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      Dindi is going to need a weapon—the Looking Bowl—to fight the beast. And she’s not the only one searching for a way into the Labyrinth. Several other Aspirants, young women who want to be Vaedi, pledge to help her find the Looking Bowl. Among them are Dindi’s bitterest rivals and her best friends—but even if the women can recover the Looking Bowl, can she trust any of them?

      

      Kavio and his rival, Zumo embark on a quest of their own. The two rivals agree to work together to lead a band of warriors deep into the territory of an enemy tribe. Kavio is certain that it’s only a matter of time before Zumo betrays him… the only question is how far Zumo will go, and whether Kavio can stop him without sacrificing more lives.

      

      But there is another player on the field neither Dindi nor Kavio can overpower. Lady Death herself is walking among them, disguised as an ordinary maiden. And she has an agenda of her own which could doom both the Aelfae and humankind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
PART 1


          

          
            WHY LION FORGOT HIS HEAD

          

        

      

    

    
      Lord of Nightmares

      
        
        
        You have forgotten.

        How could you bear to live if you had not forgotten?

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DINDI

          

          (NIGHTMARE)

        

      

    

    
      Just before dawn, Dindi met Death.

      A neko—a little Purple cat fae—woke up her pleading for help. Without hesitation, Dindi followed the fae up into the hills.

      Sure enough, she found a kitten, whom she later named Puddlepaws, menaced by a grulwuf. But it was only after she rescued the kitten that the real trouble started.

      It was then she heard a scream.

      The first scream Dindi heard was so distant and faint, she didn’t recognize it as human. Slight unease nagged her, so she went so far as to look up, and saw something large and winged circling higher up in the hills, perhaps an eagle, perhaps a condor.

      Another scream curdled the air. Distance muffled the sound, so she tilted her head to listen. Definitely a woman’s scream, coming from far away and further up, past the clan’s territory. Dindi dithered, wondering if she should go back to her clanhold for help. She pictured her uncles laughing at her and Great Aunt Sullana clucking her tongue.

      The woman screamed again, in pain now.

      Dindi took off running uphill.

      Swan feathers and painted beads dangled from the trees at the edge of her clan’s lands. Dindi had been forbidden by her Great Aunt Sullana from wandering past these totem marks, except for approved ventures. Dindi ignored the totems.

      Cultivated fields gave way to wild slopes of aspen and pine. Here one found no footpaths, only deer trails. In places, she had to avoid tangles of thorn-brush, precipitous ditches, or bald patches of scree.

      She reached Swan Rock, an odd boulder as big as a house. The rock seemed to stretch out a long neck to overlook a cliff, like a swan. A white fir grew out of a crevice between two wing-like extensions on the broad rear of the boulder.

      For a moment she hesitated. A windwheel blocked the path. Not the Windwheel of yore, but a simple imitation woven from reeds. It looked like a giant daisy, with six different colored petals spinning in the breeze. This marked the spot as taboo. Even Dindi avoided any place marked by a windwheel – she wasn’t obedient, but she wasn’t suicidal either.

      Then the woman screamed again, and Dindi pushed past the spinning wood paddles. Closer now, Dindi could hear growls and sounds of struggle, just over the next rise.

      The final switchback brought her to a rough and windy side of the mountain. She had never ventured so far before. A menhir, a megalith of some black stone not native to these parts, now blocked her path. Human skulls leered from pockets in the big rock. Like the windwheel, the Deathstone warned trespassers to turn back.

      She had no choice but to cross the Deathstone too. Beyond the megalith, on a barren, windswept precipice, a bear mauled a young woman.

      Dindi knew every member of the three clans who lived around the Corn Hills; this beauty was a stranger. She wore black leather legwals and black breastbands, but both were hemmed in vivid, multicolored beads, and her elaborate necklace of animal canines had also been painted many colors. An odd sort of black feather cape swept behind her. Her skin was paler than bone, her hair darker than obsidian. A quiver of arrows hung from her hips, but though she clutched a bow notched with a stone-tipped arrow, her weapon was useless to her at such close quarters. The bear knocked it from her grip. Bow and arrow clattered on the rocks.

      The bear was huge, as tall as one man standing on another man’s shoulders. Instead of brown fur like local bears, this grizzly sported shaggy golden blond fur. With a mitt as big as a man’s head, the bear swiped at the woman. The bear’s claw grazed the side of her face. Four parallel gashes sprayed blood as she fell. The loose pebble scree on the hillside did not offer a soft landing, but may have saved her life, for she skidded on the gravel and the next swipe of claws missed her. However, she would not be so lucky twice. The bear prepared to throw its full weight on her.

      Dindi dashed forward to grab the bow and arrow. Grip, notch, release, in a smooth motion – she was no huntress, but like all the womenfolk of her clan, she could bring down dinner if required. The black-fletched arrow thwacked the beast’s leg. The bear screamed in agony, sounding human not animal, and Dindi recognized the scream.

      It was the bear I heard screaming – not the woman in black? But…

      The woman in black, deadly and graceful, spread her cape – no cape at all, but black swan wings – and lifted into the air. She outstretched her hand, and webs of shadow struck out at the bear, who screamed again.

      “Immortal faery,” the Black Lady mocked her victim. “Only death can heal your wound. Without the ability to die, you cannot satiate my arrow’s thirst. You will suffer torment for eternity – unless you sacrifice a mortal to drink death in your place.”

      “Curse-bringer!” the bear shrieked, sounding exactly like a woman. Black poison dripped from the arrow wound. Staggering, full of anguish, the bear begged of Dindi, “Why have you helped Lady Death? She is your enemy as much as ours. If she wins, all of the Aelfae will die!”

      The bear transformed into a golden, glowing lady, with butterfly wings—a faery. Even in her true form, however, her wings were torn, and her leg bled black ooze from the wound of the poisoned arrow. She flew away, crookedly, and Lady Death did not stop her. Instead, Death turned on Dindi.

      “Now it’s your turn,” Lady Death said. She extended her hand and darkness spiraled toward Dindi.
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        * * *

      

      Dindi (Present)

      Dindi jerked awake, in a cold sweat, nerves still tangled in the wisps of the nightmare. Instead of the adobe ceiling painted with rainbow maze designs, she stared at the inside of a rawhide teepee. The inner lining of the teepee, stretched from aurochsen skins, had been delicately painted with prancing antelopes and gazelles, with horned faeries called margs and reemi dancing on their backs. The air coming under the teepee’s perimeter still wafted in the night’s chill, and little light, but Dindi could hear the voices of women starting their day, rousing their daughters to fetch water. The teepee smelled of sage, thrown in the fire to sweeten the smoke, and of the musky badger fur where she snuggled on her mat. Three other girls shared the other mats in the teepee, Gwenika, Amdra, and Tania. They were all still asleep. Gwenika snored gently, as did her current pet, an orphaned otter.

      Dindi and several other Tavaedies from the Rainbow Labyrinth tribehold had travelled to a smaller, outlying clanhold near the border of the Purple Thunder tribelands. What was the name of this clanhold? She had visited so many in the past year…. Ah, yes, the painting reminded her: Gazelle’s Leap.

      No matter how far Dindi travelled, the Lord of Nightmares sent his minions to plague her sleep. She’d lost the details of this one, and that bothered her, for it had seemed more important. It wasn’t just another replay of Umbral killing her on the Bridge of One Thread.

      A cry for help…shooting a bear… a dark and dangerous maiden. The dream had tasted like a memory rather than a dream. She couldn’t remember the event. And yet…. Kavio had forgotten two lifetimes: first, his life as the only son of the War Chief and then his rebirth as the Henchman of Lady Death. If it was possible for a person to forget so much, perhaps she too had forgotten something. The difference was that she knew why Kavio had lost his memory—it had been stolen from him. Why would she have forgotten anything so strange and significant?

      A nightmare fae was caught in her dreamcatcher like a fly in a web, but Dindi remembered Rill pleading for the nightmare pixies to have a second chance, they couldn’t help the curse on them. Dindi let the pixie go. As always when she thought about Rill, a current of sadness washed over her, like the undertow of the Blue Vast. Rill wasn’t who Dindi had thought she was, yet the loss of her young friend still left an abscess.

      Dindi had lived in the tribehold for a turn of the year. Each new moon loomed like an omen of darkness to come. She was more aware of time now than when she was a girl. She could remember how she used to welcome the summer for its sunny fields of wildflowers perfect for cartwheels and welcome the winter for its hills of snows perfect for sledding on her father’s shield. These days, Time faced her like an enemy, with a bow notched with an arrow, ready to strike.

      This year had been named The Year of the Horned Mare because the elders had spotted what they thought was a horned mare at the turning of the year. The White Lady had identified the creature as an Alicorn—no ordinary beast at all, but a rare Purple fae in the shape of winged horse with a single horn. Even catching sight of an Alicorn was considered good fortune. It was said that the Alicorn would only allow the most beautiful maiden or youth to ride it, and it would take its rider to a great treasure. Vessia was certain that the unicorn could lead her to the Looking Bowl. But the magical beast had not been seen since new year.

      It was nigh on Squash Moon, and Dindi had eighteen summers tied to her belt. As dancers went, that was already considered old. Especially here, in the Labyrinth, where gifted children could start their training as young as seven. There were scores of little eight, ten, and twelve-year-old girls, not even past Initiation yet, who were so flexible and bouncy and unflagging that they made Dindi feel like an old auntie just watching them.

      How had time passed so quickly since Dindi herself had been an Initiate? Five years ago, Dindi had made a deal with the High Fae to solve the riddle of the Unfinished Song. What a fool she’d been…she’d never dreamed that Mad Mab’s riddle was tied up with the oldest, darkest Curse in Faearth, the Curse by Lady Death on the whole race of the Aelfae, a Curse meant to wipe them and all rainbow magic from the face of the world.

      And still Dindi was nowhere close to solving the riddle, ending the Curse, or even winning the position of Vaedi. Fa! She hadn’t even finished the three tasks the War Chief of Rainbow Labyrinth had demanded of her, to prove she was even worthy of becoming Vaedi. She’d only done the first: joined all six warrior-dancer societies (in secret, no less), earning the right to dance with her own mask. She hadn’t found the Looking Bowl or faced down the Lord of Nightmares in the Maze to free the Windwheel.

      The long list of tasks still before her, each one undone and perhaps impossible, weighed down on Dindi like an overfilled rucksack. She could feel the tension in her neck and shoulders even now, in the light of dawn, lying down on her sleeping mat, staring at the top of the teepee, where the four supporting poles met. The hole showed a sky turning from black to lavender. She had to push these beastly thoughts away before they devoured her.

      She crept outside the teepee. The clanhold sat in the foothills, and this early, a blanket of fluffy mist rolled over the damp earth. In this early part of the day, called the Purple, the hour the sun swam the river of night to Red (the hour after dawn), the Tavaedies used to wash, to stretch and, if they were inclined, to hunt. By the bright hour of Orange, when the sun escaped the tallest treetop, they would all converge on the local kiva to begin Practice.

      Dindi took a satchel and a bowl down to the river at the edge of the teepees. She stripped, washed in the cold river despite the frigid chill, then, after she dressed again, dipped and filled the bowl to brush and bead her hair. It wasn’t a magic bowl, only a basket lined with glazed clay, quite ordinary. Therefore, when she leaned over to brush her hair, she should have seen her own reflection and nothing more.

      Mrigana stared back at her.

      Dindi jumped back, and her heart jumped as well. But when she glanced at the reflection again, she saw only herself.

      The details of the dream flooded back to her, complete and vivid—and terrifying. That was the first time I met Lady Death! It was real. It happened. And the memory was stolen from me…until now!

      Why now? Why had it returned to her in a nightmare?

      She touched the corn cob doll, which she wore as an amulet on a cord about her neck,  to confirm whether the dream reflected a real event she’d forgotten. Images bustled into her mind’s eye.

      Although what unfolded next appeared to her like a Vision of something that had happened to someone else, she knew that the girl of thirteen summers in the Vision was her own younger self. She even knew the name of the year it had happened, although at the time she had not paid much attention to the names of years. The event she had dreamed about had indeed occurred, although, incredibly, she had forgotten all about it, during the Year of Seven Bears…six years ago….
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        * * *

      

      Dindi (Fourteen Years Old)

      Lady Death extended her arm and ropes of black mist coiled around the bow and snapped it out of Dindi’s hands.

      Dindi had nothing left with which to defend herself, if one even could defend oneself against Death incarnate. What have I done?

      “You helped me.” Death exalted. “The Faery Ladies have no chance of undoing the Curse now.”

      Dindi’s life had been a series of one bumble after another, but this outbumbled them all. Why didn’t I guess who she was? All the details about the woman in black were subtly wrong. Wind kicked over the hill, and Lady Death’s hair waved in the wind, but in the opposite direction, as if answering to an independent gale. She wore black dyed rabbit skin trimmed in a rainbow of beads. No one wore black, except for the Deathsworn – the minions of Lady Death – but they did not wear colored adornments of any kind, as she did.

      Above all, it unnerved Dindi that she could not look Death in the face. Every time she tried, she found her gaze sliding away. Worse, her stomach heaved, as if she were falling. The harder she stared at Lady Death, the worse Dindi's vertigo. She had to look slightly to the side and watch Lady Death out of the corner of her eye. The Lady’s exquisite beauty flickered, her youth slipping on and off like a mask, to reveal blink-short glimpses of a decay and maggots.

      Lady Death, on the other hand, studied Dindi quite freely. “You don't know who I am, do you?”

      “The bear said you were...the Black Lady.” Dindi couldn’t make herself say Death.

      “Are you afraid of me?”

      “Shouldn't I be?”

      “The Faery Ladies have been trying to kill me since the day I was born,” Lady Death said. “And if it weren't for you, today they would have succeeded. I owe you my life.”

      Dindi paused, swallowed. “You’re mortal?”

      “I am timeless. I wield the night and weave the rainbow. No mountain or river or valley is out of my reach. I can still thought and steal memory. I was born when light met shadow. My responsibility is immense. Humans fear me, faeries hate me. Despite all my power, however, I am as human as you. Needs I must be. What immortal would agree to be the guardian of mortality? Oh, yes. I am mortal. And so, because you saved my life, I owe you a lifedebt.”

      She smiled. Dindi tried not to shudder.

      “Don’t think it is a light thing to save Lady Death. I will give you no light thing in exchange.”

      Lady Death held out a totem doll, a rather shabby specimen, such as were given to newborn infants and traded in at Initiation for totems of adulthood. Dindi accepted it reluctantly. The carved cob of corn looked old, tattered and half rotted. The paint had been worn down so much that the face was just a blank. Holes for roots testified that the doll had once had horse hair, but now it looked bald. The torn dress had no beads left either.

      “You may use the Corn Cob Doll to give life to your heart’s desire,” said Lady Death. “There is a condition: You must never abandon your wings.”

      “But I don’t have…”

      “And there is a price,” continued Lady Death remorselessly. Her lips curled. “People will die.”

      Dindi dropped the doll as if it burned her. It clattered on the gravel. “I don’t want it.”

      “When you are ready, the doll will find you,” said Lady Death. Dindi wished she would stop smiling. “One day you will have to make the choice. My circle is almost complete. Once the White Lady is dead, everyone else will follow like fish in the river. And to think! It’s only possible because you saved my life. The maze is full of twists.”

      To Dindi’s alarm, Lady Death wrapped slender arms around her and kissed her on the cheek. It tickled like frost. The unseen wind, much colder than the rest of the hill, raised goosebumps on Dindi’s skin.

      Lady Death murmured, as she pulled back from the embrace, “Oh, one last thing, perhaps the most important. You must tell no one of meeting me.”

      “They would never believe me.”

      “I wouldn’t even have believed it myself,” Lady Death laughed. “However, that’s not why. If you even try to speak of our encounter, as soon as you utter a single word⁠—”

      “You’ll kill me,” Dindi guessed.

      “No, of course not.” Lady Death frowned. Fast as a hiss, her face twisted into a shrieking child before it matured, wrinkled, wizened, putrefied down to bare skull, smoothed back to flawless beauty. Dindi’s stomach clenched. “I don’t kill people. I don’t even curse them. They curse themselves, using my power, and my power prevents the curse from being unwoven. No, if you try to speak of meeting me, you will lose all memory of having met me. That is also part of the curse.”

      Lady Death unfurled her black wings. A shadow rainbow about her flickered and oozed, showing flashes of a newborn, child, maiden, mother, matriarch, crone, corpse. Her private wind, fiercer and sturdier than the local breeze, lifted her at once into the air and whisked her away into an ebony mist. Nothing remained except a tail of thin smoke, as from an extinguished torch.

      A crow cawed. Dindi’s skin felt snow cold since Lady Death’s kiss. She rubbed her arms to warm herself. At her feet, the ugly corn cob doll stared facelessly up at her.

      Lady Death claimed her power prevented death curses from being unwoven – which meant such curses could be unwoven, if only there were a power equal to or stronger than that of Death. Dindi could heal the damage she did this day. How, she had no idea, except the first two steps she must take.

      First foot forward, she must never, ever use Death’s two-edged gift. Second foot forward, her plan to become a Tavaedi had become a matter of life and Death.

      The Tavedi Troop are performing today. She had nearly forgotten. Could she still make it to Barter Hill? She must never miss a Tavaedi dance again. Every day she had left before Initiation, she must spend preparing for the test. If she failed to become a Tavaedi, she wouldn’t just be letting herself down, but the faeries whom she had inadvertently betrayed.

      Dindi picked up the doll, carried it to the edge of the precipice and threw as far as she could over the edge of the cliff. Then she ran.

      Her people had a saying, He ran as though Death chased him! Now she knew what they meant.

      She didn’t stop running until she bumped into her mother, almost knocking the woman down.

      “Dindi!” Mama exclaimed. “What is wrong with you? You look a fright!”

      “Mama…I met…” Dindi chewed her bottom lip. Lady Death had told her not to tell anyone. But why should Dindi trust Death? Dindi resolved to tell her mother the truth, everything, even the fact that Dindi had only encountered Death and the faery after trespassing several warning totems. “Mama, something terrible happened. I…I think I made a huge mistake. Worse than usual. I heard a cry…and then I came across…I met…I met…”

      Her mother frowned at her. “Dindi! Speak clearly! Stop mumbling. Who did you meet?”

      A wave of nausea and dizziness rocked her back on her heels. Dindi regained her balance, but she felt as if she had dropped something. Only…she had no idea what. She gaped stupidly at her mother. “I don’t know!”

      “You don’t know who you met?”

      Dindi tilted her head. “I don’t remember…It’s so strange… I remembered a moment ago, but now, I can’t recall what I did at all this morning….It’s very strange…”

      Her mother harrumphed. “You’re a strange one, to be sure. Did you finish your chores, or did you forget those too?”

      Dindi’s hand flew to her mouth. “I forgot all about them! I’ll do them now…I promise!”

      She flew off, back to the fields. But this time, when she saw the totems marking the forbidden place, she sensed a wave of unease and stayed well away.
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        * * *

      

      Dindi (Present)

      No sooner had the Vision dissolved around her than Dindi felt a shooting pain through the small of her back. She collapsed from the pain. The spasm passed as swiftly at it had hit her, but for a moment she lay curled up on the ground, sweating and panting from the lingering afterglow of the pain and the Vision, mingled like pepper and honey. She steadied her breath and rose to her feet.

      The doll lay on the ground, where she’d dropped it. It stared at her, faceless. She was as reluctant to touch it as the first time she could consciously remember seeing it, when Zavaedi Abiono had given it to her as her birth totem doll.

      Finally, she forced herself to pick it up. She wrapped it in a soft rabbit skin and hid it away. She didn’t have another Vision.

      It wasn’t the first time her muscles had spasmed like that, but she’d attributed it to the strain of learning multiple new and difficult dances and practicing day after day. At the same time, ever since she’d arrived at the tribehold, she’d had difficulties using the corn cob doll to search for Visions. She’d always struggled to control them, but in the tribehold it had been even worse—feral, dangerous.  Now she wondered if her troubles didn’t spring from the location but from a trauma…from the day that Xerpen had ripped her wings out of her back and flung them into the darkness of the Black Well.

      She’d never found her wings again. She hadn’t noticed any problem, so she’d told herself she didn’t need them. She was fine.

      Maybe she wasn’t fine.

      But what could she do about it? How could she ever hope to retrieve her lost wings?

      By now, other maidens had arrived at the river to bathe. Unmarried girls of Gazelle’s Leap wore aprons front and back over their legwals, painted their arms between elbow and shoulder with henna patterns, and wore their hair in braids They wore undyed leather, unless they were Tavaedies, in which case, their clothes were beaded and dyed with the color of the Chroma. Almost all of the Tavaedies here were Morvae, although Purple Thunder was deemed an Imorvae tribe. The common Chromas here were Purple and Orange. The Tavaedies here had not been openly hostile, but they hadn’t proved especially friendly either. None of them invited Dindi or the other guest Tavaedies to their practice kiva. Dindi sought out a woman with a bright purple aura, who was sitting on a rock braiding her hair.

      “Will you show me where your kiva is?” Dindi asked. “We are to practice together today….”

      The woman paused and regarded Dindi with stony silence.

      “We’ll be dancing together later today,” Dindi added. Perhaps the Tavaedies hadn’t been told?

      The woman shrugged. She still didn’t speak, but she jerked her head to indicate Dindi should follow. The woman followed the river down past a copse of trees, to a place where the water disappeared into a narrow canyon. The ground here was extremely rough, littered with large rocks. Behind one of these, a pit yawned in the earth, with a ladder leading down deep into a large, hollowed chamber that was half cave, half paved room: the kiva.

      Now that she knew where to go later, Dindi returned to the river. By now, Gwenika, Tania and Amdra were up and washing. The men had their own spot to bathe, so Dindi did not expect to see Kavio. Besides, he would probably spend the hours of Purple and Red hunting big game.

      Dindi expected today would be a normal day: her new normal now that she was officially a Tavaedi of the famed Rainbow Labyrinth. Wake, wash, stretch, hunt. Then formal Practice: first, Animal Forms, then, if there was to be a performance that night, a Masked Rehearsal. At noon, break for lunch and siesta. In the evening, either more Practice, or if the moon was in the right phase, the performance of a tama, or an entire Tama-Zoga, a “Tama Family,” followed by celebration at a Friending Feast.  This evening, they would perform and feast. This night, they would sleep as guests once more in Gazelle’s Leap. Tomorrow, they would travel during the morning, hunt in the afternoon, camp a night on the trail, travel one more morning, hunt if they found game, and reach home, the tribehold, before the gates were closed at curfew. Not even visiting clanholds in enemy territory changed her routine these days.

      Enemy territory, the Orange Canyon mountains that formed the backbone of the world, lay just to the west of Gazelle’s Leap. Enemy territory, a portion of the endless Purple Thunder savanna pocked with small, briny lakes known as the Thousand Meres, lay just to the east of Gazelle’s Leap. The clanfolk were a mix of breeds, with as many hailing from Purple Thunder and Orange Canyon as Rainbow Labyrinth. Most years, they sent their token of loyalty to the War Chief of Purple Thunder. Since the break between Purple Thunder and Orange Canyon, Vio the Maze Zavaedi had decided to go in person to demand the fealty of all the border clanholds. Some clans flocked to him, others only pretended, then defected after he departed.

      Dindi could not guess which way Gazelle’s Leap would jump. Perhaps the clan’s elders had already made up their mind, and the delicious Friending Feasts they had thrown their guests were but ploys, hiding treachery. Or perhaps the locals would judge the strength of the alliance on the quality of the spell dancing that the guest Tavaedies could provide.

      Dindi, Gwenika, Amdra and Tania had been chosen from among the female Aspirants to accompany the Maze Zavaedi and his warriors (seven septs). Four male Aspirants had also come: Kavio, Nilo, Hawk and Finnadro. The eight of them would join the local Tavaedies in a tama-zoga, a magic-infused history dance called, Why Lion Forgot His Head. If so, much rested on the skill and magic that Dindi and the others could put into the tama. She felt a flurry of nervous squirming in her belly at the thought, as much excitement as nerves. It was one of many dances she had learned during the last year, so she wasn’t worried about forgetting the steps, only about bringing to them the full power they deserved. Furthermore, she wouldn’t be playing the lead female role, Lioness, only a supporting role, Antelope Woman. Though not as demanding a part as Lioness, Antelope Woman offered challenges of its own, which Dindi relished; in this case, high leaps and flips, plus some rope-and-pole work. Also, Antelope Woman danced one Duo—a partnered dance—and that was the best bit, for she would be partnered with Kavio. No matter how tense things were between them outside of dancing, nothing could go wrong when she was in his arms.

      Could the thirteen-year-old girl Dindi had dreamed about have dreamed about this? Probably not. To her younger self, dancing had been all about fun and freedom, a release from labor, a relief from worry, a gift she gave herself and one that only she appreciated. Now, like after a knee clench on a trapeze, everything had turned upside down. Dancing required practice, every day, whether she felt like it or not. It took work, wit, and grit. It was hard; it left her limbs aching. And it was never, ever good enough. The work was never finished.

      She still loved dancing, but she loved it in a different way than she had when she’d been a child.

      The life of a Tavaedi was surprisingly simple. The same hoop of activities rolled through every moon:  Travel, Practice. Perform.

      Travel. Practice. Perform.

      Travel. Practice. Perform.

      Every hour. Every day. Every moon. Every year…

      Travel. Practice. Perform.

      The sun stretched its rays over the eastern edge of the world, but it was still obscured by the trees. Gwenika, yawning, joined Dindi by the riverside.

      “Are you going to hunt this morning?” Gwenika asked.

      “I slept poorly,” said Dindi, “And my back hurt when I woke up this morning. I think I’ll just find a quiet spot and stretch.”

      “Oh.” Gwenika’s face fell. “My mother told me to come back with at least three porcupines, and I haven’t even caught one yet. She needs the quills to sew my costume… you know, for the Vaedi Vooma. Well, of course you know, what else would it be for? As if my costume is going to make a difference anyhow. It’s supposed to make me look ‘sexy’ and ‘virginal,’ at the same time…how is that possible? Besides, I’m supposed to be the Golden Sun Salmon, which doesn’t scream either ‘sexy’ or ‘virginal’ to me. And at the end of the dance, I get eaten by a Bear! What is that supposed to represent? Uh, don’t answer that! How is your costume coming along, by the way? If you don’t mind a competitor asking.”

      Dindi chuckled. She knew that Gwenika wanted to become Vaedi as much as she wanted to sit on three porcupines, but her mother, Brena, insisted she compete to uphold the pride of her tribe, Yellow Bear. But then Dindi sighed. “Kavio and I haven’t even agreed on a tama yet.”

      “What? Dindi!”

      “I know, I know…we just…it’s hard to choose…He dances all six Chromas and I…”

      “You dance Yellow. Just pick a part with a good Yellow role. Or an Imorvae role, like Antelope, that might usually be another Chroma, but can be danced Yellow if it needs to be.”

      “Um.” Dindi couldn’t tell Gwenika that wasn’t the problem. Like Kavio, Dindi danced all six Chromas, something she needed to keep secret—right up to the Vaedi Vooma, when she needed to reveal her true powers. What partnered dance would showcase all six Chromas of both the male and female dancer? There were surprisingly few such tama, perhaps because for generations, there hadn’t been enough qualifying dancers. In the past, supposedly, there had been many more rainbow dances.

      Tania appeared across the river. She glanced at Dindi and Gwenika, but Tania’s expression was as indifferent as the unfriendly clan women. However, Gwenika perked up.

      “Maybe Tania will let me hunt with her.”

      Dindi doubted that, but Gwenika took off running toward the ford to cross the river and catch the other girl.

      Dindi walked alone away from the clanhold. She found a spot, hidden by trees, where the hill fell away steeply, and she had a fine view of a culvert with a stream, a tiny offshoot of the river. She stretched and practiced her Animal Forms, the basic positions at the heart of every human dance. She paid particular attention to the Antelope Form, a still starting position that in the tama would lead into a leap with a leg flutter. She held the form, perfectly still, focused on soft breaths. Below her, in the culvert, a dozen antelopes—real antelopes—nosed through the brush and daintily lapped at the stream. Dindi held her position, trailing them only with her gaze. On the back of each beast sat a reemi, a Purple, Orange or Yellow fae. They were shy fae, not often visible, even to Tavaedies, but these reemi looked up at Dindi, and, instead of darting away, began to playfully show off. They flipped into handstands on the long, spiral horns of their beast. Then they flung themselves in a spinning leap to another antelope, hip-hopped on the points of the horns, and did backsprings back to their own animals. They cavorted and danced in the dappled light, until at last, they saluted her, the antelopes bowed their heads, and the fae rode the beasts away.

      That was something she missed when Kavio was nearby. Dindi’s heart pinched at the unhappy truth. The fae only ever showed themselves to her when she was not with the man she loved, a man tainted forever by Death’s shadow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            UMBRAL

          

          (NIGHTMARE)

        

      

    

    
      Umbral stood alone in white fog. He could hear the rushing of a river nearby, but the white fog swirled around him so thickly that he could not see the water, or even the ground. The sky above was black as tar. The place had no smell. None at all. Every place had a smell, every cave, every mountain, every marsh. But here—nothing. He could see, though all was hazy, and he could not find the source of light. No sun, moon, star or fire burned nearby. Umbral could not tell if he was above ground, or deep beneath it, or even somewhere under water.

      Where am I? he wondered. What is this place?

      He walked forward cautiously, aware that he could not see whatever dangers the fog hid. His toe hit something firm yet soft. Bending down, he found a man lying on a leather mat, asleep beneath a fur blanket. Umbral recognized the man.

      It was Kavio.

      This shouldn’t be possible. Umbral frowned. I killed Kavio…

      Yes, Umbral , you did kill Kavio.

      The statement bellowed from multitude of voices in unison, some so deep and raw, they seemed to emerge from the throats of beasts rather than men.

      But the girl brought him back and banished you here…to the maze of dreams. You belong in my world now.

      A monster emerged from the fog to confront Umbral. The creature walked upright; it had a man’s body but a beastial head, huge, horned and fanged. The seeming multitude of voices were all a single voice from the maw of the beast-man.

      Umbral looked down at Kavio, and back up at the monstrous man.

      “Is this a dream?” Umbral asked. He nudged Kavio with his foot, then kicked him as hard as he could, but Kavio did not wake. “Is this his dream?”

      All your dreams belong to me, spoke the beast-man. I summoned you here because I cannot reach Kavio. I have sent him dream after dream: dreams of memory, dreams of warning. But someone steals them from him before he wakes. You are inside him, but hidden, even from himself. Therefore, you are also hidden from the Thief.

      Umbral’s frown deepened. “What do you want me to do about it? I can’t even take back my own memories, never mind Kavio’s.”

      I will give his memories to you. You will keep them. When you come out of banishment, and remember yourself, you will have all his memories in your keeping as well. No longer a man of holes, you will be a whole man. A complete life, seen without veils or lies. That is my gift to you.

      “You are the Lord of Nightmares.”

      The Lord of Nightmares inclined his head.

      “Why would you give me this gift?” demanded Umbral. “I am the Henchman of the Lady who Cursed you.”

      She also Cursed you. Perhaps we have more in common than you know. Perhaps you will turn against her.

      “Never. I serve her willingly.”

      You serve her blindly.

      “I love her.” Umbral knew that much remained true; he could not remember why. But he loved Lady Death and always would, of that he was as certain as dry crops thirsted for rain.

      The Lord of Nightmares bared his fangs in a hideous smile. Perhaps. Perhaps not. Only when you see yourself as you truly are, as you truly were, and as you truly could become, will you be able to make the choice. Do not forget who will die if you choose Death.

      Umbral heard a cry. The fog vanished, swept away by a swift, cold wind. He stood on a bridge a single thread thick, holding a beauty in his arms. Her eyes welled with tears of accusation and betrayal. Her head fell back, her long hair waving in the wind. He realized that someone had stabbed her in the heart with a stone knife. He unclenched his fingers from around the handle as the terrible truth sank in….

      I am the murderer… I killed her!

      Disgust and grief flooded him, but it was too late. She collapsed, dead, in his arms. With a cry of denial, he dropped the knife, dropped her, dropped himself off the thread.

      He was falling…falling…but before he could either fall to his death or wake up from the terror of the nightmare, everything shifted, and he fell into another dream.

      No, not just a dream. A memory….
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        * * *

      

      Kavio (Six years old - The Year Wind Tore Five Trees)

      Kavio was bored. His father was busy being War Chief. His mother was cussing at the kitchen in an attempt to intimidate corn patties into cooking themselves. (Dinner would be burnt again.) At six years old, he would have been sent out to the hills, with a few siblings and cousins, to watch a flock of goats or a herd of cows, if he had been an ordinary boy. But he was the War Chief’s son. There were plenty of sycophants who wanted to earn a favor by lending their own, older, and more responsible boys to the task of watching animals. There were also plenty of enemies who would kidnap the War Chief’s son to force a favor. Therefore, unlike other boys his age, Kavio wasn’t supposed to go out to the hills alone.

      But when his parents were distracted, Kavio sneaked away from the tribehold, and followed the boys and goats and cows until they reached the hills. Then he kept going, away from the pastureland—watching cows eat grass was boring too—and on he ventured, into the wooded and rocky places that only a goat or a nimble boy could reach. There he played at being a warrior, play-fighting and dancing in patterns no one had ever taught him. He liked the way his arms and legs felt when they sliced the air and left a trail of glittering power. His motion created colors of energy, each able to do something different to the world. When he created Blue, he could scoop up water out of a nearby stream without touching it. When he created Orange, he could rattle the trees with a burst of wind. He stomped and flipped around in the air, as he’d learned to do from dancing with his mother, and he landed on the balls of his feet. Purple energy swirled around him, itching his skin. By sheer instinct, he punched his fist forward, toward a big rock.

      His magic smashed the boulder into dust.

      Another boy’s voice rang out from the woods. “I can do better.”

      Kavio whirled around to look for the boy who had spoken, just in time to dive out of the way of a blast of water that spurted out of the ground with so much force it threw rocks into the air.

      It was his cousin, Zumo. Zumo was about the same age as Kavio. All children born in the same year shared the same birth-remembrance day on the Summer Solstice, and Kavio and Zumo were in the same age-grade. Zumo swaggered into the clearing out of the woods where he’d been spying on Kavio.

      Kavio crossed his arms. “You think you can do better than me? Really? Prove it!”

      Zumo began to dance. Some of the moves were copied from tamas that Kavio recognized. Other movements were wild and crazy, like something Zumo just made up on the spot. Sparks and streaks of colored magic sizzled in the air around the boy. Some of them were wild and uncontrolled, like Zumo’s agitated dance, but some of the bursts of magic pummeled into to the earth and air and dug furrows into the earth or knocked boughs off nearby trees.

      “Pretty good,” Kavio said grudgingly. “But I’m better. Watch this!”

      He flexed his own best moves. He wasn’t able to recapture all his previous successes, but he had enough new moves that sent rocks flying into the air and trees wobbling in their roots that it impressed Zumo.

      Zumo responded to the challenge by throwing himself into more gyrations.

      “Not as good as when I exploded the whole boulder!” Kavio grinned.

      “Yesterday, I exploded a boulder TWICE that big,” boasted Zumo. “And I made the river run backwards!”

      “Really?” Kavio demanded skeptically. “If you’re so great, do it again!”

      “I don’t feel like it right now. But I could if I wanted.”

      “Prove it!”

      Instead of dancing, Zumo tackled Kavio, and they both rolled in the dirt, wrestling and hitting each other until they tired out. They crawled out of the tangle of limbs, laughing as if it were the funniest thing in Faearth.

      “You know what? We should try to move the same way at the same time,” said Kavio. “Like the Tavaedies do. I bet we could blow up another boulder.”

      Zumo agreed. They continued to argue and fight, but they also—eventually—agreed on a series of moves to try in conjunction. Kavio called out the moves, as he’d overheard Zavaedies do for Tavaedies when they were practicing. He wasn’t supposed to watch, but he had.

      “Kick...!” Kavio said in a loud, ‘teacher voice.’ “Now... punch the air... now kick fast twice... now spin... now double punch...!”

      They both did the moves at the same time.

      The outcome was amazing.

      On their final punch of power, they set a tree on fire!

      “Fantastic!” shouted Kavio.

      “Glorious!” shouted Zumo.

      “We did it! We did it!” they both started shouting together. They grabbed each other’s shoulders, grinning and bouncing in circles.

      The fire spread from one tree to another.

      “Oh, muck...” gasped Kavio. “Uh... Zumo... I think we messed up...”

      Zumo stared, wide-eyed, at the spreading conflagration. His face turned scarlet, then white.

      “Let’s get out of here!” shouted Zumo.

      “No!” Kavio cried. “We have to fix it! Help me dance some water...”

      Zumo hesitated, on the verge of panic. But he calmed down and obeyed when Kavio began to shout out new moves.

      “Aim at the stream! Wave your arms! Wiggle your toes! Flip onto your back, stand up, wave the water at the burning tree!”

      Amazingly, considering they had no idea what they were doing, they splashed some water from the stream onto the tree. But it wasn’t enough to douse the fire.

      “We need to make rain,” said Kavio. “All Blue this time. As much Blue as you can, but aim at the sky, as high as you can!”

      They danced again and this time, it wasn’t fun anymore. It was hard, and the effort sucked the air right out of Kavio’s lungs. Zumo was also sweating. He complained he wanted to quit.

      “It’s not working, let’s just run before someone catches us!” Zumo begged.

      “Go ahead and run, you big baby!” Kavio shouted at him. “If you’re a coward, run away like one!”

      Zumo screamed. “I’m not a coward! I’m a warrior!”

      “Then help me—or you’re nothing but a crying baby!”

      Fury drove Zumo to stay, and their efforts at last broke open the sky.  Black clouds billowed out of the blue. Rain poured down.

      However, by the time they finished, they had an audience. Zumo’s mother was running up the hill, and so was Kavio’s father.  An adolescent boy named Goloro also stood there, still holding a baby goat. Goloro was likely the one who had spotted the younger boys doing magic and run to tattle on them.

      “You’re in trouble!” sang out Goloro, confirming Kavio’s suspicions.

      Zumo grabbed Kavio’s arm. “Kavio, the parents aren’t here yet. We can still run away! Let’s go!”

      “Run away where?”

      “Anywhere! We’ll be Rovers! We’ll be best friends and allies against the world, fighting back-to-back against all outtribers and fae alike! It’s better than getting in trouble!”

      Kavio weighed the danger of trouble with his father versus the danger for two six-year-old boys on their own in the wilderness. Clearly, the wilderness was safer.

      “They’ve already spotted us, so we can’t escape now,” Kavio said. “Pretend to go home with your mother but as soon as you can, run away and meet me between your house and mine. Then we’ll run away together and become Rovers!”

      The adults reached them and dragged them back along the dirt trails to the tribehold. Zumo’s mother, Zavaedi Nangi, didn’t even yell at Zumo; she seemed more worried than anything. Kavio could hear her promising to make Zumo his favorite dish, honeyed walnuts.

      Kavio’s father, in contrast, bellowed at him the entire way home. War Chief Vio only fell silent when they entered the tribehold. He was too ashamed of Kavio’s behavior to yell in public. That made Kavio feel ashamed too.

      When they were safely inside their own villa, Father started yelling again, but this time, not at him. At Mother.

      “Your son has all six Chromas!” father said.

      “I know,” said mother, calmly.

      “Isn’t that a good thing?” asked Kavio, but his parents ignored him.

      “I told you he was Aelfae when he was born,” said Mother. “It’s not my fault if you’ve been blind to it until now.”

      “He’s not a fae! He’s a human child!” bellowed Father. “He can’t fly around the wilderness capering and hexing like a hobgoblin!”

      “Leave him alone!” Mother flung back. “Why can’t you just let him be who he wants to be?”

      “There are rules, something you’ve never understood.”

      “Rules. Rules! I feel like I’m buried alive in your maze of rules!”

      “It’s part of the responsibility of being human!”

      “Kavio is what he is! He’s what our love made him! Let him be himself!”

      “I think I know more about raising a human child than you. We’ve discussed this before, Vessia, and we’ve both agreed that you’ll respect our ways. How is Kavio to understand that he has to follow certain rules when he sees the example that you set?”

      “It’s always your way, isn’t it? Always!”

      “It’s not my way, it’s the way of my people!”

      “I gave up my people,” she said. “Wasn’t that enough for you? Do I have to give up my freedom too?”

      “It’s part of being a wife and mother⁠—”

      “No, it’s part of being married to you, Vio! Sometimes I wish I never met you. I won’t let you wall in Kavio the way you’ve walled me in!”

      “Vessia...” Father lowered his voice. He sounded hollowed out. “If he’s a fae... a mucking Aelfae... don’t you know what they will do to him? They’ll kill him, Vessia! It has to be my way. They won’t allow him to be like you.”

      “They won’t be happy until the last Aelfae is dead!” groused mother. “But I won’t help them harm my own son!”

      She burst out of the villa doorway, her wings spread to catch the lift of the wind. To the surprise of Kavio, she scooped him up into her arms and smothered him in kisses.

      “Baby, we’re leaving!” Her eyes glowed with a fae light. “We’ll fly far away to a glade where we can dance however we please, and no one will tell us Don’t Do This, Don’t Do That! We’ll never set foot in the Rainbow Labyrinth again!”

      As she swept him up into the air, Kavio’s stomach dropped, and his panic surged. He squirmed in her arms.

      “Mother, no! Put me down! Put me down! Mama! Please!”

      The feral expression seeped out of her face. She fluttered to the ground and set him down. Her shoulders sagged and now her eyes looked human: shadowed and exhausted.

      “Kavio, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

      “I don’t want to leave!” His voice squeaked a little, with residual fear, and he forced himself to take a deep breath, to sound adult.

      “I’m a human!” he hollered at his mother. He ran to his father for emphasis. “Right, father? I’m human? I’m not a fae!”

      “You’re not a fae,” said father, wrapping his arms around Kavio. But father’s voice cracked.

      Mother deployed her stiff posture like a denunciation. Abruptly, she lunged into the kitchen, leaving Kavio and his father alone on the balcony.

      Kavio had forgotten his pact with his cousin Zumo to run away. It wasn’t until later, after they had all eaten and gone to bed, that a noise alerted Kavio someone was throwing rocks at his window. He peered out cautiously. Zumo was in the window in the villa across from him, hissing at him.

      “Hsst! Hsst! Kavio! There you are! I need a ladder!”

      “Hold on,” Kavio hissed back. He found a ladder leaning against the wall of another room. It was heavier than it looked. At six, he couldn’t even lift it off the floor. He had to drag it. Levering it through the window without dropping it into the alley was almost too much for him; twice, the ladder almost fell before the end caught on the lip of the opposite window. Zumo grabbed it and pulled it toward him. The ladder now formed a bridge between the two third-story rooms. Zumo carefully crawled across.

      “Are you ready?” Zumo asked. “We have to get out of here!”

      “Zumo, we can’t run away,” said Kavio. “Only fae run away. We have to stay here.”

      Zumo’s face reddened. He started yelling. Zumo babbled incoherently, some wild tale about how his mother planned to kill him, so he and Kavio must run away together. Obviously, it was another one of Zumo’s exaggerations. But if he meant to convince Kavio of the wisdom of his plan, Zumo’s noisy outburst backfired. His temper tantrum attracted the attention of adults.

      First, Kavio’s father and mother arrived in the room and found the two boys. The ladder that still bridged the windows made if obvious how Zumo had escaped his house. Next, Zumo’s mother, Zavaedi Nangi, and his older sister, Amdra, arrived at Kavio’s house. Nangi conferred with Kavio’s parents in a hushed conversation.

      “Why did you tell on me?” Zumo asked Kavio while the adults talked.

      “I didn’t! They all heard you yelling!”

      “Now I’m going to get in even bigger trouble than before!” moaned Zumo, missing Kavio’s point. “It’s your fault!”

      “It’s your own fault!”

      “You said we’d run away together! You lied!”

      “It was a stupid plan!” Kavio retorted. “Two kids can’t live alone. We’d get killed! Only faeries can live in the wilderness without any other people!”

      “My mother will kill me if I stay! She’s going to murder me!”

      Kavio rolled his eyes. “Mothers don’t murder their kids. She loves you. She’ll take care of you.”

      Zumo hit him in the face. “Liar! I hate you! I hate you!”

      Kavio glared at him. “If you hit me again, I’ll hit you back!”

      Zumo was sent home with his family. As he left, he mouthed the words at Kavio: I. HATE. YOU.
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        * * *

      

      Kavio (Present)

      Don’t forget. Don’t forget. Don’t…

      Kavio kept his eyes closed even after he opened his mind to the dawn, as if by staying in the dark, he could hold on to the childhood memory. But the memory, the dream, broke like a dandelion on the wind. He could remember remembering, but not what he had remembered. He knew he had dreamt of his childhood, but the details fled with the morning’s noisy arrival. All around him, he could hear the sounds of a clanhold coming awake, while he cursed the darkness inside his mind.

      Finally, he rolled onto his side and stared across the firepit to the sleeping mat on the far side of the teepee. Finnadro sat with his legs crossed, wrapping a bandage around his hand. The two of them had the teepee to themselves, though two other male Tavaedies had come with them to Gazelle’s Leap, Tamio and Nilo.

      “Is that old injury still festering?” Kavio asked. “I thought you were going to see a Healer about that?”

      Finnadro jerked his hand behind his back. He was always annoyed when Kavio brought up his infected hand. Kavio could understand that a hand injury vexed a man whose two great loves were archery and strumming his Singing Bow, but at some point, surely, Finnadro had to let sense prevail over pride. For some reason, it was the one thing Finn wouldn’t discuss with him.

      Kavio rolled his eyes and huffed. “At least talk to Dindi about it, will you, Finn?”

      “I will,” Finnadro said stiffly.

      “What do you say we do today?” Kavio asked.

      “Don’t you have to practice the tama for tonight?”

      They exchanged smirks. Even without conscious memories, Kavio had muscle memory of every dance he had ever learned, as Kavio or as Umbral. He could have performed the tama in his sleep. Finnadro knew that.

      There were other things at stake. A Tavaedi had two roles: dancer and warrior. The combination posed different challenges for men and women. Unlike common women, female Tavaedies had to be brave and strong enough to face the enemy, at least magically, in a war dance—sometimes, because they danced near the attacking foe, they even had to bodily join battle. For a male Tavaedi, the challenge was finding time to devote to refining his dance technique while not neglecting his basic role as a man to be a protector and provider. Female Tavaedies might hunt small, exotic animals to acquire pelts, claws, and teeth for their costumes. Male Tavaedies were expected to hunt big game. If a male Tavaedi could not prove his prowess as a hunter—his superiority over men without magic—then he would lose standing in the community, and ultimately, even in the Secret Society of warrior-dancers.

      This suited Kavio. He felt like a fraud when he was dancing with Tavaedies who still had their own Chromas. He had to fake his. Killing things seemed more honest for a man of six Penumbras.

      “Why don’t we go knock out a few of aurochsen by the watering hole before the other hunters chase them away?” Kavio suggested. “If we rappel straight down the cliff, we won’t need to ride the horses, and we’ll also beat the other men to the watering hole. We’ll be back in time for the Masked Rehearsal and let the local women take the long way around to collect the kills with their horses.”

      Finnadro perked up. “I’m sure our hosts wouldn’t mind more ribs for the Friending Feast…”

      They grinned at each other like boyish conspirators.

      Kavio leaped to his feet and started throwing on his legwals and tunic. “Hurry, before other hunters drive away the herd.”

      With that goal in mind, they were out of the teepee as quick as grasshoppers. The clan of Gazelle’s Leap had pitched their teepees on a fair hill, bounded one side by a curl of river, and on the other by a steep ledge. The river disappeared underground and reappeared below in a fat, lazy snake with a big belly, a watering hole that attracted many animals from the grasslands beyond. They found a sturdy tree where they looped their rope. With a skill that had been honed both on wild mountain faces and in the kiva on exotic dance moves, they lowered themselves to a narrow ledge at the limit of Kavio’s rope. They were only half-way down. This didn’t worry them. Finnadro uncoiled his rope, and they repeated the process.

      They landed behind a hillock thick with brush and willows, which screened them from the waterhole. The cliff cast the earth into shadows, seeming to prod the early morning back into the lee of night. A thick mist rose over the still water in front of them. The fog softened the edges of the trees and rocks, lending the scenery a dreamy glow.

      Kavio felt a jolt of recognition. He grabbed a tree and gripped it so hard his knuckles turned white.

      “Kav, are you well?” asked Finnadro in alarm. He lowered his voice, though they were alone, out of respect for a touchy issue: “Are you having a fit?”

      Kavio shook his head. “No…I just… I remembered something.”

      Finnadro blanched. He cleared his throat. “That’s…good? What did you remember?”

      “Nothing… exactly.”

      “I’m confused.”

      “I remembered remembering.”

      Finnadro furrowed his forehead. “I’m still confused.”

      “I’ll explain later…look!”

      The herd of aurochsen had arrived, lowing in their distinct deep voices, in a line of dark brown and black fur, a rumble of hoofs and a cloud of dust. They saw the water and rushed toward it. They paid no heed to the two men behind the willows. Kavio and Finnadro both unslung their bows and notched their best arrows.

      Swiftly, each man felled a beast, and each prepared a second arrow to take down another. But all at once, the aurochsen lifted their woolly heads, flared their nostrils, and, in response to whatever they whiffed, flung themselves across the shallow ford. Their stampede took them right at Kavio and Finnadro.

      A thousand beasts that each alone weighed as much as twelve men stampeded toward them. Kavio and Finnadro ran the other direction, trying to reach the deep water. Otherwise, the beasts could gore or stomp them to death.

      One of the bulls caught up with Kavio and tossed its horns at him. With no other choice but to be skewered, Kavio grabbed the horns like props in a dance and let the momentum fling him into the air. He flipped around and landed, hard, on the beast’s back. No wild bronco could have been harder to ride. A moment later, he fell again, and only broke his fall with another dancer’s move, a shoulder roll that returned him to his feet.

      A dark shadow bore down on Kavio out of the dust cloud. Something as sharp as a blade slashed across Kavio’s outflung hand. A picture in his mind that was too fast to be a thought warned him that he was about to be gored to death. Finnadro dashed out of the dust and shoved himself onto Kavio, rolling them both out of the path of another rampaging bull. They scrambled to their feet again and this time reached the deep water. They dove without hesitation into the pool. The aurochsen turned abruptly to avoid the water and instead splashed across the shallows.

      Kavio saw Finnadro sputter and submerge. Did Finnadro know how to swim? Kavio couldn’t remember. He didn’t take the chance. He dove down himself, opened his eyes, and captured Finnadro’s torso in a sturdy side grip. Kavio swam them both to shore. Finnadro had apparently swallowed water and Kavio thumped his chest and sucked the water out of his mouth until Finnadro coughed the liquid out and rolled away.

      “I like you, Kav, but not that much,” Finnadro joked. Then he coughed out more water and shuddered. His skin looked so pallid it had almost turned green. “Something grabbed my foot.”

      Finn sat up in the sand to examine a weird red welt around his ankle. “It stung, but it doesn’t seem severe…” He drew a deep breath, steadying himself. “I couldn’t find the surface… I think you saved my life.”

      “I think you saved mine,” said Kavio.

      Finnadro laughed weakly. After a moment, Kavio joined him. Soon they were both laughing so hard they wheezed.

      “Your hand is bleeding again,” Kavio said. He held up his own hand, the one that had been slashed by the bull that almost gored him. “Now we are twins.”

      Finnadro stared at him. Kavio stared back. They both started laughing again.

      “Listen…listen…” Kavio said, once he managed to stop laughing. “There will be no more accounting of lifedebts between us. Do you understand? No more than there would be between brothers.” He grabbed Finnadro’s injured hand, which was indeed bleeding afresh, and crushed it with his own cut palm, mingling their blood. “There—we are blood brothers, united by shedding red against a common foe—and more than once.”

      Finnadro sobered at once. “This is an honor I don’t deserve.”

      “Nonsense. You are closer to me than my own cousin, Zumo. I know you regret that I can’t remember how we met, but we’re friends now, and that’s enough.”

      Finnadro looked moved by this. Without words, he placed his free hand over their clasped hands. Kavio added his last hand, and they shook both arms, then released one another.

      “There is the cause of all our troubles,” Kavio said. He pointed to a rider in the distance. It was another friend that he didn’t remember, whom he’d had to get to know over the last year: Nilo. Nilo and another Taevaedi from the Rainbow Labyrinth, Tamio, had ridden horses to hunt aurochsen from the other direction, and inadvertently spooked the herd to stampede Kavio and Finnadro.

      “Nilo will be mortified when we tell him what he’s done,” predicted Finnadro. “He’s a good man.”

      “He is,” agreed Kavio. But unlike Finnadro, Nilo did not know Kavio’s secret, that Kavio had once served the Deathsworn as a dark warrior named Umbral.

      That reminded Kavio of what he’d remembered.

      “Finnadro, there’s something I need to tell you,” he said. “It came to me in a dream. There was more to the dream as well… I don’t remember all of it. And yet, what couldn’t be taken from me, what I discovered, is this: My memories are not merely missing, misplaced or lost. They are taken. Stolen.”

      “What do you mean…stolen?” Finnadro studied Kavio intently. “That’s a strong word.”

      “Yes, it is,” said Kavio. “And so is the word Thief. Which is what I call the one who is stealing my memories. And has been stealing them, ever since the battle against the spiders on Cliffsedge.”

      Finnadro dipped his chin and lifted it. He held Kavio’s gaze. “And who is this Thief?”

      “That’s what I need you to help me find out.”

      Finnadro expelled a heavy breath. He looked upset. Kavio felt a strange unease in the pit of his belly. He hadn’t expected Finnadro to refuse, but now he wondered if he was asking too much. After all, it was Kavio’s problem, not Finnadro’s.

      “Will you help me?” Kavio asked, aware that his voice sounded raw.

      Finnadro squeezed his hand once more. “Aren’t we blood brothers?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GWENIKA

          

        

      

    

    
      She hadn’t found Tania, but Gwenika had found a porcupine. Her mother would be pleased with her for once! True, Brena would be sure to point out that she’d asked for three beasts, if Gwenika presented only one, but still…. Gwenika readied her bow. The large prickly creature shuffled slowly through a thicket, probably on the way home to its den for the day. Gwenika was careful to keep downwind of her prey.

      Something rustled in the bushes to the left of the porcupine. Gwenika couldn’t believe it! Another one! This one was even larger. With an embarrassment of targets, Gwenika debated whether she should shoot the farther porcupine first, so it couldn’t get spooked and escape her.

      Incredibly, there was yet another porcupine behind the large one. Three! How could she be so lucky? Incredible! Even Gwenika’s mother would find words of praise.

      Wait…were there even more? What was going on here? She now counted five prey! All within easy shot of her arrows. Even if some spooked, she had a good chance at catching three, even four…maybe all five!

      The third, fourth and fifth porcupines were quite small. That’s when it hit her—this was a family. Mother, father, three little porcupettes. The babies already had hardened quills but remained on the tail of their mother. And even the father lingered near his brood, which was unusual for animal families. Gwenika found it sweet. This porcupine was a better papa than her own human progenitor had been.

      She drew back her bow but didn’t release the arrow. Finally, the tension of holding the string taunt made her fingers ache and she lowered her bow.

      Mama Porcupine sniffed her and stomped her clawed feet, clicked her teeth, and hissed at Gwenika. The babies imitated her. It was just too cute.

      “I can’t do it,” Gwenika told the family. “How could I orphan such sweet babies? How could I kill babies in front of their doting Mama and Papa?”

      The porcupine babies scurried up nearby trees. The parents hissed and stomped a little more, then likewise disappeared. Gwenika had lost her chance.

      Her mother wasn’t going to be happy with her. Not one bit.

      Morosely, she resumed her search for Tania. Gwenika hated hunting alone.
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        * * *

      

      Tania (Fox)

      Tania loved hunting alone. It was the only time she could be herself—any aspect of herself. In the wild, she felt in control.

      To scout, Tania shifted form. She preferred to do it naked and in private. Nakedness, even in public, didn’t bother her. It did seem to bother Finn, though. The more men enjoyed the show, the more jealous Finnadro acted. She was astonished he cared at all. Sometimes she felt as if he didn’t even know she existed. He’d always been like that, wrapped up in desperate missions for important people. More the fool she, that she couldn’t stop pining over him.

      No, she didn’t care about walking stark naked through the clanhold. But she hated to have other people see her become her Other self, her Fox self. She hated to be treated like an animal. To be clear, she didn’t mind being shaped like an animal, only being treated as one. Becoming Fox wasn’t about losing her humanity, not for Tania. It was about expanding her humanity into a world of new senses, particularly the sense of smell. Whole rivers of new information poured into her when she had Fox’s keen sense of smell. It was the best way to hunt. It was the only way to hunt.

      In fox form, she identified a stream of smells as bright as a colored ribbon would have been to her human eye. Nose to ground, she trotted down the ribbon through a maze of brambles and ferns. When she reached the den of her prey, she darted into the hole, faster than her prey could scamper away. She yanked a ground squirrel out of the hole. A snap of her jaws broke the squirrel’s neck. Fox tossed the furry body aside.

      Then she dashed down another ribbon of smells and pounced again.

      After she’d snapped the necks of five ground squirrels, she shifted back to her human form—still naked—and tied the squirrels up on a branch to keep them away from other predators. Their tails weren’t as fluffy as their tree-dwelling cousins but would still make a nice fringe; and their stripped and dotted pelts, once she had enough of them, would make a tight-fitting breast-band with a dazzling pattern that would need no further decoration. For the skirt, she would require a larger pelt. It wasn’t the right season to hunt mink—their white winter coats took green dye better than the dark summer fur. Perhaps fox? She had no trouble hunting her own form; unlike humans without magic, she had no trouble telling shapeshifters apart from their bestial counterparts.

      She shifted to fox to hunt the scent of real foxes. They were fewer than ground squirrels, but she caught a strong ribbon soon enough. She followed until it became so strong she knew the den was near. Then she shifted back to her human form. She had no intention of making this an even fight. She stripped a sapling of its branches to make a crude trap. The fox wasn’t intelligent the way a human was, but Tania knew she matched wits against a notoriously cagey beast. She shifted back to fox one last time, just to make sure that the fox she had followed had not left its den while she’d been weaving a trap. No—it was still there. Sleeping for the day, no doubt.

      She was about to shift when a new smell whipped across her face. The sting struck Tania as harsh as raw leather.

      Human. A female.

      Another woman had followed her! How dare she?

      This time when Tania shifted back to human, she caught sight of the woman watching her.

      Amdra.

      “You wildlings shift your shape a bit differently than the Raptors I’m used to,” Amdra observed. “Shift again! I want to watch the strands in your aura this time.”

      Tania dropped her trap and reached for the knife at her belt, before she remembered that no clothes also meant no weapons. A growl of displeasure rumbled in the back of her throat.

      “I thought you only danced Orange,” said Tania. “I don’t use Orange.”

      “You do, though, a little bit,” said Amdra. “You Imorvae have such sloppy magic. When you make the decision to change, it shows up in your thoughts and triggers the cascade of other colors. Do it again.”

      “No,” said Tania. “I’m not here for your entertainment.”

      Amdra leaped forward so quickly that Tania thought she meant to physically attack her. Instead, Amdra yanked something from Tania’s aura. Although Amdra didn’t touch Tania’s body, whatever Amdra did caused Tania’s head to explode in pain. She fell to her knees, clutching her head and rocking herself against the worst headache she’d ever had. It was as if a giant had her head in his fist like an orange and was squeezing it to test for ripeness.

      At last, the pain receded to a duller ache. Tania struggled to regain her feet. She wanted to grab her knife and fight back. She’d never felt so vulnerable being naked before.

      “Now, shift into your fox form!” commanded Amdra.

      A weird rush of color and light swept the command straight into Tania’s aura, twisting her own will against her. She shed mass with shape. Fox-sized, she felt even smaller compared to Amdra. Which was strange, since normally, she felt safer as a fox than a human. Not now. Amdra grinned down at her and scooped her up in her hands, nails digging into Tania’s smaller body like the talons of a bird of prey.

      “Gooood little beast,” cooed Amdra mockingly. “But you still have to pay for disobeying me earlier. If I want you to entertain me, that’s what you’ll do.”

      She threw the fox down. “Shift back.”

      Tania shifted. She crouched naked, shivering.

      “Where are your clothes?”

      Tania hugged her knees. She bowed her head in shame.

      Amdra laughed. “Lost them in the shift. Like a first time changer.”

      She waltzed away, still chuckling.

      Tania thought the humiliation was over, but she wasn’t that lucky. Someone else had been watching her whole debasement.

      Out of the shadows of the brush, Gwenika appeared. She handed Tania a woven shawl. Instead of gratitude, which she knew she should have offered, Tania turned her back. She just wished that Gwenika had not been there to witness it.

      Gwenika made it worse by talking about it... curse her for a blabbering fool. “If your head hurts—and I know it does, because Amdra has done that to me too, and it hurts like crazy—I could make you a tea that would⁠—”

      “Leave. Me. Alone.” Tania ground each word between clenched teeth.

      She shifted back into a fox and ran ahead, too fast for Gwenika to follow.
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      Every kiva had its own scent. The kiva of Gazelle’s Leap smelled of sage and lavender and damp moss. Every kiva also shared smells common to  every other kiva. The air tasted of smoke and spice, of old wool and new leather, of feathers and fuzz, of sweaty men and panting women.

      Every Secret Society had its own rituals and its own attitude. It was like a little tribe unto itself. The feeling of the Society in Gazelle’s Leap was contradictory. Dindi could see cords of light, glowing green with deep affection, uniting the local Tavaedies with each other, and with the two elder Zavaedies who led them, an old, wizened couple. At the same time, their affection did not extend to their guests. Although their clan had invited the dancers from Rainbow Labyrinth to bless them with a powerful tama, and they wanted it greatly, even greedily, they resented the guests and distrusted them.

      The suspicion of the local Tavaedies only spurred Dindi’s determination to please them. She vowed that whether she won them over or not, she would give them her best dancing, her purest magic. She would do her best to ensure this tama brought good fortune to their families.

      Some dancers approached Practice with reserve, holding back energy for the performance that would come at the end of the day. But whenever Dindi found herself in a new kiva, with a new Society watching her dance for the first time, she felt a rush of nerves as unruly as the night of her Initiation. She feared failing her hosts; she feared failing herself. She never wanted to experience a disaster like her Initiation Test again. Ever. The only way to conquer her trembling limbs and queasy stomach was to throw herself headlong into the Practice as fully as if it were a Performance. Salt in the kiva’s pavement meant that any magic from the dancing would be muted, but even muted, Dindi could sense it, and sense if something wobbled off-kilter or emerged half-hearted. She didn’t know how to give less than everything. Ever.

      Unfortunately, Kavio didn’t demonstrate the same urgency. At first, she’d supposed it was because he still had to get used to dancing with her regularly, but on the contrary, over the last year, instead of growing closer, he’d been pulling away from her. He spent more time with Finnadro. He often showed up late to daily Practice, or even missed Practice completely, always with the good excuse that he was hunting some colossal beast, fighting a fae monster, or even fighting off marauding Rovers. What could Dindi say? Don’t go save the families of an isolated clanhold from the cannibal Wendigo?

      Dindi hadn’t gone hunting today, so she was one of the first to arrive at the kiva. The underground space was typical: one large, rectangular room with a high stone ceiling, nearly two stories above the paved adobe floor; three small storerooms reached by a single door at the end opposite the ladder. The ceiling was unpainted, but the walls had been plastered halfway up, and painted with cavorting animals and fae. The guest Tavaedies, Dindi’s people, had added a strong, smooth wooden pole in the center of the chamber, secured at the bottom and top. A braided leather rope with hand and foot loops attached to the top of the pole and dangled down.

      The dancers gathered at the start of the Orange hour of the day, but that was less an exact moment then a rough guess based on how high the sun had climbed the bowl of the sky. By ones and twos, men and women, locals and guests, climbed down the ladder deep into the kiva. The dancers arranged themselves around the walls, in a pecking order specified by age and skill, and began stretches at their own pace. Tamio and Nilo arrived, but neither Finnadro nor Kavio were with them.

      At last, after thirty-some people had arrived—but not including Kavio, Dindi noticed unhappily—the elder Zavaedi man disappeared into a storeroom and returned with a drum nearly as tall as he was. He started a steady, sober beat. His shriveled wife called out the names of the Animal Forms in time with the thump-thump-thump.

      Practice formally started when the drums did. The dancers stopped whatever else they had been doing. Chatter ended. Laughter subsided. Bodies straightened. Arms and legs moved in synchronicity, in time to the drum beat, flowing from one Animal Form to the next. The elderly Zavaedi woman, despite her prune of a face, bellowed out the forms in a clear, loud voice.

      “Frog.”

      Ankles together, toes out, knees flex and rise while arms stretch up, elbows flex and straighten…

      “Bear.”

      Legs askew, left ahead, right behind, back curved, arms angled forward, one higher and one lower, hands curled like claws, jaws yawing…

      “Cat.”

      Down to the floor, on elbows and knees, back flexed, buttocks high, one leg stretches back, out, up as high as possible…

      “Stork.”

      Curling back up, onto one leg, the other bent, arms parallel to the ground, stretched out to the fingertips like wings…

      And so on.

      Halfway through the Animal Forms, two men climbed down the ladder. They made no apology for being late, nor was any asked of them. They took the spots of honor, as befit their status as guests and their rank as honored Zavaedies. One of them, Finnadro, nodded at Dindi silently. The other, Kavio, avoided meeting her eye.

      The little old Zavaedi woman did not miss a call, nor her husband a beat. They carried on, steady.

      But one more guest arrived late, and she did not take the ladder. She fluttered down on gossamer wings, in a gown as soft and silver as mist. The drummer paused to gape, as did his wife. A murmur traveled the circuit of Tavaedies. Heads bowed and some locals clapped.

      Dindi did not bow or clap, but as always, she drank in the sight of Vessia like clear water. The brilliance of the glow of her magic, a luxurious rainbow of all six Chromas, dazzled Dindi afresh every time she saw the Aelfae.

      “Lady,” stammered the old woman Zavaedi. “You…you honor us. We didn’t know you would join…”

      “I am only here to watch,” said Vessia, she who was also called the White Lady and the Last Aelfae. “Carry on as you would without me.”

      They carried on, a little less steady. Vessia inspired…not exactly fear in others, as much as a desperation to be worthy. Dindi knew that feeling well.

      Not everyone felt it, perhaps. Kavio ignored Vessia, and she ignored him. It made Dindi want to knock their heads together and shout at them, You are family! Why can’t you show it?

      But it wasn’t their fault. It wasn’t anyone’s fault, unless it was Lady Death, Mrigana herself, who was to blame for the gulf between them. Vessia didn’t know Kavio was Deathsworn, but she could instinctively tell there was something wrong about his magic, some violation of nature that appalled her. Kavio hated the way she recoiled from him, so he did his best to stay out of her field.

      After Animal Forms, they began to rehearse the night’s tama. Last year, when Dindi had first joined all six of the Secret Societies of the Labyrinth, she’d been surprised to find out they would spend so much time traveling out of the tribehold, to perform in smaller holds. Didn’t those clans have their own Tavaedies? They did, and they knew the same tamas, but…not quite.

      The Tavaedies from the tribehold danced magic at an entirely different level than most local troops. The movements were not only more complicated and gymnastic, but the depth of the Histories and power of the spells were greater as well. Where a local troop would dance one tama, the Rainbow Labyrinth Tavaedies would sew together three to seven tamas into one longer story, with a concomitant stronger magic.

      They called it a Tama-Zoga, or a Tama Family. The first dance in the sequence was the “Father Act,” and the last act was called the “Mother Act.” The dances in between were “Elder Brother, Elder Sister, Younger Brother,” and so on, depending on how many there were. Today, for instance, they would perform Why Lion Forget His Head. When Dindi had learned this History Dance back in the Corn Hills, she’d only learned the last act, what the Labyrinth Tavaedies called the “Mother Act.” Nor had the Mother Act been so graceful, so emotional and demanding of the male and female leads. What Dindi had learned as a stilted, almost comic dance, became a tragedy of depth and power in the hands of better dancers.

      Dindi would participate in the Mother Act, but only in the “rows.” Row dancers performed simpler routines, not always with magic. (It depended on whether their Chroma matched the requirements of the dance. If not, they danced an “empty basket” part, or played drums.) Dindi had a good role but not a lead role. Kavio did. As a Zavaedi with six Chromas, he would play two roles: the lead male role, Lion, when he partnered the local Tavaedi beauty, Krissa; and Male Antelope, in which he partnered Dindi.

      The Father Act, The Lair of the Lion, began with Lion and Lioness dancing a romantic duet together. Both danced Orange. The other “animals” danced in rows behind the duo. Dindi tried to focus on her part, simple though it was, and not on Kavio lifting Krissa by the waist, lifting her into the air to flip her over his back, or dipping her to the floor as his lips nearly brushed hers.

      Amdra played the other female lead, Spider Woman. This was also an Orange role. (The story had originated in Orange Canyon, which was why Spider Woman was a hero of the story, rather than a ravening monster, which is how Dindi tended to think of her.) Dukka, the local woman who usually played Spider Woman, had a beautiful singing voice, and Amdra did not, so Dukka sang the song that explained the story. Dukka was twice as wide as Gwenika. Nor was Dukka much of a dancer. But once she sang, it was obvious how she had earned her place in the troop, for her voice was like a golden summer dawn: soft, pure, high, and clear. Finnadro, when he wasn’t dancing his duo with Tania, strummed the Singing Bow and harmonized Dukka’s melody with deep, masculine crooning.

      Lion and Lioness loved each other and hunted together. They devoured all of the other animals so ferociously that the Animals came to Spider Woman and asked her to save them. Spider Woman devised a devious plan.

      The middle acts, the “Children Tama” of the piece, all featured different pairs of animals being devoured by either Lion, Lioness, or both. Each Child Tama opened with a couple dancing a different Chroma. Finnadro and Tania danced Green, the He-Wolf and She-Wolf duo that looked half fight, half mating, with many rolls, crawling, stalking, flips over each other’s backs, teasing snarls and playful bites. Kavio, as Lion, intruded and “slew” them both with two “claw” spears.

      Dindi’s duet with Kavio came during the Middle Daughter Act, where they played Antelope lovers (Yellow Chroma) who were ultimately hunted and devoured by Lioness. They danced together in the foreground while behind them Lioness (now attached to the rope on the pole) was propelled through a series of daring backsprings and tosses from one pyramid of dancers to another, until she launched into the air on the rope, encircled the pole, held only by her ankles, and “attacked” Male Antelope. Kavio actually caught her, deftly unhooked her from the rope, and danced with her until she (in pretense) bit his neck. At that point, Dindi, who had been dancing her distress all this while, and also attaching the ropes to herself, launched into her own series of wild turns around the pole, as well as leaps over and off the backs of the other animals, only to “collapse” beside her mate, where she fell to the bite of Lioness.

      It was a terrifying scene to dance. There was so much opportunity to misstep.

      It was a tremendous scene to dance. Dindi loved the ridiculously high leaps the rope allowed her. The emotion of Antelope Woman as she feared for her lover, then grieved his loss, then accepted death rather than live without him, tasted deeper to Dindi every time she danced it.

      But the tragic nadir of the story occurred in the last act, the Mother Act. First Spider Woman performed a solo, then a duet with Kavio as Lion. Spider Woman whispered to Lion that Lioness had been unfaithful to him. Indeed, Spider claimed, she had seen Lioness with another male…if Lion hurried, he would catch them together. Spider led Lion to a clear mere, a pool of water so deep and still that it reflected like a Looking Bowl. Lioness sat beside the water brushing her hair. At Spider’s urging, Lion crept up behind her and looked over her shoulder…

      And in the reflection, he saw Lioness with “another” Lion. Lion forgot he was looking at his own image. He bared his claws—and so did the Other Lion. He roared—and so did the Other Lion.

      Lioness, confused and innocent, tried to show him the truth by kissing him. But all he saw was the image of Lioness kissing the beast he took to be his rival.

      And that is why Lion, mad with jealousy, forget his head. First, he savagely knocked Lioness aside with a brutal blow of his clawed spear. Then, still enraged to the point of madness, he leapt into the water to fight the other lion.

      Spider Woman sealed the pool with her webs, locking him under the surface. Lion drowned.

      Stricken with grief, Lioness wailed and lashed her tail and danced a sobbing dance. She tore her hair and her clothes. Finally, she went to a figure dressed all in black, with a face painted like a skull. Dukka, the fattest dancer in the troop, played the part of the Black Lady, a rather unconvincing portrait of the lithe and lovely Mrigana. However, Dukka’s exquisite voice made up for any discrepancy.

      This part of the story had never been in the version Dindi had learned in the Corn Hills. Yet this was the most important part of the tale, for it was only now that one realized that the characters in the story weren’t animals at all. The people being devoured were Human, Imorvae shapeshifters. Lion and Lioness were shapeshifters as well… but they were immortal Aelfae. That was why the humans, even though they could change into animals as well as the Aelfae, couldn’t fight their attackers—except through deception.

      This became clear when Lioness sought out the Black Lady and accepted mortality.

      At this point, Dukka sang The Last Song of the Lone Lioness, while Lioness danced the slowest and most heartbreaking dance of the work. There were no gymnastics or fantastic flips. Every movement here unfolded achingly slow, flawlessly controlled. The dancer had to remain balanced in asymmetric poses for impossible lengths of time and contort in on herself to display agonizing grief. Dindi loved the challenge of the The Last Song of the Lone Lioness and had practiced as often as her own part, though only when she was alone.

      Lion had drowned, died, and been sealed in the pool, and yet, because he was Aelfae, he came back to life. Alas, he freed himself from Spider Woman’s web too late. He found the corpse of Lioness, the lover he had wronged. He too accepted mortality from the Black Lady. He died, Cursed, as Spider Woman announced to the other animals, the human clanfolk: “Never more will he arise from the grave to devour you.” Gazelle Man and Gazelle Woman leaped for joy, and they became the founders of the new clanhold in the old lair of the lion.

      That was how it was supposed to end. During the Mother Act, however, Krissa made it only a few steps into her final solo when she dismounted from one of her backsprings her ankle twisted at an awkward angle.

      Her face turned white. “No…no…no…” she moaned. A moment later, she sank to the ground, clutching her foot. Rapidly, her ankle swelled like a pumpkin, but flushed red like a pepper. Her fellow Tavaedies formed a circle around her.  Finally, one of them announced what everyone had already guessed.

      “She’s sprained her ankle. She won’t be able to dance tonight. We’ll need another dancer.”

      They debated who could replace Krissa. Amdra pushed herself forward. She had wanted the role to begin with, although she admitted she could not commit to all of the challenging flourishes—like the triple backspring that Krissa had flubbed. Amdra argued that she could do the less difficult version of some of the sequences, which was not preferable, but also did not break any taboo. Changing a tama in an original fashion was taboo. It was considered hexery. However, most dances made allowances for adjustments to the skill level of the available Tavaedies.

      Vessia cut through the noise with an impatient snort that silenced the room.

      “Obviously, the replacement must be my son’s betrothed,” she said. “Dindi.”

      “But…her Chroma…” stuttered the local Zavaedi elder. He looked to his wife for help but she shook her head.

      Dindi knew what he wanted to say. As Antelope Woman, Dindi danced Yellow. The role of Lioness was Orange. If Dindi was Morvae, with a single Chroma, as she pretended, there was no way she could replace Lioness, at least not with any magic in her movements. But Vessia refused to back down to any of their half-hearted arguments. Everyone in the troop was looking at Dindi, expecting her to end the impasse. In an emergency, it did sometimes happen that a dancer stood in for a dancer with another Chroma...

      “I could dance it as an ‘empty basket’ part,” Dindi offered. It would be almost impossible for her to produce the motion but not the magic, but what else could she do? The local Zavaedies accepted the compromise so they could embrace Vessia’s ruling. Amdra glared at Dindi, but even Amdra didn’t dare overrule Vessia.

      Kavio, however, met Dindi’s eyes. He wore a stern frown. Dindi knew why he was upset. He knew that she wouldn’t—or couldn’t—keep her magic back. If she danced Lioness, she would glow with Orange. Similar situations had come up before. She finessed the contradictions up to now. How many times could she get away with it before someone finally added up all the oddments and realized she wasn’t Morvae?
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