooma herself.

      Not surprisingly, he found Gwenika at the villa of her dance partner and betrothed, Nilo. Hadi wasn’t certain he would be allowed inside, but as soon as Gwenika saw him, she cried out his name and dragged him into the villa.

      Hadi smiled sheepishly at her betrothed, Nilo, who glowered back. However, Nilo was not a cruel man and did not gainsay Gwenika’s invitation.

      Gwenika was ecstatic and also a little disappointed that she hadn’t won. Mostly she was relieved that the contest was over, and she bubbled up with almost manic delight which extended very much to Hadi.

      “I have to admit, I did try my hardest to dance well,” Gwenika said. “There was something amazing about the contest which brought out the best dance I’ve ever done. But I would not like to have to do that all the time, or ever again, really. Once was enough. I have a story I can tell my children.”

      A little shadow of a frown appeared between her eyebrows, as it did sometimes when she talked about children.

      Nilo put his hand over hers. “We will have many children,” he promised.

      Gwenika colored. Hadi looked away.

      “The bowls are empty, let’s go get more beer from the Plaza and bring it back to the house,” said Nilo. “Come on, Hadi. I’ll need your help to carry it.”

      As they passed out of the house, Hadi saw that there were actually several more jars of beer already sitting in the kiva at the substreet level of the villa.

      “I know,” said Nilo, following Hadi’s gaze. “We don’t need to fetch more beer after all. In truth, I wanted to talk to you. You might think that Gwenika is free now that the contest is over. I want you to know, I still intend to marry her.”

      “Oh,” Hadi said.

      “She has magic, and she deserves to marry a man with magic,” Nilo explained a tad condescendingly.

      Hadi couldn’t remember what he had replied or if he had just nodded foolishly. He couldn’t understand why the man was telling him this, when it was already obvious to everyone, especially to Hadi. Nilo couldn’t actually think Hadi was a rival, could he? Hadi had known since the Initiation that he was not qualified to marry Gwenika. At least Nilo was an honorable warrior, who would not simply try to notch a stick with a conquest and then abandon her.

      So why did that not make Hadi feel better?

      They dragged one of the jars out of the basement and nobody questioned how quickly they returned from the Plaza. More beer was poured out and, at the time, Hadi had found no reason not to fill his bowl.

      All of that had been last night. Decisions which looked good then didn’t look as good now.

      The headache he had now would have been one good reason to drink less last night. Hadi stumbled outside and pissed against the side of the house. Crude, but he was too tired to go all the way to the Piss Pits.

      “Hadi.”

      It was a woman’s voice, deeper and rougher than Gwenika’s. Not somebody he knew. Hadi turned around and squinted at the woman who had called his name. She was dressed in Green Woods tribal clothes.

      “I need you to come with me,” she said. “Your clan sister needs you.”

      Nilo emerged from inside, standing above both of them on the veranda of the villa.

      “Who are you?” Nilo demanded of the woman.

      She looked up at him. “Nilo son of Danumoro and Shula? Friend of Kavio?”

      “I asked you first.”

      “You should come too,” she said, still not answering his query. “Kavio will be there as well.”

      Nilo did not bother with the ladder from the veranda but leaped down to street level.

      Both Hadi and Nilo followed the woman

      Nilo whispered, “Do you know what this is about? Why would they want to see us on their wedding night?”

      “Why would they want to see me?” asked Hadi. “You are a healer. If the arrow wound is hurting him, he should’ve called you and Gwenika. But I am useless.”

      “I agree,” said Nilo.
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      They returned to the roof where the assassin had stood. Finnadro pointed to the tracks and explained his intention to try to find a trail of one, or preferably both, of the footprints. Since there were apparently two unaccounted for adults, if two suspects stayed together, it would be more powerful evidence that they were working together. If the sets of footprints separated, it might be that one was the archer and the other had simply been in the wrong place at the wrong time, like the other two families.

      “I understand the concept of tracking game in the woods,” said Rthan. “Although it’s not exactly the best way to look for fish. Fish don’t leave footprints. But shouldn’t we also try to go where the culprit will go? The culprit will probably try to leave the tribehold as quickly as possible.”

      “Why assume that? The culprit could live here in the tribehold.”

      “Then he risks being recognized by any of the people standing on this roof. But if he is an outtriber, he would return to one of the camps around the valley. We should look for anyone trying to leave the tribehold.” Rthan pointed. “Like that group of people over there.”

      Finnadro looked. Leaving another villa around the Great Plaza was a group of three: a larger man, a smaller man, and a woman. The footsteps could have been made by the pair of men, or by one of the men and the women. Finnadro wouldn’t know unless he could actually examine their steps. Although he didn’t necessarily agree that anyone trying to leave the tribehold in the middle of the night was the guilty party, Rthan was already hurrying after them and Finnadro had agreed to work with him, so Finn followed as well.
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      Zumo reached out to touch Meira, but she jerked and angled her shoulder aside to avoid him. She had her knees drawn up to hide her face. Her spine curved like a weary willow. Her hair poured over the sides of her body, like the drapery of a dark shroud.

      He knew what gnawed at her. After the Vaedi Vooma, she had unleashed a flood of self-recrimination, falling at his feet, weeping with guilt, begging him to slit her throat because she couldn’t bear having failed him. Zumo had lifted her into his arms and kissed her forehead.

      “It doesn’t matter that we didn’t win the Vaedi Vooma,” he’d promised. “We will win because Grandfather promised we will win.”

      Zumo hadn’t been able to explain more, but he shouldn’t have needed to. Meira should have trusted him. She should have had faith that he was no loser, even if Kavio currently seemed stronger.

      But instead, Meira fell into a wordless fugue. Nothing Zumo said had been sufficient to uncurl her from her shell of depression.

      Exhausted and exasperated by her self-pity, Zumo made a noise of disgust that rumbled from the back of his throat. He knew she heard the growl and felt his contempt; he saw her flinch; but she only huddled in on herself tighter.

      “I’m going to see Grandfather,” said Zumo, although he certainly didn’t owe her any explanations, especially when she was in a snit. Some part of him wanted her to react to him. Even anger would have been better than this.

      Meira didn’t respond.

      “I’m still the War Chief of the Red Spears,” Zumo added. Irritation rubbed like two sticks inside him, building heat.

      She said nothing. He could see nothing but her teepee of dark hair.

      He spat on her.

      She didn’t even flinch. She didn’t acknowledge him at all.

      Furious, he felt his anger rising like flames from a struck flint. If he stayed here any longer, fire would burst from his pores like a hairs on a tarantula. He would grab her, shake her, shout at her, burn her—anything to make her just mucking look at him.

      He stomped away before he hurt her.
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      Rthan now regretted agreeing to work with Finnadro. Especially as they closed on the trail and Rthan saw that the woman they followed was from Finnadro’s own tribe. The two men with her were both allies of Kavio: the Vaedi’s clan brother, Hadi, and Kavio’s childhood friend, Nilo.

      “That woman is not from my tribe,” declared Finnadro, unasked. “I don’t know who she is. I wish I could get a better look at her feet.”

      “Her feet? I would like to get a better look at her face.”

      “I can tell just by the way she walks that she is not from my tribe,” insisted Finn.

      Fine, but... honestly, Rthan had only the other man’s word on that. Would Finnadro admit it if the culprit proved to be his own tribeswoman?

      It was looking more and more like this was a straightforward attempt by the Imorvae to cheat in the contest by the most despicable and obvious means possible. No doubt, the Imorvae thought they could get away with it because they already control the Chieftainship.

      But Finnadro, a Green Woods tribesman, was with Rthan now, so there was nothing Rthan could do but push forward. If he walked right into their camp, would they attack him and try to kill him? He stayed tense and ready for anything.

      However instead of the Green Woods camp, the trio went to the Rainbow Waterfall at the head of the valley. The female guide ducked inside, and the two men followed her.

      “She must be Deathsworn,” said Finnadro.

      “How did you launch that canoe?” asked Rthan, unable to follow Finnadro’s logic.

      “This is where the Deathsworn gather to collect the bodies. That’s why she was dressed in the clothing of my people but is not one of us. They usually go around in disguise rather than admit the one whom they actually serve.”

      “But those two men were healthy, why would they be taken by the Deathsworn?”

      “Maybe to identify a body.”

      That morbid thought didn’t sit well with Rthan, but it did seem to be the most likely explanation.

      “One of us should go in there, just in case something dastardly is going on,” said Finnadro. “I have a suspicion the Deathsworn are players in this game even though they are supposed to be disinterested bystanders.”

      “Another canoe down a river I can’t follow,” grumbled Rthan. “Why would the Deathsworn care about tribal skirmishes?”

      “Because more is at stake in this contest than just who becomes the next War Chief.”

      “What more could there be?”

      “You know who the Bone Whistler was don’t you?”

      “Yes. And I know that he survived and took over Orange Canyon. But surely he’s dead by now.”

      “No. He is working with the Red Spears and Purple Thunder tribes.”

      “Impossible!”

      “Is it any more impossible than those tribes working together when they are longtime enemies? In times of war, the impossible becomes possible and the unlikely becomes likely.”

      “But we avoided a war.”

      “I am not talking about the war between the tribes. I’m talking about the war between Death and the Aelfae.”

      “What about us? Where do humans fit in that war?”

      “That is exactly what the war is being fought to decide,” Finnadro said dryly.

      Rthan frowned. “Kavio claimed the Bone Whistler was working with the Red Spears. But we never found him.”

      They reached the far end of the valley, where huge cascades of water poured over white sandstone cliffs and steep mountain slopes to pour into a huge cauldron of water, the source of the two rivers that wrapped around the mesa. Silver mists swathed the base of the cliffs. The breeze carried the scent of moss and water lilies. Frogs and crickets sang from under the ferns that feathered the rich soil. Huge boulders and a mass of brush and trees forced them to pick their way along the narrow trail.

      The entrance to the cave behind the waterfall wasn’t obvious, but Finnadro indicated that it lay beyond a series of large, wet rocks that jutted out from one vertical section of the cliff-face.

      “I should go inside,” said Finnadro. “And you should guard the entrance in case anyone else arrives to this ‘friend feast’.”

      Again, Rthan did not like it, but it did make sense. He could not deny that Finnadro was the stealthier of the two of them.

      He nodded and the other man crossed the slippery rocks to a gaping crevice behind the waterfall, while Rthan paced back-and-forth at the base of the Falls next to the shoreline of the river. He did not really expect anyone else to arrive, but to his surprise he heard a distinctive thumpity-thump of hooves on dirt and moss.

      Before he could decide whether he should hide or not, the horse and rider came into view along the shore. He always forgot how swiftly a horse moved compared to a man. By the time you heard the thunder on the ground it was too late to hide. Anyway, Rthan preferred to confront his enemies head on if he could.

      The rider was Svarr on Tornado. Svarr was obviously surprised to see Rthan there. Supposedly, they were on the same side, not enemies, although from different tribes.

      “What are you doing here?” Svarr demanded.

      Rthan did not trust Svarr enough to tell the truth, especially not if Svarr might be working with the Bone Whistler.

      “I came to check if any of my tribesmen have been taken by the Deathsworn,” he said, giving the most plausible lie.

      Svarr seemed to accept this, but he warned, “My cousin and brother are coming here for the same reason. They have an advisor with them. It might be better for you if you weren’t here when they arrived.”

      Rthan nodded. “Thank you for the warning. I’ll be gone before then.”
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      As if from far underwater, Meira sensed Zumo speaking to her. She felt his rising heat and hoped that he would set her on fire. Shake her, wake her, kill her, free her.

      But he didn’t.

      He left her.

      Everyone she loved left her.

      Zumo could not burst the bubble of cold, suffocating depression that enveloped Meira like her own private sea of darkness.

      Before he left, Zumo spit on her. She registered it, she felt his contempt mingle with her own, but it didn’t matter. What could his little sputum matter when added to the ocean of self-revulsion which already drowned her?

      A mocking memory swam up to her. Not of Zumo. For some reason, she kept thinking of her father, of the few memories she had of him and her mother before everything had changed.
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      The salty breeze had blown Meira’s hair wild, despite Mommy’s attempt to wind it into tight coils. Meira didn’t care. The sand squeezed between her toes as she ran on the beach. She loved the squelching splashes her little feet made as she ran. She turned to jog backwards, so she could admire the even stitches her footprints had made in the wet sand. As neat as mommy’s sewing.

      Mommy laughed up ahead. Daddy was swirling her in a circle. They both tumbled as a wave crashed into them. Soaked, they only laughed. Mommy put her arms around Daddy and kissed him.

      “Nyara, you’re as beautiful as the day I married you,” Daddy said in a deep voice.

      Meira pattered up to them. “Swing me too!”

      Daddy laughed. He kissed Mommy on the forehead, then let her go to scoop Meira up into his arms. “Like this, little fish?”

      He swung her around and around in circles, until she screamed and laughed at once.

      “Oh, no!” Mommy cried. She bent over, peering anxiously at the shifting water. “I lost one of my Pledge Pearls!”

      “Let’s help your mother, Meira,” Daddy said. All three of them combed the wet sand beneath the white, bubbling froth.

      “Quickly, before the next wave!” Mommy said.

      Meira saw a string and a flash of shiny white. She reached for it, but the riptide yanked it out her hand, dragging the jewel back into the ocean where it had been made. She plucked the pearl, with its dangling bit of broken cord, from the sea. “I found it! I found it!”

      “Oh, my marvelous little fish!” Mommy hugged her. Then Daddy hugged them both.

      “Why did you give Mommy pearls, Daddy?” Meira asked.

      “To tell her I loved her,” he said. He smiled fondly at his wife. “When she let me put them on her, I knew she loved me too. That’s when we pledged to marry.”

      “Can I marry you too?” Meira asked.

      They both laughed. “No, little fish.”

      “But I want pearls too!”

      Daddy ruffled her hair, ignoring Mommy’s reflex protest, ”Oh, you’ll muss her hair!”

      “When you are old enough,” said Daddy, “A nice young man will fall in love with you and bring you pearls. If you love him too… and if I decide he is worthy! …you will marry him and the two of you will have as much happiness as your mother and I.”

      They checked their nets to find their dinner flapping about gasping. Mommy wrapped the fish in seaweed and threw them directly on the hot rocks in the hearth in the center of their oiled sealskin home. The interior of the hut was lined with furs. Meira snuggled into the fuzz, savoring the aroma of roasting fish. She ate her share while it was still so hot she could barely hold it in the crispy skin. Before she fell asleep, her mother sang to her while combing her long, long black hair and working her midnight tresses into new, complex braids.

      Meira awoke in the night to hear her mother weeping. Her father’s deep voice rumbled.

      “I won’t be gone long,” he promised.

      Meira felt the golden glow of joy she’d felt all day fade into indigo melancholy. Daddy had to go away to sea. She always worried that one day, he wouldn’t come back.
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      Meira stirred out of the trance that had enveloped her all morning. She wasn’t less depressed, only increasingly restive. The thought of staying alone in Zumo’s villa, with his drunken father Vumo, in the company of the sycophant visitors and sly servants, abruptly became intolerable.

      She walked to the veranda and pulled out the ladder.

      The elder of the villa, Zavaedi Vumo, heard her struggle with the ladder. Automatically, he lent her a hand to wrestle the ladder over the edge of the balcony, lowering the wooden trellis to street level, before it occurred to him to ask her what she was doing.

      “Leaving,” she snapped.

      “But…” Vumo blinked at her with reddened eyes. The old fool had been crying. What did he have to cry about? Was he also disappointed that she and Zumo had failed to win the Vaedi Vooma? Did Vumo blame Meira herself, his son’s worthless betrothed? Did Vumo hate her because she was Imorvae when she should have been Morvae?

      Meira hated herself.

      If he didn’t, he was a fool.

      “But you don’t have to leave,” protested Vumo. “Never mind the Vaedi Vooma… you are still Zumo’s betrothed…”

      “Only because the Vaedi married his cousin,” said Meira. “If his cousin died, Zumo would marry her in a snap.”

      Vumo’s face blanched. With shocking speed for such an old, abused body, he grabbed Meira by the shoulders and shook her.

      “Never say that! Never even think it!” he wheezed in her face. This early, his breath already smelled of fermented drink.

      Meira jerked herself free of his grip. She climbed down the ladder. Zavaedi Vumo, the hypocrite, did nothing more to stop her, proving he had never wanted her there in the first place.

      Many in the tribehold rose at dawn. Even the day after the Vaedi Vooma, when the celebrations had lasted late into the night, the goats and aurochsen and horses still had to be driven out to the hills to eat, the fields of beans and corn and pumpkins still had to be tended so the late summer heat didn’t blight them.

      No one cared about the long-haired girl who walked alone through the dusty roads between big adobe blocks of houses. No one bowed to her as the Mervaedi. No one even recognized her as one of the failed Aspirants in yesterday’s oh-so-important contest.

      To the muck pits with them. She shunned all of them.

      She wasn’t sure where she thought she was going until she reached the far side of the Great Plaza, where her father, Rthan, lived with his new wife, Brena, and Brena’s daughter, Gwenika. That made Gwenika Meira’s sideways-sister.

      No ladder had been lowered here, so Meira had to enter from the back, through the sub-level entrance for servants and animals. From the animal room on the bottom floor, she climbed an interior ladder.

      The house was quiet. No sign of servants, sycophants, or family. No sign of Meira’s father, Rthan. But Meira found Brena still a-bed, roundly pregnant, asleep on top of her blankets because it was too hot to sleep under them.

      Meira wondered where her father had gone. It was so early…she had simply imagined he must be here.

      But what would I say to him even if he were? she asked herself. Do I want a hug, like a child? Do I expect comfort for losing the toy I wanted? I’m not five summers. He cannot help me anymore than Zumo.

      Ashamed of whatever impulse had driven her here, she left as abruptly as she’d come. The day was warming up, but all she felt was a terrible, isolating cold. The rest of the world swam away from her, as if hands had grabbed her by the ankle and were dragging her to the bottom of an icy, darkening winter lake.

      Zavaedi Vumo had left the ladder down for her, but Meira didn’t see him when she returned to Zumo’s home. She crept back to her own room, curled up into a ball, and fought the smothering dark that threatened to drown her.
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      The beating hurt, but Dindi welcomed the pain. The sting of the whips felt simple and clear compared to the murky anguish she felt. How could mere physical wounds compare to the wrenching pit of darkness he had torn open inside her with his betrayal? The bright red spots of hurt in her flesh helped her forget a greater pain inside.

      But she had to stay focused, not swim into unconsciousness, as the pain, both mental and physical, urged her to do.

      Without drums or flutes or song, the only sound that accompanied the sound of feet shuffling on the stone floor was the crack of whips as they took turns hitting her. Her knuckles whitened around the edges of the stone dais. Dindi had to wait long enough, to endure the dancers lashing her with whips as they circled around the stone, to bite her teeth against the pain. She could not seem to give in too soon. It would look suspicious. Even if she wanted to give up her Chromas, her magic would resist as long as her body held out. They knew that. All of them had gone through the ceremony for real. They knew it could never be easy or without pain.

      Now came the hardest part.

      If they continued dancing and torturing her, Dindi had no doubt that she would eventually surrender her Chromas in truth, choosing submission over pain. She didn’t imagine she was any more able to endure torture than Kavio. That was why she needed something more than simple courage. She needed to trick him as he had tricked her so many times.

      She started to empty out the loom of her aura, thinning the threads of light as much as possible until they were as fine and invisible as spiderweb, yet still strong and sticky. And then she began to reverse the spell Umbral had so often cast on her, especially the first time that he had kidnapped her, and pulled his Penumbras into her aura, showing him his own shadow as if it came from her.

      This was how the Deathsworn passed as normal Tavaedi all the time: stealing Chromas and passing the colors off as their own. For many moons now, Dindi had wondered if she could reverse the trick. Thanks to her dream/nightmare of being Sombri, which enabled her to feel the shadow magic from the inside, she finally could. She pulled shadows from the dancers around her and threw the shade back upon them so that when they looked at her, they no longer saw a shining rainbow-drenched halo of light, but only a deep and endless pit, like a crevice that cut all the way to the center of the earth.

      When Dindi started to feel as if they were truly ripping the colors out of her aura, she screwed her eyes shut and focused on spinning a wheel of colors inside her. She began to shine like a star, like a moon, and finally like a sun so bright that they had to look away for a moment. In that very blink of an eye, she grabbed her own wings from the middle of her back and tore them off. Her wings turned into a hard stone in the palm of her hand and the lights snuffed out of the room.

      The darkness fell so hard and thick compared to the burst of light that it was like a fat, dark beast sitting on everyone’s eyes, blinding, almost smothering, them.

      Dindi had deliberately hurt and weakened herself by tearing off her own wings, but she still had six Chromas and she could still use magic. As long as her wings existed anywhere in the world, she would still have the potential to use magic. She had learned that during the time that her wings had been stolen. In essence, no one could truly take your colors from you unless you severed them yourself. The purpose of the bitter pain of the Deathsworn ceremony was not to take the colors directly by force, but to so brutalize the individual that he or she gave them up by choice.

      No one could ever take that choice away.

      She clung to this deep secret. The choices imposed on her might become increasingly fraught, a choice between suffering mind-numbing pain or surrender, but the choice was always, to the last breath, hers to make.

      She sat in the dark, her wings crushed into a heavy pebble that she clutched in her fist, which she kept at her side, as she had through the torture dance. Her eyes gradually adjusted to the dim, watery light in the chamber, but she knew that no sign of light showed in her aura.

      But would it work? Would she fool them? Above all, would she fool him?
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      Kavio reeled back, stunned.

      Whereas Dindi had once been surrounded by a shiny halo of color, now there was a yawn of darkness. Everything was happening too fast. From the time he had made his decision to return to the Deathsworn until she agreed to give up her Chromas, to this moment, when she stood up on shaking legs, injured from the whippings, cocooned in webs of shadow, Kavio hardly felt he had time to inhale and exhale.

      He looked at the beautiful woman he loved, in pain and darkness—because of him—and he staggered backwards. He felt the anguish as if he had lost his own Chroma all over again. He had to leave the room. He couldn’t bear to look at her. He stumbled through the sandstone archway.

      He ran through the stone tunnels until he came to a niche in the wall too small for anyone to follow him and too far away for anyone to hear him. Instead of victory, he felt a great hollow emptiness roaring in his ears, like the sound of the waterfall, but instead of water, it was only empty howling wind.

      What have I done? What have I done?

      He scraped his fingernails against the stone wall. Maybe this was a nightmare, and he would wake up. Maybe this was like the battle between the tribes that Dindi had shown to everyone and after he shook off the dregs of darkness, he would awaken to the truth, able to undo his mistake and start over.

      But as soon as he was aware of the possibility of this being a dream, he knew it was not, as surely as when one became aware of being in a dream within a dream and recognized that it was.

      If he was living a nightmare now, it was because he had chosen this path. And it was not the kind of nightmare that came as a warning. The warnings had been there, and he had ignored them.

      He chose this. He turned down this path. Now he would have to live with it, following the road to its destination.

      He heard a baby shriek, and all at once, his reasons for traveling this path returned to him. No matter what price had to be paid, he had to choose humans over fae. He would not turn from that no matter what the cost to himself or even to the woman he loved most in the world.

      Kavio forced himself to return to the room where Dindi, now Deathsworn, waited for him. His original plan had been to steal her memory along with her Chromas, but because of her surprising submission, he hadn’t done that. Now, he would not be facing Sombri, an innocent with no knowledge of their past history, but Dindi, who would always remember what he had done to her. The coward in him wished he had stuck to his original plan. This... this was better, but harder.

      She was leaning on the rock where she had lain during the torture. She looked up at him, her eyes like dark pits. As long as he had known her, Dindi had been a terrible liar, unable to keep her emotions from her expressive face. Now he was unable to read her expression.  Neither blame nor gratitude, neither hate nor love. It was like staring into a hole.
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      Dindi gestured to Kavio to come closer. “Look at me. Look what you did to me. Look what you took from me. I gave up everything I love to be with you. Now tell me, what is your plan?”

      Instead of looking at her, Umbral stared at the wet sandstone wall. A vein pulsed in his neck.

      “My plan is to take down Xerpen,” Umbral said. “You and I will go back to the Labyrinth tribehold, claim our place as the Vaedi and the War Chief. We will mobilize the tribes loyal to us against the Red Spears and Purple Thunder tribes, and, if necessary, wage war to get at Xerpen. We will do whatever it takes to annihilate him, because that is the only way we can protect Lady Death.”

      At first, as he spoke, Dindi wondered if she could go along with his plan, at least until they had taken down Xerpen. She also believed that Xerpen was an enemy of humanity, and that he had to be destroyed. She would’ve preferred to take him out before confronting Mrigana. But now, Dindi feared that might be too dangerous. As long as Xerpen and Mrigana fought each other, neither of them could focus their entire attention on the humans. But once the three-sided war became a two-sided war, the remaining enemy would focus all of his or her ire on the Rainbow Labyrinth tribehold.

      Dindi knew she was not as cunning a strategist as Kavio was, but surely fighting a distracted enemy was better than fighting an enemy with all of his arrows aimed straight at you.

      “I agree we must take out Xerpen,” she said. “But we must consolidate power over the Deathsworn at the same time as over the Tribehold. We can only do that if we split up. We must convince everyone that you are dead.”

      “How can I take my place as the War Chief if they think I am dead…?”

      “It’s the only way to catch Xerpen off guard,” Dindi said. She spoke without inflection, refusing to show any emotion, least she give her lie away. “If he thinks you died from the arrow that hit you, he will not expect you to take over Deathsworn. He will stay here, focused on fighting me in the tribehold, because he thinks I am weak, and he will use his minion, Zumo, to try to control me. Meanwhile, you must go to Obsidian Mountain, and consolidate power there. You know Xerpen has a false identity that makes some Deathsworn loyal to him.”

      “Yes, I know. Maybe you’re right. But who would believe that Kavio died from a little arrow?”

      “Men die from such wounds all the time. Even great warriors. Or is your pride standing in front of your strategy?”

      He narrowed his eyes at her, but then his lips twitched wryly. “Very well, I think you may be right. One step at a time. There are already men on their way here to check for kin among the fallen. Let us put on a show.”

      Dindi watched Umbral closely as he summoned the other Deathsworn and explained what to do. Could it really be this easy? Had he seen through her deception and countered with a trick of his own? Or would he truly go on to Obsidian Mountain and let her escape back into the tribehold to consolidate her power in order to fight him?
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