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      “Tell me a story,” I asked Mama, curled up next to her on the veranda. Above us, grapes and flowering lianas curled around the trellis, one of the famous hanging gardens of the Butterfly Palace. The butterflies and hummingbirds that gave our pueblo its name fluttered from bloom to bloom.

      Our home was seven stories tall, and on other verandas below us, Papa, the king, threw a feast for big people: a king and his entourage from far away. All the way from the Iron Pyramid. I’d overheard Mama and Papa speak of them in hushed tones, of their chariots pulled by half-horse men, of the smaller kingdoms they had conquered and enslaved, of their berserkers who could drink a potion made by the Hexsmith that turned them into bears during battle. The Hexsmith had come too, and he didn’t look that scary, but he was the one who had forged the weapons of iron that scared everyone, even Papa.

      If we didn’t like the people, why did Papa give them food? Mama asked that, with more words. If we appease them, if we give them some of the things they want without a fight, said Papa, maybe they will respect the peace. Maybe there will be no war. 

      Now, on the many verandas below us, I could hear them laughing. I could smell the roasted duck and venison, flavored with rosemary and sage, the savory bean and pumpkin stew, the crisp corn chips dipped in chili sauce.

      It was sunset and the frogs were taunting the cranes that dove over the waters of the lake. Our house was one of the tallest adobe towers in the Butterfly Pyramid. We had a fine view of the waterfall cascading into the lake that surrounded our island. I could see the Lovers, two tall white stones that appeared to curl around each other as they jutted up from the water. Gondolas piled with squash and corn poled around them, meeting up with other boats on the shining pink water to talk and trade.

      Mama and I sat upon an adobe dais piled with linen pillows and wool blankets. She didn’t want any part of the feast, despite all the delicious smells. She was cooking pishas in the adobe oven, stoking the hearth fire with a stick. She smudged a little ash onto the stone carving of a fire fae, a salamander, engraved into the keystone tile of the kiln, to invoke its power. When the pisha was done, she rolled the flat corn bread around the sticky goat cheese, blew on it to cool it down, and handed it to me.

      “Eat, Kumari, eat!” she said. 

      I took it but dropped it on my pillow; it was still too hot. She clucked her tongue at me and placed it on a bronze platter between us.

      “Tell me a story first!” I commanded. 

      In the corner of the pillowed bed, my baby brother began to fuss. Mama picked him up, laughing. “Are you hungry too, Delxigo?” she asked, and put the baby to her breast under her shawl. “What story do you want to hear, Kumari? About how the Rainbow Dancer defeated Lady Death and saved the immortal faeries? Or about how the Shadow Dancer fought the Rainbow Serpent who ate the sun and tried to devour the whole world? Or about the Lovers whose hate died and turned to stone? Eat your pisha before it gets cold!”

      I picked up the pisha. I stuffed a bite in my mouth but swallowed quickly so I could speak up. “I want to hear about how Lady Death cursed the baby,” I said. “And they tried to stop her but only made her stronger!”

      “That’s a strange one,” said Mama. “But if you like... Once upon a time, among your own ancestors, ruling here at the Butterfly Pyramid, a king and queen lived who wanted a baby very much. Alas, they thought it was impossible because of a curse upon the king. Yet one day, to their delight, they had a child, a daughter, a tiny baby girl as lovely as the moon. A year of pure joy passed. They invited the Six Faery Ladies to her Naming Day, her first birthday. 

      “But barely had the feast of celebration begun when a cloud of black smoke burst among the guests. There stood the Black Lady, the Queen of Darkness herself. She was angry with them for not inviting her to the feast. She commanded them to kill the baby. ‘If you refuse to kill the baby,’ she said, ‘Death will rule you for the rest of Time!’”

      Kumari wiggled in anticipation. “But they said NO.”

      “Of course, they did...but when the queen scooped up the baby in her arms...” Mama demonstrated by rocking baby Delxigo a bit, “They realized that the baby who had been healthy and strong only moments before was now sickly and weak!”

      “And where was Lady Death?”

      “She disappeared as soon as she gave the command! Horrified, the king and queen carried their baby into the dark labyrinth beneath the palace, and deeper still, beneath the lowest larder of the Butterfly Pyramid. That is where the Masks of the Ancestors were kept. The oldest mask of all was the Mask of the Grandmother. The shaman who served the king and queen knew how to sing the songs, dance the dance, and wear the Mask to allow the colors of the Grandmother to weave into her body and let the Grandmother speak through her.”

      “Do we still have those Masks?”

      “We do. We honor all the Ancestors and the Faeries that protect us. The Grandmother listened closely to the story told to her by the king and queen about Lady Death’s Curse. The Grandmother told them, ‘Have no fear. The baby is not going to die. I will hide her from Lady Death by placing upon her a most clever hex. Instead of living her life on the River of Time, your daughter will fly free of Time itself. She will live her life one day at a time, as we all do, in her own sight, but to all others, she will seem to fly on the Winds from one time to the next, past, present, future, real and unreal, like a butterfly on the Road of Dreams.”

      Kumari stuffed another bite into her mouth. Mama wiped a bit of cheese from the corner of her lips. 

      “But then, no sooner did their baby seem safe,” said Mama, “the child disappeared completely into a cloud of black smoke! In her place stood Lady Death herself! She appeared to be a terrible beauty with black hair and purple eyes and blood red lips. She laughed at them. ‘Fools!’ she mocked them. ‘If you had killed the baby as I commanded, you would have saved yourselves and your children and your children’s children from my black arrows. For that frail changeling I left in the cradle of the princess was my own self as a baby on the only day that I was weak enough to die, the day of my birth. But you foreswore to slay me and cut short my future, giving me not only my future, but your own!’ 

      “And how they wept!” said Mama. “But not for long. The Black Lady stole their memories of everything. ‘You will raise the changeling as your own,’ she commanded them, ‘All unknowing that your precious daughter is a creature of nightfall.’ And she transformed back into the little innocent baby that the couple, forgetting everything that had happened, happily picked up and soothed.

      “Only the Shaman did not forget,” concluded Mama, “For she was protected by the Mask of the Grandmother. For her ear alone, the Grandmother whispered, ‘Do not fear, for there is one who can defeat Lady Death and save us all.’ And so it came to be. But that is another story.”

      After the story, Mama bid Kumari to sleep; but when she lay down, she curled toward the wall so Mama couldn’t see that her eyes were still wide open.

      The wooden door to the room slammed open.

      Mama’s hand flew to Kumari’s arm. “Don’t wake...” she whispered. 

      So Mama had known that Kumari was only pretending to sleep. And she wanted Kumari to keep pretending. Kumari couldn’t keep her eyes closed but she kept her back to the door, still curled around baby Delxigo, who was asleep. She couldn’t see who had come in, but she could tell it was a man by the shadow he cast in the firelight from the kiln.

      “You should not be here,” said Mama to the stranger.

      “I was lost,” he said laconically.  

      “You climbed the stairs to reach this floor. How were you lost?” 

      “I overheard your story,” he said without bothering to answer. “My king and I have also heard about the fabled Masks kept in the caverns beneath Butterfly Pyramid. I would like to see one. In fact, I think, as good hosts, you should allow me to pick one and take it back to the Iron Pyramid. I will wear it for my king and let him see if an Ancestor or Faery really speaks through me.”

      “The Masks of our Ancestors do not belong to you.”

      “Then perhaps,” he purred, “I should take your daughter. Let my king get her with a child and the masks will be our next king’s ancestors too...”

      “No, please!” she said. “My daughter is too young!”

      The shadow grew larger on the wall, falling over my mother, who cringed back as if to shield me. 

      Her voice trembled, “Come with me... I will let you choose a Mask... but please, keep to your word and take only one mask.”

      “I only need one,” said the Hexsmith.
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        Came a faery cross some kits

        Suckling at their mother’s tits,

        Pawing, kneading with their mitts;

        Ma, content to laze

        ‘neath these tiny, mewling bits

        Hid in a row of maize.

      

      

      

      
        
        Cat and kittens were all a-purr.

        Their mama licked and cleaned their fur.

        Cat met the faery’s eyes, demure,

        And yet with pride ablaze.

        Strange the mood that crept on her,

        She watched them in amaze.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DINDI

          

          DAY 1, MORNING

        

      

    

    
      Seven tribes gathered in the Plaza just after sunrise, even the Centaurs. For seven days, Dindi had been inviting the tribes to celebrate the creation of new dances, which she had crafted from the memories of those who had survived the tyranny of Xerpen the Bone Whistler. Dindi herself was far too fat and pregnant to dance. She sat in the stands, watching. It wasn’t how she had planned events to unfold, but now she wouldn’t trade this miracle for all the power in the world. She rested her palms on her belly. As if in response, she felt a tiny kick, as if the tiny one begged, Let me free!

      I will protect you, little one, Dindi vowed. If I must fight the whole world to bring you into the light, I will. If I had to choose, I would trade my life for yours.

      After days of New History Dances exposing and Naming the Nameless Years, in which Dindi allowed some of their saved food to be splurged on a feast, everyone was happy and mellow. Former enemy tribes, like the Blue Waters and the Yellow Bear, the Orange Canyon and the Green Woods, even the Red Spears and Purple Thunder, now together drank cranberry wine and honey-water. The Morvae and Imorvae of the Rainbow Labyrinth tribehold, who had nearly riven the Rainbow Labyrinth tribe with blooded spears, shared mats and bowls of spicy roasted pigeon.

      The Plaza at the center of the tribehold was surrounded by flat, packed-earth streets and three-story adobe villas. The tribehold towered high on a mesa in a valley watered by two rivers, whose source was a huge veil of water from a glacial lake high in the western mountains. Gentler hills hugged the north and south arms of the valley, lending the illusion of cozy safety. This Spring morning, the bowl of the sky had been polished by flocks of puffy white clouds to a brilliant blue. The Plaza throbbed with bright colors, embroidered skirts, woven shawls, painted walls, men and women all flaunting the emblems of their clan and tribe. Men wore headdresses of feathers, aunties crowned their heads with coils of salt and pepper hair, girls with flying braids played tag with scruffy, whooping boys waving sticks as toy spears. Delicious scents of popped corn drenched in heated butter and salt, pickled fish, and pepper-cheese pishas tickled the nose.

      Clapping and cheering accompanied the ascension of different groups of dancers to and from the vast stage at the center of the Plaza. Although not obvious at first glance, the stage had once been the prone body of a giant fae, transmuted into solid rock. His head was still discernible at the western end of the stage, his feet created a wall at the eastern end, and his ape-like arms created walls down most of the north and south sides. The length of his core had long since been paved and smoothed flat, though it was punctured by hidden holes to the labyrinth below ground.

      Dindi had claimed the original Bone Flute from Xerpen when she had “captured” him. Had he ever truly been a prisoner? No—it had all been part of his plan to steal the Windwheel from her. The mystical object had been created by Vessia in an earlier age, during the War Between the Humans and the Aelfae. However, Dindi had been spinning her own plan all along as well. She too had needed to find the Windwheel. Despite her plan, Xerpen didn’t have the Windwheel. Instead, he insisted that she had it all along. At the time, she didn’t believe him, so she sent him on a wild goose chase that she and Vessia had developed as a contingency.

      This plan did work!

      Not only did she retrieve the Bone Flute when she sent Xerpen to fetch a fake windwheel,, she and Kavio eventually discovered that Xerpen had been right all along.

      She did have the Windwheel.

      With one hand still protectively on her belly, she used the other to pat the Corn Cob Doll on a cord around her neck. It nestled between her breasts, which had plumped to the size of melons during her pregnancy. Who would have thought that Lady Death would have gifted Dindi the very instrument she needed to defeat Death? Mrigana must have thought it a fine joke, for she had transformed the Windwheel, the symbol of the eternity of the Faery Ring, into the totem of initiation into a human tribe: a carved core of cob, a painted and beaded doll. Who would have ever guessed its true identity? Xerpen himself had never discovered the truth, not even when he’d tortured Mrigana as a young girl.

      Dindi wondered uneasily what other secrets she might be missing that could alter the fate of her tribe... of all the tribes... maybe of all Faearth?

      Our eyes are so small, and the world is so wide. What we don’t know can doom us.

      Xerpen had escaped, almost killing Dindi, Vio, Nangi and others in the process. Where he was now, she couldn’t be sure, but he would be working tirelessly toward his goal to eradicate all humans from the face of Faearth. Most of the spies the Rainbow Labyrinth sent to the Hexlands never returned. Undoubtedly Xerpen had spies hidden among the tribes in the Rainbow Labyrinth. If only they were as successful at uncovering deceit as the Hexhorde. Morojo and Xalo had finally volunteered to return to the haunt of their former master. They alone had returned alive with the terrible news that Xerpen had a new bone flute—a Black Bone Flute, with the power to make the undead and living alike answer his summons.

      Dindi wasn’t alone in the wooden stands at the head of the stage above the stone giant’s head. The elder Zavaedies of the tribe sat with her, under a canopy to provide shade. Nangi was scowling less fiercely; Vio actually beamed at Dindi. Xerpen had done Dindi an unwitting favor by confirming that her baby had indeed been sired by the love of her life, Kavio. How he had been able to father a child when he had Six Penumbras instead of Six Chromas, no one, not even Xerpen, had been able to explain. She didn’t care. All that mattered to her was that her faith that Kavio had to be the father—she’d been with no other man—had been confirmed. Vio had gone from being her resolved foe to her loyal defender.

      If only Kavio would acknowledge that the child was his. He still refused to believe it, insisting that even this could be one more lie from the fork-tongued Bone Whistler. Dindi pushed down her own residual fear that somehow Kavio might be right. She knew the baby was not Zumo’s but what if it were some other foul trick of Death’s powers…? What if it were only a bubble of magic that might pop and vanish?

      The fragile truce between Dindi and Kavio was thin as a thread. She hoped that when the baby was born, he would finally see the truth. Perhaps it would bring them closer. Perhaps he would finally agree with her that the Aelfae needed to live again, to save the magic of the Rainbow against the Death magic of the night.

      Kavio was on the stage below, energetically directing the groups on the stage. He wasn’t fat and lumbering. So unfair…

      Gremo and Svego were on the stage playing drums for the current performance. All the dancers were men, except one woman in Yellow. The Tavaedies among them wore masks, but next to the Chroma Dancers, who wielded magic, were ordinary men who wielded only flint weapons and wore only war paint and leather legwals. They were demonstrating a War Dance that Kavio had taught them, a series of formations and hand positions executed in response to signals from flag or drum. Instead of division by clan, Kavio divided them by weapon and Chroma. Each sept had six warriors and a leader; seven septs with a Tavaedi leader formed a great-sept; seven great-septs, with a Zavaedi leader and some other supporting Tavaedies, made a Klatch of 350 or more warriors. In total, Kavio could deploy twelve Klatches of spear holders and seven Klatches of horse riders. Where possible, he had assigned a Yellow Healer, either to the Great Sept or at least to the Klatch, although some Yellow Healers and Blue Purifiers had to be held back from battle to tend the families and severely injured behind the lines. In this demonstration, the Yellow was danced by the lone female in this group, who carried a pennant at the end of her spear.

      After putting the Red Chroma Great-Great Sept through its paces, Kavio invited Svarr and Kia, the leaders of the Centaur Herd, to ascend the stage. A murmur rippled through the crowd, a mixture of curiosity, hostility, and sheer bemusement. Centaurs were human from the hips up, but horse-hinded, making them resemble the weird admixtures of beasts, fae, and undead monsters created by Xerpen for his Shadowfire Horde. However, the centaurs were not undead, like those Death-tainted things. They were mortal and endowed with Six Chromas of light.

      And they could dance, after their strange, horsey fashion. They were far more limber than they appeared. They could bend the human half of their bodies to touch the ground, and unlike normal horses, they could handle backwards pacing without panic. They trotted on the stage by themselves for a bit, then allowed a few of their former kinsmen from the Purple Thunder clan to join them, and even to ride upon their backs.

      The crowd cheered wildly. The demonstration had achieved its intended purpose, to reassure the seven tribes that the strange new species could be welcomed as friends and trusted as allies.

      In midmorning, the first ill omen occurred. An earthquake rumbled through the ground. There had been numerous earthquakes this last moon, and the people were growing used to them, almost bored. The shaking didn’t last long.

      Dindi glanced upward at the woven wards of magic protecting the tribehold. It was like a basket of woven threads of colored light in a dome over the settlement. It was invisible to most humans. Only those with Six Chromas could see more than a vague shimmer in the sky. Beyond that was yet another basket of wards, protecting the entire mesa. A third, thinner but larger basket of Chroma threads shielded the entire valley. The three woven baskets of magic were all intact.

      She smiled and waved to the people, who, like children reassured by a mother’s calm, returned to their festivities, unworried.

      Dindi worried.

      At high noon, when the sun hit its zenith, she noticed red in the sky, not in the west, but in the south, which disturbed her. Another earthquake shook the Plaza. This time the quivering was accompanied by a deep low noise, as if the stone itself growled. The deep, low roar did not cease after a moment, as the other quakes had, but continued in one, long continuous rumble. Endless vibration and the low growling noise with strange notes in it created a bottomless harmonic tremor.

      The people fell silent, taking brief fright… but the noise and jelly-quiver was not so strong that it knocked down any walls. Only dust shivered off the roofs, only a few bowls, stacked too high, fell to the pavement, cracked, split, and spilt blood-red cranberry wine.

      But Dindi trembled, moved by a terrible premonition. Instinctively, her hands returned to her rounded belly. Butterfly flutters reassured her that her passenger was still safe.

      Kavio, who was still down on the stage, about to escort up a new batch of dancers, glanced up at her. He, too, sensed some evil under the surface, thrashing to break loose. The earth refused to rest easy. The long roar continued, ghastly deep.

      She touched the Corn Cob Doll.

      “Please,” she asked the doll. “Give me a Vision explaining the unsteady earth.”

      Instead of sending her, as most Visions would, into the Past, or, as more rarely happened, into the Future, she felt catapulted into another but far-away Now, telescoped across a great distance, over the Hexlands, to the Red Spears camp between boiling pools of venom where Zumo and Xerpen had once held her captive.

      Risking this Vision was a terrible mistake!

      ...then she was dragged down into another mind, a mind that was active and awake and waiting for her.

      Xerpen is here!

      Her mind collided with his, as if he swallowed her into a throat of darkness.

      She had suffered such an intimate yet repulsive Vision before; his serpentine grip wrapped around her, squeezed her, and toyed with her, mockingly, triumphantly.

      He’s making me see what he sees, he’s making me feel the same, filthy thrill he feels at what is about to unfold… explode…

      Welcome, Vaedi, he greeted her, his snakes hissing. Welcome to the New Day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            XERPEN

          

          DAY 1, HIGH NOON

        

      

    

    
      Xerpen stood solid as a basalt column, despite the shuddering ground. In the Four Directions around him, he had assembled the Four Spears of his Shadowfire Horde.

      The High Fire Fae, the Malfae, stood to the West of him, led by the Red Lady, the only one of the Six Faerie Ladies to ally herself to him willingly. He planned to bring the others to leash soon enough.

      The undead creatures that he had created merging Death magic with animals and men stood to the East of him. Arso the Manticore had been meant to lead the undead monsters. Kavio not only killed the Manticore but Cursed, banishing it to nonexistence. That was annoying but not insurmountable. To replace the Manticore, Xerpen entrusted the role to another scorpion-mutant, the Scorpitaur, a specimen with the upper portions of a man, the body of a black scorpion and the fiery Red aura of a Malfae. Unlike Arso and Zumo, the Scorpitaur no longer remembered its human name. While not as capable of independent action, it was also incapable of disloyalty. Unlike the weak centaurs, who had run away, the Scorpitaur burned with a single-minded devotion to kill anything that lived.

      Serving the Scorpitaur were hundreds of other Shadowfire undead monstrosities. Out of the Merfae, Xerpen had fashioned Boilwraiths, and the queen of all them was the Brimwraith, created out of seven Banshees, a Merfae with wings of blue flame, a Blue Tavaedi who had murdered her own children, and a venomous sea worm. His greatest creation made with a Sylfae was the Darkstalker, created out of forty-nine different poisonous and carnivorous plants, a cannibal Wolfling who had devoured over one hundred men, and a Sylfae who loved to despoil and strangle human women. These monsters had no sanity left, only murderous rage. Xerpen was quite fond of them.

      Finally, though he could fly, he’d also made himself a ‘horse’ to ride, though it was more of a horror. He’d created a giant Necropede by enlarging a centipede, giving it the arms of a hundred sacrificed men, thousands of vulture beaks all in one mouth, and the rapid reflexes of a Vyfae. The Necropede could not fly, but it could skitter rapidly across the ground. The foul death magic around it was especially strong because of all the auras drained and tied into its web-like Penumbras, such that ordinary humans fell vomiting and fainting from fear when they beheld the creature.

      Xerpen had sent Zumo ahead with the human, mortal, portion of the army. The human force consisted of all those Red Spears and Purple Thunder tribes which had remained loyal, who hadn’t defected to Dindi the Vaedi. The mortal faction also included men and women from all tribes, including the Rainbow Labyrinth itself, who pledged their fidelity to Xerpen.

      They hoped to survive the Day of Fire and Shadow. This very day.

      Pitiful human elders who couldn’t travel fast enough had been left behind. They knelt submissively in their symbolic position to the North of Xerpen.

      To the South, the last Spear of his army waited for him to free them from millennia of imprisonment.

      He faced the cone shaped mountain, where, deep in a caldera at the peak, a huge rock plugged the entrance, trapping the Titans, the Lava Giants, inside. They had been stomping, demanding release, ever since he found a way into their fiery kiln prison below the earth and awakened them. Now the Lava Monsters roared without ceasing. The long, agonized groan from beneath the straining, buckling loam reached a fever pitch.

      Xerpen lifted his new Black Bone Flute to his lips and played the dirge of Breaking.

      Cracks opened like jagged wounds in the ground, dividing his four forces with chasms. Lava plumes spewed out of the split earth.

      The roar increased in volume from within the mountain: the ruthless harmony of a thousand hate-filled throats. He stilled, enjoying the unbearable tension. Then the string of his spell snapped, unplugging the kiln, releasing the prisoners.

      The volcano erupted.

      A huge black, bulbous shape leaped from the cone, growing as if from tadpole to toad in less time than a goblin’s sneeze. The black toad multiplied and became a thousand rolling, growling black bears, then multiplied again and grew into a Black Tree with a trunk higher than all the mountains, its headdress billowing and pillowing, thick with swirls, twirls, eddies, curls—poisonous mushrooms instead of fruit. The stench of rot roiled in the air.

      Ring after expanding ring of exploding darkness blasted outward. Each new ring pounded the earth like a drum, each a blow of pulverized rock, scorching ash, and poison wind.

      Xerpen raised his arms and spread his wings to the typhoon, reveling in the detonations. The few mortals cowering near Xerpen did not fare so well. They gasped from the wave of super-heated air, even before the tidal waves of ash reached them. Their skin boiled off and their skulls exploded. Xerpen laughed at the amusing sight.

      Spreading out from the cone, under the shadow of the Black Tree, lurched the Lava Giants, monstrous forms, hunched and horrible yet towering-large, looming over the entire landscape, with burning black skin and searing red eyes. Some retained a vaguely anthropoid shape, others were indescribable abominations.

      The Lava Monsters lumbered, but their underlings hurtled out in all directions.  Swifter than a single breath, crowned in sparking red flakes, clothed in blankets of heaving gray dust, they set fire to everything in their wake. They lifted the Malfae with fingers of lighting, and shouldered the Shadowfire Horde on their backs, like a Rover’s rucksack. The Lava Giants themselves oozed out of the mountain slowly, but their ash-winged minions flew at a pace scarcely comprehensible to a mortal mind.

      Day transmuted into dusk. Noon became night. The fungal fumes of the Black Tree blocked out the sun, casting the world into gloom. The Day of Fire and Shadow. Xerpen smiled. Dindi had robbed him of the eclipse—but that could not stop him. He had summoned his own eclipse.

      Xerpen felt the quivering mind of the Vaedi fluttering helplessly around his, caught on the spikes of his powerful aura. He laughed, his joy completed by the abject fear he felt from his foe. He sloughed off his weak form with a melted face and snakes growing from his shoulders, assuming the bright, shining form of the Fae Lord he truly was, had always been, and would be again.

      “This is the last time I will allow you insight into my aura,” he mocked her. He waved the Black Bone Flute like a flag. “But this glory, I wanted you to see. Look and despair. All this is coming for you. You will not survive the New Day.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DINDI

          

          DAY 1, NOON

        

      

    

    
      Dindi was too stunned by the power unleashed to remember to breathe. As if the heat would rush into her lungs and explode her skull…

      She stood up, clutching her round belly. Her instincts screamed at her to run away, to protect her baby. Dizzy, she staggered, but only Kavio and Vessia noticed. Kavio stared at her intently from the stage. He started striding toward her, but he didn’t run, probably so as not to panic the crowd. Vessia, next to her in the stands, came to her side quickly.

      Dindi gasped for air at last. It wasn’t superheated, she didn’t die. The earthquake had ended.

      But when she looked to the south, she saw the Black Tree on the horizon. From here, it was smaller, but that it was visible at all, over the hills and across the length of the Hexlands, sent a shiver down her spine. The Black Tree was real, and it was growing. The darkness was coming for them.

      The crowd also noticed the Black Tree. At first a silence fell. Bewildered chattering and pointing followed. Voices shouted questions without answers, guesses without guidance. But although the people were made nervous by the novel sight, they weren’t nervous enough. No one even left the Plaza.

      “The War has started,” Dindi rasped to Vessia. She squeezed Vessia’s forearms. “We have to get the people to safety!”

      “No!” Vessia said. “Not yet! First we have to perform the Windwheel Dance! Now! Now, Dindi, while all the people are assembled and still don’t know what is coming for them—now is the time—we may not have another chance!”

      “No… no… no…” Dindi whimpered. Terror still stomped in her belly. “My people… I must protect them… When the Lava Monsters reach us, anyone left outside will breathe fire and die!”

      “Dindi!” Vessia said sternly. “Keep your wings about you! You cannot faint from fear! You are the Vaedi! You must direct the human dancers to form the Petals while I dance the Pivot of the Wheel.  You cannot lose your head!”

      A terrible memory of the boiling skin and exploding skulls wracked Dindi with another shudder of fear.

      Vessia said fiercely, “Dindi, if you intend to keep your end of the faery bargain you made, if you intend to keep your vow to me, and if you intend to do your duty as Vaedi, you must do it now. You must take the chance to trust the Aelfae. I will lead them. I will be the Pivot of the Dance. You must direct the humans to dance the Six Petals, as you promised you would!”

      Vessia’s reprimand penetrated her terror. She realized she was squeezing Vessia’s arms until the flesh turned white. Dindi forced her hands to unclench. She mastered her breathing and her dread.

      “I will keep my vow,” Dindi said quietly but firmly. “Let us dance the Windwheel now, before it is too late. We will need the Aelfae on our side if we are to defeat Xerpen and the Four Spears of his Hexhorde.”
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          DAY 1, JUST AFTER NOON

        

      

    

    
      The Black Tree on the horizon, along with the sudden onset of a ruddy, glooming sky, could mean only one thing: the Bone Whistler had launched his attack.

      Kavio expected Dindi would signal the large horn on the stands to be sounded, calling the people to hide underground. It was for this very moment that she had worked so hard for the last seven moons to prepare the seven tribes for the Day of Fire and Shadow. She had tirelessly schemed to save seeds and dried foodstuffs. She had solicited Kavio’s advice on how to train the warriors. She had drilled the people to practice taking refuge in the Maze.

      Dark clouds veiled the sun. A chill permeated the air. Yet Dindi did not give the signal to take refuge. Instead, she went to the horn to amplify her announcement that a new dance would begin.

      “Let the Petals and the Pivot take the stage!” she called through the horn.

      Kavio frowned. He had no idea what she was talking about…

      …and that meant she could only be talking about one thing.

      She really means to go through with it! The betrayal lashed his heart.

      Of course she does, Umbral mocked him. Did you think anything had changed? Did you think she told you that the baby is yours because that’s true—it’s NOT possible!—or because she will SAY anything, DO anything, to unleash the Aelfae and destroy Mrigana?

      Frozen to the spot where he stood, he watched dumbly as Tavaedies of all Six Chromas streamed onto the stage. Even Nangi, whom he had once dubbed Auntie Ugly, came to the stage—and she did not look ugly now, only dignified by age. The mysterious terms “Petals” and “Pivot” became clear. The Tavaedies of each Chroma formed a petal-shaped wedge around his own mother, Vessia. She held the Corn Cob Doll, which Dindi must have given her. Dindi herself remained up in the stands, near the amplifying horn. She lifted the Bone Flute to her lips. An achingly beautiful tune wafted over the Plaza.

      Ethereal voices on the wind sang softly along with the tune. Probably only Kavio, Vessia and Dindi were aware of them just yet, but he had no doubt the voices would grow stronger the longer the dance went on.

      “Came a faery…” sang the eldritch, disembodied voices.

      Vessia held up the Corn Cob Doll. The Petals of many dancers wheeled around her. A corona of light flashed, and the doll turned into a windwheel—six painted petals around the pivot that allowed them to turn with the wind in a circle.

      “…Strange the mood that crept on her…” crooned the voices in the wind.

      You know what you have to do, Umbral said quietly.

      He had set his own counter spell a long time ago. All he had to do was trigger it with his own dance and chant. His deep, powerful voice wasn’t amplified, yet his enchantment rang out over the haunting flute and ghostly song. His chant reprised the spell with which Dindi had captured Mrigana nine moons ago:

      

      From a kiln, a pot done baking, from its clay mold breaking

      Into the world without a tear, without a fear

      Come to be, squeezing and shaking, come my dear.

      Come to me, my hands to hold, your freedom taking

      Be bold, come far to near!

      Travel to me hither here!

      

      As Umbral, the Henchman of the Black Lady, he leaped into the dance that would unleash Mrigana from her prison.

      The whole ground beneath them shook, the whole mesa and tribehold, everything shuddered and heaved, in another rolling earthquake. Unlike the others, this one cracked walls, threw down pots and baskets, tripped people to the pavement. The dancers stumbled and missed their cues. Wails of alarm cursing the faithless ground joined voices cursing the clouded sky and veiled sun.

      On the stands, Dindi paused playing the flute. She recoiled, as if in pain, but then started playing again.

      He refused to flinch or falter. He kept dancing and singing his spell of release:

      

      Like a seed that sprouts a tree, like a fish that finds the sea

      Small and helpless no longer be, but be blazing bright!

      Rising high like Moon by Night.

      Like a corn of leaves unwrapped,

      Like a fine flint finally knapped,

      Burst forth and conquer Light!

      

      Instead of launching into her own tune to stop him, instead of crying out to her warriors to attack him, instead of hurling appeals to his love, instead of any of the responses Kavio expected in response to his war dance, Dindi did the one thing he never anticipated.

      She fell where she stood on the platform, doubled over in pain, coughing vomit and blood.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DINDI

          

          DAY 1, SHORTLY AFTER NOON

        

      

    

    
      Dindi curled into a ball of pain. The rough wood of the platform floor barely registered. The agony she felt in her stomach turned everything else around her into a blur. She knew she needed to stop Kavio’s spell, to fight back. She needed to play the song for the Windwheel Dance. She needed to protect her people. She needed to prepare to face the armies of Xerpen.

      But her stomach clenched so hard and fierce, as if being squeezed by a merciless fist of rock, she could not focus on anything but the pain. The fist released her briefly, then squeezed again, over and again, one wave of pain after another. Then fire seared her between her thighs, and all ignited in an explosion of white light, pure agony.

      Instinct made her grab for the Corn Cob Doll, but she wasn’t wearing her necklace. Vessia had the doll, which was now the Windwheel. Dindi forced her eyes open, forced her hand to reach toward Vessia, forced her throat to gape... but no cry came, no matter how she tried to cry out. No sound but sobs.

      All she could do was stretch a tendril of light, a thread from her aura, a white glint thinner than a hair, toward Vessia... Help...

      But Vessia could not help. For someone else was attacking Vessia already.

      Mrigana.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            VESSIA

          

          NOW TO ELSEWHEN

        

      

    

    
      The Windwheel that Vessia held aloft burned her hands. She had to drop it. By the time it hit the stage floor, it had turned back into a Corn Cob Doll. It rolled to her feet and stared up at her with its strange empty face, as if laughing at her.

      The human dancers who were supposed to form the Petals reacted to the earthquake.

      She felt dizzy and unbalanced, but not because of the shaking earth. Something terrible had shifted the deepest fabric of the world.

      A low, dulcet laugh forced Vessia to whirl around. Where had the husky, feminine laugh come from?

      She didn’t know. Vessia did see Umbral dancing. People had told her that Umbral was really Kavio, her son, but in her heart, she couldn’t feel it. He was nothing to her. Worse than nothing. Perhaps this man was even more dangerous than Xerpen. Umbral had obviously triggered the powerful spell that had torn out the heart of her dance and reversed her magic over the Windwheel.

      From behind Umbral stepped a beauty in a flowing gown of black and purple. Her long black hair waved behind her, and her purple eyes glowed with mirth. She laughed again, low and sultry.

      “I’m back, Vessia,” said Mrigana. She gently patted the shoulder of Umbral, who stood taller than she, yet who still somehow fell in her shadow.

      Vessia had no weapons on her. She glanced up at the stands toward Dindi. To her alarm, the Vaedi had collapsed into a heap. Had she too been attacked? Vessia spread her wings and flew toward Dindi to help her.

      Mrigana spread gossamer black wings and intercepted Vessia in the sky. Mrigana ripped the fabric of existence, tearing it open like a wound in front of Vessia.

      Vessia whirled and danced in the air, drawing threads of all Six Chromas to sew up the tear in the universe. Mrigana threw out ropes of Black magic. Vessia created a shining blade of white, like crystal from the six, slicing the black ropes. Mrigana spun out a web of rainbow ropes to reweave her shield; Vessia was taken by surprise; she had forgotten that Mrigana had all Six Chromas in addition to her Six Penumbras.

      More black ropes grew around Mrigana. The rainbow ropes and black ropes combined to reach out and strangle Vessia, cancelling her Chromas. Her wings now trapped against her body, she plummeted toward the ground.

      Mrigana physically tackled Vessia to save her from crashing. Gaining momentum from the impact, she carried Vessia into the crack in the universe. They flew like bent arrows, circling in a hoop, crazy colors flashing all around them as reality dissolved into an abyss. They threaded Time like a needle stitching back and forth over the same swath, through eternity and opportunity. Strange, unnatural worlds flashed by, possible-yet-impossible Futures and untrodden Pasts, a whirligig of Could-Have-Been’s and Yet-Might-Be’s.

      Everything turned too bright, then too dark.

      And in the darkness, Mrigana cooed: “I steal the memories of many before they die… but to you, Vessia, I will give your memories back so that you will know everything you lose before you go…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            VESSIA

          

          24 YEARS AGO

        

      

    

    
      The humans come to fuss over you, clucking their tongues about your diet and your bladder, moving your limbs under the fur when what you really need is to feel the wind blowing over you. You need time to fly.

      “Fa-la, dear, of course you can’t go outside,” a woman admonishes you. You think her name is Dame Raba. Is she your husband’s mother? No – his mother died during the famine, along with his father, his sister, and his uncle and most of his cousins. Dame Raba is one of the few cousins who survived. So you have to be nice to her, no matter how annoying she is. Your husband is protective of his surviving family, no matter how distant or how aggravating, and he wouldn’t forgive you easily if you strangled one of them.

      “You’ve just had a babe!” Dame Raba is cooing. This is obvious; she doesn’t need to keep repeating it. “Your body needs rest, and the babe needs protection from the fae….” Dame Raba suddenly remembers she is talking to you, a faery, and her cheeks change color like a pot in a firing oven. “Um, yes, in any case, as I was saying, you must not leave the house until after the New Moon passes. Don’t exert yourself!”

      “And keep the leathers tied over the windows,” adds the midwife. Dame Aurda? You think her name is Aurda. “And the ladder away from the climb-hole. No need to tempt the fae. They’re tricky, they are.” Dame Raba elbows the midwife. Midwife Aurda adds lamely, “Begging pardon of those present.”

      You just nod. You knew when you married a human you would have to adjust to the ludicrous rules of human society. You didn’t grasp how hard it would be to compromise and sacrifice every single day; sacrifice is a sweet notion but a bitter actuality. You allow Dame Raba and the midwife and the serving girl to fuss over you as long as they want. But you sigh with relief as soon as they depart.

      The room smells of week-old blood-soaked blankets. The closed curtains trap the stuffy air inside. The shadows, the heavy air, the stench of your own sweat-dampened hair depresses you. You feel smothered. When you can no longer stand the gloom, you leap out of bed, with your newborn still in your arms, and tear at the lacings of the leather flaps over the window. The baby coos in approval as a wan beam of sunlight lights up his tiny red face.

      “I will just open the window to the breeze, I won’t go outside,” you whisper to the baby. He makes a funny face, and you laugh, rocking him in delight. “What, only a sept of days old and already a skeptic?”

      You pace the room a bit, itching to dance. The single sunbeam that manages to wrangle its way through the window is so limp and pallid, hardly a full sunbeam at all. Without meaning to, you glance at the ladder stored well away from the climb hole to the roof. The baby squirms in your arms.

      “Yes, you feel it’s too stuffy in here, too, don’t you?” you ask him. You look up at the skylight. There’s no ladder; you don’t need a ladder. You spread your wings. You murmur to the baby, “I will just go up to the roof to catch the light before the sun sets. It’s not really the same as going outside. It’s not as if I will be flying out of the tribehold.”

      The wind meets you on the rooftop, and you laugh with relief. You twirl in the small space and hold up the baby to the light and air. He gurgles happily.

      Though you are now outside, the rooftop terrace is almost like another room. The walls of other houses press in on all sides. The dwellings in the tribehold are like white boxes stacked upon one another, sharing walls for whole blocks, only occasionally divided by narrow streets filled with offal thrown from the balconies. The stink of thousands of sweating humans, their roasting corn, their fermenting sewage, wafts up with the dust from the mud streets. You still feel claustrophobic.

      The roof is so tiny. There is no room to dance.

      “I’ll just flutter my wings a weensy bit,” you murmured to the baby. “I won’t go far. I won’t fly long….”

      You spread your iridescent wings behind you like the fluttering of an immense rainbow butterfly and allowed the winds to lift you into the endless sweep of sky and light and beckoning horizon.

      …

      When you alight again on the roof, you are surprised to be greeted by grim eyed warriors who aim their bows and spears at you. You can hear sobs and sober voices from within the house.

      “Zavaedi!” shouts one of the warriors on the roof. “She has returned the babe!”

      Your husband scrambles up the ladder.

      “Mercy.” He stops and stares at you holding the baby.

      You stare back. You have never seen such haggard despair upon your husband’s face, not even when he was being tortured by the tyrant.

      “Beloved!” you exclaim innocently. “Is there danger? Why is your face a picture of woe and why am I greeted with spears and arrows in my own home?”

      Your husband’s face shifts. With a single dismissive glance at the warriors on the roof, he sends them shuffling uncomfortably down the ladder. This leaves the happy family—you, your husband, your child—alone on the rooftop.

      “Where were you?” He growls in a low, angry voice, the despair etched into his face now transmuted into tightly held rage. “Where were you? Do you know how long you have been gone? Where did you take my son?”

      “We were dancing,” you say.  Your voice falters. You’re angry that he’s angry, but also upset with yourself for upsetting him. You don’t want to sound either dismissive or defensive, but you probably sound a little of both. “We were merely dancing. A bit of flying as well, yes. Dancing and flying. And swimming. Maybe some swimming. But only that and no more. Dancing and flying and swimming. I don’t understand why you are so angry…”

      “You have been gone half a moon!” he shouts. “You disappeared without a word to anyone with my son! You are a faery and like all fae obviously only half sane and I thought that you had… that Kavio… that because you are fae….” He chokes on his own hurt and cannot continue. “I thought my son was dead or lost forever!”

      “You thought that because I am fae, I would steal my own son?” you ask, incredulous.

      “How could I know what you would do with him?” he demands. “How could I know that you hadn’t already tired of dreary human family life and decided to return to the wild woods and dump the wailing burden in some clump of bushes on your way to freedom! Many a human mother has wished to drown her own babe after a week of wiping bottoms, how then a faery maid never meant to become a mother?”

      “Is that how far you trust me?” you ask bitterly.

      “How should I trust you at all when you disappear without telling anyone?”

      “If I had told anyone, they would have only told me I had to remain shut in this dreadful clay house with the skins of dead animals sewn over the windows and the smell of cattle dung in the walls. I needed the open air, the twinkling of untrampled dew and free, growing things…” You trail off, suddenly aware you are not making your case very well.

      “I ask again,” your husband says grimly, “How should I trust you?”

      You hold out the baby, to show how much he enjoyed flying with you. He begins to cry.

      “Look how you’ve frightened him!” He snatches the baby from you.

      Despite your own anger, your heart melts as you watch how tenderly he rocks the baby back to contented coos.

      “I would never allow harm to befall our son,” you say softly. “He is the fruit of our love, and all our love is in him.”

      “I thought he was dead…”

      “We were only dancing,” you repeat, so inadequately. You cannot bear the pain you have caused your husband. You know you have been selfish—you never even thought about how he might feel while you were away dancing.

      “Only the fae dance for a half-moon at a time!” he snaps.  “Kavio is a human child! He is my son too, whether you like it or not!”

      “He is half Aelfae,” you remind him. “He is my son too, whether you like it or not.”

      Your husband bends his head. “If you take him from me, Vessia, I could not bear it. If you regret the choice you made, if you want your freedom, then I release you from your vow to me. But do not take the child from me. Do not part me from my son.”

      “You fool human,” you say. Your words become a murmur, a gentle stream of comfort, accompanying your arms, which you wrap around them both. “You silly, silly fool. As if I would. Oh, beloved, I never meant to hurt you. I never meant to frighten you. The sky was so big and to fly just a little bit longer seemed so harmless. I never would have let harm befall him. Don’t be angry, I beg you, we were only dancing….”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            KAVIO

          

          DAY 1, AFTERNOON

        

      

    

    
      Kavio flew to the wooden platform at the end of the stage. Zaveadi Danumaro and Zavaedi Shula knelt on either side of Dindi. Vio stood behind them. No one had moved the Vaedi yet, for fear of doing worse damage. She sprawled unconscious on the planks, her clothing billowing around her. His first worry was for her, his second for the baby. If it were his choice, he would sacrifice the baby rather than her, even if Dindi would never forgive him for that choice.

      The Healer, Danumoro, stroked the Yellow in her aura. Even Kavio could see that her aura glowed, as healthy and powerful as ever. He didn’t know enough Yellow midwifery to discern the condition of the baby. But there was no blood on the platform or on her clothing. That had to be a good sign…? Even he knew that a miscarriage this late in the pregnancy would have left a gory mess.

      “She cried out in pain and fell,” said Shula. “But none of us can tell what’s wrong. She’s neither dead nor hexed…”

      “I’ll take her,” said Kavio. He knelt to scoop her into his arms. She felt as light as a dandelion. Something about that nagged at the edges of his mind, but he had no time to dwell on the anomaly. He stood up with her in his arms, to catch his father’s gaze.

      “The War has started,” he announced. “The Vaedi is obviously incapacitated. I am taking command. Does anyone have a problem with that? Tell me now, so I can kill you and get it out of the way. The Shadowfire Hexhorde will be upon us soon!”

      His challenge applied to all of them, but he never broke eye contact with his father.

      Vio straightened. Kavio braced himself. He really didn’t want to attack his father, especially not after he had sacrificed his mother to Mrigana’s machinations. If Vio refused to follow him, so would many others, a delay none of them could afford.

      “Umbral is now the War Chief!” Vio shouted. (He used that name because most of the tribesfolk did not know of Kavio’s double identity.) He strode to the horn to amplify and repeat his proclamation. “Umbral is now the War Chief!” He glanced back at Umbral (Kavio). “What is your command?”

      “Zaveadi Vio, you are in charge directly under me. Organize the people to take refuge in the Right-Hand Maze,” said Kavio. “Have every Tavaedi and every male over two septs of years assemble on the stage to receive orders for their role in the war. Have the boys go to the kraals and take every kid goat, calf, and other baby animal down into the Left-Hand Maze. Take grown animals only in numbers that can be slaughtered for food over the next sept of days. And summon Gwenika to the center of the Maze, to tend the Vaedi. Send my personally picked sept to meet me here. All of this must be done by sunset!”

      A stitch of silence passed, then Vio bellowed, “You heard the War Chief! You all have tasks to do—get going!”

      Vio went to the horn next, to bark out more orders. A thunder of galloping feet and panicked cries filled the Plaza as the Tavaedies responded to their orders and started herding the people like nervous cattle. Satisfied that his father had the experience and authority to meet the deadline, Kavio flew with Dindi in his arms around the stone head, to the tunnel that led to the Left-Hand Maze. People were already streaming into the Right-Hand Maze, but warriors kept traffic out of the Left-Hand Maze because the kivas there had been filled to bursting with storage-foods, and huge jugs of water and corn beer. The warriors parted for Kavio.

      He normally would not have flown down the stone corridors. Even though the ceiling was two stories high, it felt confining to spread wings. Today, though, he needed speed on his side. He arrived at the dead center of both mazes, the large round room that he and Dindi had designated “the Windwheel Kiva” because it was here that the Windwheel had been guarded for many generations. The brilliant sigils on the walls of this room were the source of the Windwheel Dance that Dindi had tried to initiate today.

      He had threaded the maze faster than feet could run, so he was surprised that barely had he arrived than Gwenika did too. She’d simply used a rope to climb down from the air hole in the vaulted ceiling, an egress hidden under the stage, usually covered by a taunt leather tarp. The creepy scarlet gloaming of the sky looked like a blister in the ceiling.

      Kavio arranged Dindi on the soft furs and cushions of her sleeping mat. Gwenika wasted no time in hurrying to kneel beside her.

      “I have it now,” Gwenika said, without even bothering to look over her shoulder at him. “You can go.”

      Kavio grinned, bemused by her fearlessness. But he was glad, too, for he could do nothing for Dindi now—if she would even want to see him after he had freed Mrigana and ruined the Windwheel dance.

      He flew up through the air hole, taking the time to retie the tarp over it. At first he thought he had lost hours rather than less than an hour bringing Dindi to safety, for the whole world outside lay in chill twilight. It felt like a winter evening rather than a summer afternoon. There was even a faint sprinkling of snow in the air…

      He tasted a snowflake—then spit it out. It wasn’t ice, but ash.

      The ruby sky obscured rather than reflected the sun. It was only afternoon but growing darker and stranger. He didn’t like the smell in the air.

      His father was still directing everyone from the wooden stands. Kavio joined him silently. Aside from the bumas, the watchtowers at the corners of the tribehold, this was the highest elevation on the mesa. The Black Tree loomed to the south. The dark clouds branching out from its zenith stretched over the whole southern half of the sky now, and the darkness rolled ever closer. By tomorrow, it will cover the Rainbow Valley.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            HAWK

          

          DAY 1, DUSK

        

      

    

    
      Hawk jostled through the throng crowding the stage in the Plaza. The women, children, sick and elderly had gathered below, along with as many of their fowl and herd animals (gravid, nursing, and younglings only) as they could fit. In any other tribehold, this would have been an impossible task, but the strange stone maze of kivas and storerooms beneath the Rainbow Labyrinth tribehold extended as broadly as the habitations above. And, as Hawk understood, though he had never seen it, there were deeper caves yet, natural caverns and chimneys, below the labyrinth. Even more importantly, there were deep underground springs. The mesa could endure a long siege.

      Training over the last several moons showed in the confident self-organization of the men into their designated groups. Although the noise was tremendous, and some confusion arose naturally, for the most part the ordinary warriors as well as the Tavaedies found their crews. They compared weapons, checking arrows and spears for tight bindings and sharp edges.

      Hawk saw Kemla arguing with Tamio. Or were they arguing? Tamio interrupted whatever their discussion by swinging her into his arms for a long kiss—she didn’t resist—then he set her on her feet and stomped away. Hawk also spotted Hadi, who looked glum. Hadi didn’t notice Hawk’s wave; instead, Hadi’s gaze locked on the Black Tree. Hawk himself avoided staring at it. The sight filled him with a dread not explicable merely by the gloom its appearance had wrought. At noon, when the Black Tree had first appeared, the sunny day had fallen into premature twilight. Now that the hidden sun was dipping below the horizon, the thick blanket of darkness felt foul and suffocating.

      Hawk joined the other warriors on the platform at the head of the Plaza. As he approached and climbed the ladder to the top of the platform, he could hear the former War Chief Vio fulminating to the new War Chief Umbral. (But I know he is Kavio, Hawk thought. Or once was. Like me, he now has a hidden name, a true name...)

      “…in war! Victory demands that we drive wedges between the klatches of our enemies, not lose men of our own to cowardice and treason!”

      Before Hawk could puzzle out what Vio meant, events answered him. Angry shouts rang out from the Plaza. Tamio and several septs of other Tavaedies had wrastled up horses and were making a breakout. They galloped right out of the Plaza, down the only wide, paved street in the tribehold, which led to the front Gate. A few moments later, the entire herd of Centaurs, led by Svarr and Kia, also galloped out of the tribehold. Hawk watched with dismay as both riders and centaurs disappeared down the long, tall, earthen Ramp.

      “Cowards! Traitors!” Vio spat. “Mucking filth! And my own brother and his sow of a wife among them! And you!” He jabbed a finger at Kavio. “You should never have trusted Svarr! Like as not, he’ll run straight to his brother and spill all our secrets!”

      Kavio, dressed in his huge black headdress, black bear cape, a black tunic edged with wolf-claws and porcupine quills, looked much the part of War Chief Umbral, Henchman of the Black Lady doubling as leader of the tribe. He dismissed his father’s complaints with a shrug. “Those who think they can flee rather than fight are fools. The Black Tree will continue to grow; the Shadowfire Hexhorde is unleashed; soon the whole world will burn. Every mortal thing within an eagle’s flight of the volcano will die. It is not even sure that the other tribeholds will survive this battle—and that is if we defeat Xerpen. If he wins, humanity dies.

      “Nowhere besides this mesa is safe,” concluded Kavio.

      The other men standing on the platform exchanged grim expressions. They had not considered that their own tribeholds, at such a great distance from here, might also be in danger, even if Xerpen was defeated. Finnadro came from Green Woods—would the forests all burn? Rthan, could he be sure that Blue Waters would be safe if the Blue Vast were poisoned by dark magic? Danumoro had left Yellow Bear years ago, but Hawk knew Brena (she was below, with the families) had planned to return to her home. He himself did not miss Orange Canyon, but he did not want to see it destroyed.

      “Hawk,” said Kavio, clasping his arms. “I am glad you are with us.”

      “I would never turn tail,” Hawk said. He scowled, incredulous at the behavior of Tamio and Svarr. Who would have thought they would value their hide more than their honor? “Unlike some.”

      “What I have to ask of you is dangerous but may be the salvation of all of us,” said Kavio. “We need your wings and eyes. We need you to be our spy.”

      Hawk inclined his head. “Let my wings be yours.”

      “Stay high, out of the range of enemy arrows,” Kavio said. “Check Cow River first. It’s farther north, but wider, with less purchase for defenders on the hills, so it’s the most likely approach. If you see a force there too large to be a feint, return immediately.”

      “What if they attack up both rivers?”

      “I doubt they will split their forces,” said Kavio. “We’ll consider if a second sally is worth the risk after you report on Cow River.”

      Hawk nodded. Without wasting further words, he leaped off the stand, transforming into a huge Raptor as he caught the wind. He rose on the currents, before reaching a cruise speed.

      Normally, he had fair night vision, but this was more than darkness, it was a grainy stew of particulate pebbles and dust. Stifled by the filth in the air, Hawk did not enjoy the flight. He pressed on grimly.

      The entire Rainbow Valley was surrounded by highlands except for two passes carved by the twin rivers. The Northern Pass was Cow River, the Southern Pass was the tighter canyon along the Deer River. Between the two rivers was a rocky promontory called Ibex Peak.

      No enemy forces had entered the valley yet. He followed Cow River past the mouth of the pass, south for some miles. It was then he spotted the canoes.

      Hundreds of canoes. Hundreds!

      Impossibly, they careened upriver—against the current! The warriors within hid their exact numbers by crouching low in the canoes, covered in capes, but Hawk estimated that each war canoe would easily hold forty men, twenty to a side. He couldn’t understand how the heavy vessels conquered the current.

      Daring to dip lower, Hawk finally had cause to praise the thick dark. No arrows threatened him as he swooped lower for a gander at the canoes. The mystery was solved: each canoe was propelled by a warped, monstrous Mer creature of one sort or another. These weren’t ordinary Merfae but Boilwraiths. The water behind them steamed and bubbled from their heat. Xerpen’s creations, these foul things were. They ploughed the river with the boats like farmers digging rows for seed.

      Hawk winged about and returned to the tribehold with his information.

      War Chief Kavio and his father Zavaedi Vio still stood on the stand in the Plaza, but the other Zavaedies had departed to attend other tasks. Hawk made his report concise.

      “Would you say there were as many as a Klatch of canoes?” Kavio questioned him closely.

      “At least,” said Hawk.

      “More than three hundred canoes with forty men each?” Vio scoffed. “Xerpen doesn’t have so many Red Spears left!”

      “Maybe the Purple Thunder warriors are with them,” said Kavio.

      “In boats? They would never agree!”

      “Xerpen has made a Black Bone Flute. He doesn’t need agreement from his puppets.”

      Vio grunted. He couldn’t argue that.

      “That has to be the spearhead, then,” concluded Kavio. “How close did their archers get to hitting you?”

      “None even tried,” smiled Hawk.

      However, Kavio didn’t share that smile. “Something’s wrong,” he muttered. “Where are their archers?”

      “The darkness is thickened with dust and debris,” said Hawk. “It roughed up my wings. It would make archery past any great distance a challenge.”

      “And yet they should have tried…” Kavio and Vio exchanged a glance. “Would you be willing to essay the Deer River, Hawk?”

      “Let my wings be yours.”

      “Drink and rest first,” said Kavio. “But don’t wait too long. I suspect the dust will only get thicker. Soon it may be impossible to fly.”

      Hawk took this advice. And he found Kavio was correct—the dust was even worse on this second trip. Unlike most dust storms, it didn’t rise from the ground, but seemed to fall, like snow, from the sky. It was worse higher up, which forced him to fly lower. He saw no sign of the enemy along the Deer River, neither in the river nor beside it. But he did see what looked like a handful of campfires glittering on Ibex Peak. The rocky prominence wasn’t suitable for campgrounds, but perhaps some of Xerpen’s undead-fae-beasts found purchase there…?

      Barely had he wheeled closer to the hillock than he saw a bolt of lightning, swifter than a spear, jag toward him. He had no time to evade. The electric arrow burned through his wing.

      He spiraled downward.

      Hitting rock from that height would have killed him, save that he first hit a net of dark magic, stinking like a venomous spider’s web. He passed out regardless.

      When he opened his eyes, he first felt the pain of his broken, burnt wing. Then he saw the creatures that surrounded him and wished for a return to oblivion.
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      Ancestor, please help, a voice begged...

      ...

      Dindi woke from the strangest dream. She woke to darkness. For a dizzy moment, she thought she was outside, for although she lay on soft furs, she heard the mewling and cooing of wild animals around her. She also heard the shuffling of someone else in the room. Then the other woman shifted, revealing a hearth lit only with hot coals. Her body had eclipsed the dim light.

      “Gwenika?” Dindi asked.

      “You’re awake!” Gwenika added wood to the fire and poked it until it flared.

      In the better light, Dindi saw she was inside after all, in the Windwheel Kiva. The peculiar noises came from a menagerie of small, wild animals in baskets and wooden cages: squirrels, otters, beavers, raccoons, weasels, ferrets, and all manner of other squeaking oddbits and squawking furballs. Obviously, Gwenika had no intention of leaving her pets to die outside.

      “Don’t worry about the animals, I’ll move them to my own area as soon as I can,” Gwenika apologized. She came to kneel beside Dindi. “But I couldn’t leave you alone. How do you feel?”

      The last that Dindi recalled was that Kavio had danced a spell to release Mrigana from her hidden prison; freed, Mrigana had immediately attacked Vessia; the two had Travelled together and vanished.

      And then Dindi remembered she collapsed, her belly squeezed by the worst pain she’d ever felt. Alarm shot through her. Her hands flew to her belly. She was naked underneath the blankets.

      Her belly wasn’t full and round. She squeezed herself, but no cute little kicks fluttered inside. Her mouth dried.

      “What happened?” Dindi whispered. “Miscarriage?”

      “I can tell you what happened, but not what magic made it possible,” Gwenika answered. She picked each word with care. “You aren’t pregnant anymore. But you didn’t have a miscarriage.”

      “I don’t understand, Gwenika! Did I lose the baby or not?”

      “Dindi, I’ve seen women’s bellies before they give birth and after. There are signs: stretch marks and other differences. It’s especially clear right after losing a pregnancy nine-moons flush. But your body… you might as well be a maiden, as far as the signs tell. And besides, you never bled, there was no dead infant. At your stage of pregnancy, there would have been… should have been… but there was nothing. No dead baby, no placenta, no blood. It’s not as if you lost a baby but as if you were never pregnant in the first place!”

      Dindi stared at her midwife friend. “That… that’s not…”

      “Not possible? Not natural? No, no, it’s not, but by some magic, that’s what happened.”

      Dindi covered her face with her hands. The terrible premonition she’d had before, that the whole pregnancy had been some cruel trick, had borne fruit. Her womb was empty. But what magic, danced by whom, had deceived her? She could not imagine that Kavio would do something so cruel. Mrigana? Could this have been her revenge for being imprisoned? Or was Xerpen, master of lies, also responsible for this lie?

      “How do you feel?” Gwenika asked anxiously.

      “I feel…” Dindi paused.

      Emotionally: devastated. But physically? She felt more energized, limber, and lithe than she had in months. In truth, she had been tired ever since she’d left the Hexlands. Once her belly had swollen larger, starting three moons ago, she’d felt even more drained, not to mention unbalanced. By the end, she waddled more than walked, and tottered instead of danced. All of that had vanished with the illusory pregnancy. Physically? She felt fantastic.

      “I will be well enough soon enough,” she evaded. “Don’t tell anyone… especially not my mother...” She swallowed but forced herself to finish. “…that I lost the baby.”

      Gwenika hugged her. “Dindi! I’m so sorry! I do know how you feel. It’s the worst thing in the world, but it will get better. I’ll bring you some food. And I’ll start taking these animals out of here.”

      “I can help…”

      “Certainly not! You need to rest! You’ll be weak after your ordeal!”

      Dindi nodded. Whether Gwenika kept her new condition secret or gave in to her chattering inclination and spread the news that Dindi had lost the baby, everyone would assume, as Gwenika herself did, that Dindi was weak.

      But I’m not weak. I’m fit to dance.

      Vessia had been captured by Mrigana. As much as she wanted to, Dindi had no way to rescue the White Lady. But whereas before, they had needed Vessia to dance the Pivot in the Windwheel Dance, because Dindi couldn’t do it pregnant, now Dindi could dance the Pivot herself.

      She would keep this knowledge to herself. Above all, she would not tell Kavio.
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      If I close my eyes, I can see the youth of the world—and me—a younger, kinder fae, unformed by the fury forged in grief. If I recall, I was singing, trying to weave my song, when I first spotted the stranger walking out of the wild maize. I had no idea he would become my dearest friend. I had no idea of the pain I would feel when Lady Death took him from me.

      Xerpen pushed away the memory. Today should have been a moment of rejoicing. But Xerpen would take no comfort yet. Even this moment of victory was tarnished by the need for it at all. If he had never walked into this dead-end world, if Death had never trapped him in her maze of lies and forgetfulness, he would not need to be here now, watching the world burn. The primordial grief of his first loss oozed out even as did the lava freed from its mountain grave, as the memory resurfaced, the old painful memory of what went wrong. That first wrong done to him… that first false note in that first song…

      It would soon be wiped clean, as all pain would.

      Soon now.

      Xerpen rode the Necropede. Its “legs” made of human arms clambered along the earth, while its many vulture beaks snapped at the air, as it hungered for mortal flesh. It was much faster and more limber than many of his other creations, and oozed with intense shadow magic. Behind the Necropede roiled a long, serpentine mass of other undead creatures, each hewed together from bits of human, animal and fae. Fat, slow Lava Wyrms slithered just behind the Necropede, and swarms of pebble-sized Cindermanders buzzed around them.

      The Black-Orange Ash Vulture flew farther overhead, accompanied by lesser Ashwraiths in billowing gray and sparking orange robes. Ashtoads hopped along the ground. Other members of the Shadowfire Hexhorde weren’t visible right now, like the Sun Eater Bear, who would keep that source of light blocked by Day, or the Darkenvines and Shroomites that remained under the branches of the Black Tree. But there were plenty of Emberwasps and Poisonpuffers spewing vile gasses into the atmosphere, withering any plants that had not already caught fire from contact with the Cindermanders. At the end of the long line of monsters, the Earth Shaker Bison continued to stomp from time to time. Slow, trailing Black-Purple Brimwraiths drifted at the tail of the column, while skittering Bursterats raced out from the column to either side, spreading mayhem and destruction belied by their small size.

      As for the Shadowfire monsters who had been made from Merfae, those had gone ahead with Zumo—the strong Boilwraiths and the weak but nasty Hisswisps. But the massive Black-Blue Typhoon Eel, Xerpen retained in his own retinue.

      And the Shadowfire creatures were only the elite of his army. Ahead of Xerpen’s Spear of the Hexhorde, the Malfae had already joined Zumo and the mortal warriors. Behind Xerpen, the Lava Monsters lumbered forward.

      Satisfied with the progress of his army, he held up a hand, summoning the Ash Vulture. The gray bird with ember wings dived low enough for Xerpen to fly to meet it in the sky. The undead minion could fly faster than he could alone.

      The journey which had taken Zumo and his mortal group two moons to cover was easily swallowed by a few hours flight of the Ash Vulture. Xerpen arrived several hours before the dawn that would never see sunlight.

      Zumo and the mortals camped on the plains between the rivers. Xerpen leaped from the back of the Ash Vulture and sent it back to the column. The time for ashfall hadn’t come yet; he didn’t want his own mortal warriors to choke before they had weakened the foe.

      The mortal throng seethed around their tents. All of those left alive on his side assembled here: men, women, children, all of them. Their elders had burned for him at the eruption site, but the others were ready. All of them would serve him, finding their own bit of eternity by sacrificing themselves for their betters.

      “Zumo!” he hissed. “Attend me now!”

      Zumo, nearby already, scrambled to kneel, then genuflect, nose to the dirt, to his master.

      “Grandfather,” Zumo said, groveling.

      But Xerpen kicked him where he stooped, not liking the reminder of the foul part-human blood that bound them together. Zumo groaned but did not dare protest the petty blow. His skin was thin right now. For some reason, the form that the dark magic had given Zumo was not stable; the boy cycled through phases. Right now, for instance, he looked weak and human, not much better than he had before his transformation. But his skin showed mottled discoloring, like bruises, which would eventually thicken into a reptilian skin. He would become like a two-legged lizard, complete with a horny head and a tail. Nor was that his final form. The fire magic in his remaking would eventually triumph over the human and beast that had been combined in him, burning away the lizard scales and tail, and leaving the man weak and human again. And then the whole weird cycle would begin again.

      He must grow into something greater than this fluctuating mess, Xerpen thought, annoyed by the need. But the boy would not survive to see that. And though I don’t need him after the New Day, I need him now… for a little while yet.

      He thought he kept these deliberations to himself, but Zumo quavered as if he’d heard the threat. It was not possible that Zumo had the strength to eat the Aelfae’s thoughts! In any case, he could not, having given up his Orange Chroma like a fool…

      No matter. Xerpen pushed these trivial frets away.

      “The canoes have launched,” said Zumo. “We’ve killed all the enemy spies except one. I thought he might interest you personally.”

      Two Red Spears men and two Malfae women yanked forward a bedraggled specimen who had already undergone several rounds of torture. He wore only bruises and burns. His left arm hung at a wrong angle by his side.

      Xerpen could tell one human from another only by aura. He smiled to see this captive.

      “Of course they would send their feathered spy,” he mocked. “His Chromas are still too tightly woven about him. Let us pull him loose…”





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/misque-press-logo-1-inch-600.jpg
Misque Press





OEBPS/images/image-2024-may-15-tus-12-wheel-6x9x300.jpg






