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Saving lives terrified Celaise. The people she rescued would see her, and they would know what she was. The villagers might thank her by piling rocks on her until she could not breathe. Or by binding her hands and legs and leaving her beneath the savanna sun. Maybe even throw her into the volcano.

The village was a cluster of huts built on the side of the steaming mountain. Beasts stalked the homes. Celaise had tracked the predators here. Starlight glistened off the bony plates of their backs as they slunk, shoulders massive enough to break walls. She wanted to help the villagers. Had to.

Celaise brewed her magic into a spell, and shadows pooled around her. They soaked up her skirt, swaying and twining in filigrees on her bodice, black on black. A shawl of darkness flowed around her shoulders and chest, cascading down her arms as silk and sifting back into the fabric of night. Cool against her skin and smooth.

The elders had warned Celaise as a girl what awaited a person with her powers. Now, at sixteen, she could tell those sacks of wrinkles more than they would ever want to know. Her magic roused within her as a sensation of hunger.

She drifted through the village of squat huts. Celaise trembled at the thought of tribesmen spotting her, a patch of darkness in the shape of a gown. Any of them might push aside the hide leather stretching across doorways and peek out. Her presence tended to disturb people from their sleep, but she had to warn them somehow.

Black lace and ribbons of shadow trailed from her hands as she ran them over the sides of the huts. Wake, she thought, before more nightmares come.

The hunting pack circled around the village to reach a pen of cattle. Beasts in the shape of boulders seemed to slide between blots of shrubs and ridges of mountain.

One of the pack's young skittered past Celaise. It looked like a flabby dismembered hand, and she cringed. She had seen one of the tarantula-sized vermin paralyze a zebra so it could suck its blood. Mud-plastered sticks creaked as its fleshy legs crept up the side of a home.

Celaise knew she would have no better chance to fight the beasts. Only she was not sure which she feared more, the predators or their human prey.
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Jerani awoke without knowing why. 

He worried that the cows may have grown restless, but when he listened he heard only his sister's yawn. He was sorry she had woken. She needed sleep, at her age.

Her fingers cupped the side of her lean face. Lashes flickered open, and her eyes shone up at him in the glow of the dying fire. “Why're you up?”

Jerani thought that the mountain must have trembled under them. That might explain the tightness of his unease, but he did not want to say it. The volcano goddess frightened children, and he hated seeing his sister cry.

Instead of speaking, he folded both her hands in one of his and held her. She seemed tense. Her layers of braids brushed across his shoulder. “Don't worry,” he said.

“If I can't worry,” she said, “can I be afraid?”

Jerani pressed her hands together. He wished he knew what to tell her.

Sounds leaked in through the smoke vent, of cows stomping and blowing.

“Something's rousing them.” Jerani had to let go of his sister to rummage for his war club. He scooted toward the door flap.

“Can't go out,” his sister said. “It's night!”

He wanted nothing more than to stay in the safety of the hut and comfort his sister. The night had only grown more dangerous since the last rainy season.

“Have to go,” Jerani said. He untied the leather door. “The Greathearts protect their cows.”

Jerani's younger brother snorted awake. “We being raided? I want to fight.”

“You stay with your sister.” Jerani tied the door closed behind him.

The night air prickled his arms and his neck. The muscles of his stomach clenched and refused to let in a deep breath. Jerani had gone outside at night before, but the shadows had never felt so watchful.

Warriors scrambled past, the colors of their short robes all grey in the starlight. They carried war clubs and horn spears uphill to the herd's pen. Jerani had forgotten his spear inside, and he smacked his thigh with his club in frustration.

One warrior's gaze darted down to the village, then back up to the fence of thorny acacia branches that guarded the cows. “Their horns are up.”

The cows lowed, shouldering each other. They're afraid, Jerani thought.

“Can't be smelling Rock-Backs,” another warrior said. “They'd never climb this far.”

The ground trembled with the beat of hooves. Horns burst apart the thorny fence, and the cows stampeded toward the village in a wave of dust. The herd barged between huts, heads tossing, black eyes wide. Jerani leaped out of their way.

Warriors shouted. “Stop her!”

“Catch her!” 

“Grab her neck!”

Jerani spotted the lead cow, Gorgeous. If he could get hold of her lip and stop her, the herd would calm itself.

“Quick!” The man's voice cracked with surprise and desperation. “Before she runs them off the mountain!”

A warrior sprinted toward Gorgeous, and Jerani dashed after her, too. His heart thudded in his chest. The herd was an onslaught of horns. A cow would never harm him on purpose, but this night had maddened them.

The other warrior grabbed at the lead cow's head, but Gorgeous was thrashing and shoved him against the side of a hut. When her horns jerked toward Jerani, he snatched one with his free hand and pushed himself out of harm's way. He tumbled and sprang out from the tread of hooves.

“What's biting her?” The other man pointed to Gorgeous.

When Jerani had gripped her horn, he might have seen a shriveled creature clinging to the cow's back. His free hand fretted, straightening his knee-length warrior robes.

Gorgeous bellowed, her voice climbing multiple notes of terror.

Her tail lashed, and Jerani squinted at something the size of a hand between her shoulder blades. Its finger-thin head dug into the cow's spine.

“A Skin-Back!”

Seeing the deadly pest attached to the herd's best cow was a punch to the throat. Jerani would rather another tribe stole ten heifers than think of Gorgeous' pain. A Skin-Back was an immature Rock-Back, the young blood-sucker to the massive meat-gobbler.  Jerani thought, Wish there'd been more wildebeests for them. Then they might've left us alone.

Gorgeous froze, and the cows behind her plowed into her backside with indignant moos. Two legs straight and stiff, the other two twitching in the air, Gorgeous rolled onto her side and lay still.

The herd trudged to a stop but stayed restless. The whites at the edges of their eyes showed as they heaved and lowered their heads, looking about, trying to see their fallen leader. They stamped, flanks quivering.

A woman stepped into view, the ends of her white braids adorned with polished horn pieces. She pointed to the fallen cow and spoke with the authority of the tribe's Holy Woman.

“Lift Gorgeous. Now.”

Jerani bowed his head, feeling sick and raw. The Holy Woman must not have seen the Skin-Back.

Men ducked their way under horns, into the herd, but stopped and stiffened at a noise. Like mallet against stone, it rapped several times. Then the sequence repeated from a second direction. And a third.

Warriors clutched their weapons to their chests, eyes whipping about. The herd's bull snorted and smacked his hooves against the ground.

A shout went up. “Rock-Backs!”

“Form horn rings! Get Gorgeous on her legs.”

The Holy Woman dropped to her knees, hands upraised toward the shadow of the volcano that blocked all the stars to the south. “You hear me, Angry Mother! Protect your children.”

The Skin-Back on Gorgeous pulsed as it slurped blood, but Jerani tore his eyes away to see a steer-sized monster lope between two huts. Several smaller creatures stalked after it, all with plated backs and shoulders broad and bare. None of the monsters appeared to have a neck or head.

Jerani had never fought a Rock-Back before. He gulped down his fear and jogged to the side of the older warriors.

What looked like a torso with four legs leaped onto a cow. Claws flashed, and the cow loosed an anguished cry.

Cows ran in all directions, forming clumps of horns only for the groups to break apart again as cows quick-stepped to join other packs. A few cows stood by their fallen leader, who—between spasms—had begun dragging herself into the shadows with her forelegs.

Spears and clubs lifted as four warriors charged one of the Rock-Backs. “Bash it to vulture feed!”

“Break its bony back!”

The Rock-Back turned to Jerani. Crystal flecks on its shoulders glinted like a dozen spider eyes.

The monster dug claws into the ground and turned about, running on four legs away from the men and crashing through a hut wall. Waves of anxiety burned through Jerani as he heard women crying.

He glanced back to his own hut, to see his sister scampering out to pat a cow's side. “Here's Sweet Eyes. Are you worried?”

Jerani ran and scooped his sister up. He shouted into their dark hut after his brother. “Why'd you let her out?”

“Wedan went to help.” His sister clapped her hands. “Gone to fight.”

Jerani found the family spear missing. Telling his sister to play the silent and still game, he raced out to look for his brother.

When Jerani spotted him, his younger brother was flailing a spear too big for him and too small to fend off a Rock-Back.

[image: ]

A calf teetered in front of Celaise, an adorable animal of wobbly legs connected with an afterthought of a body. It bawled and hiccupped as it missed a step and landed on its front knees.

A predator bounded toward the fallen calf. Bands of carapace armored the beast's rounded back. Its front shoulders appeared unadorned, an emptiness between them where Celaise would expect a head. She had not seen an honest skull among the creatures, and her lord had called them the Headless.

A slit opened on this one's chest, rib cage spreading with rows of fangs running down its underside. A tongue lolled toward the ground with a trail of drool.

The baby cow cried. Its knees hit each other, and it toppled over.

Celaise took two steps toward the calf before drawing back, gloved hands clenched under her chin. She wanted to save the calf, the gentle creature that would never think to harm her.

Her gown of darkness had hid her so far. Tribesmen had run past. Their skin was dark as comforting shade. Predators plodded by, but if she started attacking the no-headed beasts, they all would notice. They would see her.

Remember, Celaise thought, protect yourself first. Breathe. Live. Survive.

A boy with a kettle belly bumbled into view and stood over the calf, waving his spear like a flag. “Roll off, you! Off, you tail-biter!”

The Headless squared its enormous shoulders at the boy as if it could see him. The beast had no eyes, but Celaise guessed it had good hearing, wherever it kept its ears. 

The predator drummed its forelegs into the ground. Thump! Thump! Thump!

The calf stayed on its knees, trembling. The pudgy boy took another wild swing. The Headless hopped back a step. Arching patterns of crystal glistened on its rocky back, and the beast waited and seemed to watch.

One of the hunting pack's young leaped from a roof and spread its arms. Loose skin unfolded and stretched into veined membranes between its limbs, and the creature glided onto the boy's shoulders and jabbed with its needle head.

The spear flew from a slackening hand. As the boy toppled beside the calf, an aroma of terror seeped from him, and before Celaise could help herself she breathed it in. Her magic told her the fear smelled of candied papaya and fresh maize bread, dripping with caramel and peanut oil. She doubted these tribesmen had ever tasted such delights from the distant land of her birth.

Power surged inside her, crashing into her head. A simmering wish burned within her to embrace the boy, to enfold him in the power of her dress and Feast on his fear. His fright would be so much sweeter if he died in her arms.

Her hunger lurched her forward, even as she hissed to herself. “No! No!”

Celaise's life depended on attacking the Headless, not the humans.

A tribesman reached the boy first. He wore a wrap that reminded her of a monk's robe, though it ended halfway down his toned thighs. The braids of his hair bounced on his shoulders. A starburst of scars spread from each of his eyes, and he stared the Headless down. The brutal scars stood at odds with his youth, making Celaise feel a moment of pity for him. Celaise doubted he was older than she. He feared for his life and the boy's, she could tell from a savory scent that wafted from him.

In spite of his worry he lunged forward, cudgel cracking into the beast's shoulder. His movements were fluid as he spun around the Headless, his weapon sweeping in to bludgeon a bristled leg then spinning away to thwack a flank. He pushed himself off the beast's side, pivoted on the ball of his foot and struck a third time on its rump.

The Headless grunted and whimpered as it ran off. Celaise counted herself lucky to see such a brave dance around the predator. With a life as uncertain as hers, she had to treasure each moment. What she saw next hit like a slap from a hand dipped in ice water.

A second predator pounced from the shadows and knocked the tribesman to the ground. The cudgel flipped out of his grasp, and he had to raise both hands, pushing back at leathery legs as the beast tried to lean down to bite him. Pointed teeth gnashed along the center of the creature's ribcage, from shoulders to belly.

The man with starburst scars shouted to the pudgy boy while kicking at the beast above him. “Run!”

The boy pawed at the ground, crawling forward with his hands. The thing on his back jiggled and gripped him with all four of its arms.

Terror wafted from the scarred man, his cold sweat a blend of cinnamon and cacao. Celaise had never smelled anything so lovely.

She staggered forward, hunger raking her insides. Unless she Feasted on his fear, she would collapse. Her magic would shrivel. The world would fall away from her and leave her imprisoned in her own mind. Every pulse of her heart pulled her closer to him, even as she screamed within herself.

No! You're to harm no one. The beasts, you must kill the beasts. You promised.

Her power stirred at her bidding, and the few mouthfuls of fear she had stored in her stomach fermented into magic. Heat pulsed from her bones to her skin while her fingertips numbed with cold.

Shadows exploded from her. Her gown shone with daylight.

He glanced up at her with striking ebony eyes, his mouth opening in awe. His brows rose, except for where scars had left his face taut and dead. Celaise wondered who had so harmed him.

Her bright hands reached down. Whether to consume him or save him, she could not say.
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As jaws gnashed above Jerani's head, a nearing light gave him hope. He thought of his fellow warriors charging in with firebrands and spears, prying the Rock-Back off. It bore all its bulk onto him. Saliva stung his eyes, breath blasting his face. He could not keep the monster's teeth away for long.

From the corner of his eye he saw that the figure leaning closer carried no fire, and Jerani thought it might be his father come back, returning to rescue him. The shame of being caught helpless frothed into fright. His arms trembled and burned under the weight, and he knew he must not turn his attention away from the Rock-Back, but a flicker of blue hope teased his eyes to glance up.

Jerani saw Her. The goddess glided toward him clothed in blue light.

He thought she could only be the goddess, the Angry Mother, the spirit of the volcano come down to save her children. Her short, silvery hair rippled upwards like steam rising from a vent. A face the hue of brown clay contained the burning focus of her flame-blue eyes. And her dress...he did not understand what he was seeing. He was not sure mortals were meant to.

Her clothes seemed to glow, and undyed patches of blinding white moved across the blue of her sleeves. Only, the material was not cotton, not flax or hemp. He knew that, though he did not have time to think why.

The goddess reached downward, and a gust blew from her gloved fingers, chilling him. Every muscle in his chest and stomach tightened anew, and he had a sudden worry that she meant to punish him. She would drag him up to the sky and hurl him against the jagged obsidian slopes of the holy mountain.

Her arms stretched wide, cape spreading between them in the same color of midday sky as her dress, and the white fluffy patches on the fabric even reminded him of clouds. His hair ruffled with the frigid winds of high places. He felt he lay at the edge of a cliff, a breath away from falling to his death.

Jerani thought of his brother and sister. He thought of the cows under their care. He hoped his father would remember himself and protect them.

The goddess' arms sliced downward for a sweeping grab.
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Celaise seized the Headless beast. The folds of her dress engulfed it and whisked the monster away. Her magic surged into the predator, worming into its massive chest and finding its concealed brain between its guts and spine, grasping its mind, twisting into its slimy hindmost bulge. She sensed the beast had eyes after all. The brownish-red crystals speckling the plates above its shoulders worked together to make sight.

Celaise commanded the beast to see itself high in the sky. With only air below.

The Headless plummeted among the clouds, falling faster and faster. Its four legs paddled in the emptiness.

Tentacles of her magic hunted down the pebbles that served as its inner ears, jangling them to further make the thing believe it was falling end over end. It would see nothing but the ground rushing up to crush it. Would feel nothing but wind rushing over its body.

Celaise braced herself, waiting for the surge of pleasure from the creature's fear, from the knowledge it would have only seconds left to live.

Nothing came.

Her teeth snapped together in frustration. The Headless did not seem frightened of falling, did not even appear to understand its bones were about to be powdered.

The beast relaxed, paddling occasionally to change its view. It could even be enjoying this, the panorama of terraced mountains and incoming farmland, all summer green and growing. Majestic clouds billowed by in its mind like castles of snow.

She muttered. “Brainless brute!”

Celaise accelerated the vision, intending to slam the creature into the ground and let it see itself splattered. She gripped its spinal chord, wondering if she had the strength of magic to wring its nerves, to shatter its sanity with pain. Her hunger made her woozy.

Pain was the universal language. The Headless would understand it, would begin to fear her. Then she could Feast and gain enough magic to defeat all the predators attacking the village.

With the claws of her power in the beast and ready to tear, Celaise held back. She was afraid. Of all the sensations her magic could cause, pain drained her the most. Only a well-fed Feaster should attempt it, not a famished wanderer such as herself.

The Headless slipped from her grasp, staggering out of the day sky and back into the nighttime at the base of the volcano, within sight of the village. Its torso bobbed up and down, unable to balance itself after she had battered around its inner ears.

She had not even frightened her prey. That had never happened. Panic ran Celaise through, a lance stabbing into her and twisting. Her future would be worse if she failed at her task. Uncertainty and horror scoured her insides at the thought of the Headless multiplying and overrunning the savanna, and here she was, unable to kill even a single beast.

I'll risk it, she thought. Gathering her power to its last drop, she struck. Her True Dress dissolved to wisps as she sacrificed everything to hurl barbs at the beast. Her magic burrowed to nerves and rammed them, but not hard enough. The Headless felt pressure, not pain, and ignored her.

Night stars vanished. The village darkened. Beast and man both softened then were stolen from her sight. Celaise slumped. She could not even feel when she hit the ground. She had spent all of her power, and with it had gone her senses.

A blackness flooded her, filling her mouth and eyes and ears with a desperate nothing. The world dribbled away, leaving her alone.

Celaise knew where she was. She once had met another Feaster who had fallen into the Void, had been shown him as a warning. He had gone blind, his irises constricting his pupils to death and leaving his green eyes as solid circles of color. The boy had drooled and soiled himself. He had not even moved when his brother and sister Feasters had poked him with knives and dragged him to the gutter. By morning, frost had coated those green eyes.

She might escape the Void, but she wondered if she should. This way she would die senseless. Wriggling back to the world, well, that would drop her into a worse sort of doom.
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To Jerani's amazement, the Rock-Back vanished into the goddess' gown. He could see now that she did not wear cotton the hue of the sky. She wore a piece of the sky itself, and he expected to see the blue air fill with fire, to burst with the Angry Mother's lava.

He scrambled backward on his hands and knees, not wishing to be burned, but instead of feeling the heat of her wrath, the monster reappeared. It staggered from the goddess, butting into an acacia tree, spluttering and growling.

Why, he wondered, did the goddess not burn it to cinders? She had to understand the Rock-Backs wanted to eat her cows and her people.

The goddess glared after the monster and then faded away like a vision. Jerani heard a thump somewhere near, a small sound compared to the battle cries and frantic moos coming from the village.

So she's gone as quick as she came, Jerani thought. He accepted the blessing for what it was and snatched the family spear from the ground. The weapon's shaft spanned five feet of heartwood with a bull's horn bound to its end in a curving spike.

The Rock-Back grunted as he approached. In its rush to face him, the beast leaned too far and flopped onto its side. Its rib cage expanded, and the immense mouth opened down its chest, a gaping darkness ringed by a hundred pointed teeth.

The spear drove into the opening, slicing through the roof of its mouth. Jerani hoped Tall Tachamwa had not been joking about their hearts being inches from their palates.

All four of its legs dropped, claws scraping the dirt and twitching. It looked dead.

Jolted with relief to the point of giddiness, Jerani turned to his brother. The boy was crawling with his arms, half in shadows now. Jerani thought he saw something gripping his neck.

A squishing sound came from the fallen Rock-Back, and a man's familiar voice shouted, “The Skin-Back! It's slipping out. Spear it!”

A pouch opened on the monster's lower belly, and a pink thing oozed out and scuttled toward the darkness. What looked like a piece of guts with four legs was fleeing the corpse, and Jerani's own insides squirmed at the sight of it.

“Don't just stand there!” The voice was Tall Tachamwa's. Warrior marks notched the man's ears. He jogged down a slope of flaking rock to Jerani. He motioned encouragement to stab the escaping creature but made no move to do so himself.

The hand-sized creature squeaked when Jerani speared it. He crinkled his nose and gagged as it sprayed greasy jelly onto his sandaled feet. Now he understood why Tachamwa had kept his distance.

“They don't all have Skin-Backs inside them,” Jerani asked, “do they?

Tachamwa glanced up past the tree to the village. He seemed not to have heard.

Jerani said, “The goddess saved me. The Angry Mother.”

The older warrior patted down Jerani's head, running his hands through his braids. “Don't feel any cracks. Good. We'll need you. Already lost too many cows tonight.”

Jerani pulled back as Tachamwa urged him toward the huts. “Wait! My brother.” He knelt in the shadows, finding the boy wriggling away. Jerani worried and wondered why he would not stand up. “Wedan? You hurt?” Jerani touched him, searching for blood.

Something on his brother's neck twitched and squirmed, and prickly anguish raked Jerani's insides, followed by cold helplessness. After what had happened to his mother, he had vowed to protect the rest of his family, and a Skin-Back had latched onto his brother. Jerani's warrior marks itched as he struggled to control himself. A warrior showed no pain.

Tall Tachamwa gripped his shoulder. “He's caught a Skin-Back. Best leave him.”

“What? No!” Jerani forced himself to touch the Skin-Back and tug. It squelched and stretched.

His brother jerked and screamed, a high girlish sound.

Shocked, Jerani let go of the Skin-Back. It had felt embedded, though he could not see exactly how in the gloom. He unbelted his knife.

“No use, Jerani. Can't peel off the Skin-Back without killing him.” Tall Tachamwa picked up the calf. She had spent the last minutes shivering on the ground. One arm under tailed rump, the other under furry chin, Tachamwa blew out his cheeks at her weight then trudged uphill toward the sounds of lowing cows and yells. “There's others needing you.”

“Can't leave him out here.” Jerani's hands trembled, and he gripped his knife and spear tighter. “The Rock-Backs, they'll—”

“Won't touch him. He's one of theirs now. Jerani, hurry! The Greathearts are dying.”

Wedan continued to crawl mindlessly into the shadows. Gazing down at him, Jerani felt hollow and brittle. Jerani had even begun teaching Wedan how to swing a weapon, the spear. Father's spear.

Feeling numb, Jerani bowed his head. He knew he had to move. He had other responsibilities, to the herd, to his tribe.

To his sister.

He lifted his knife. One obsidian facet flashed white. Jerani glanced down to his twitching brother. Might be the most merciful way. His arm trembled, and he was not sure he could do it.

[image: ]

The Void had not blotted out all her sensations. Celaise wished it had.

Hunger still wracked her. The relentless appetite ground her like the spinning rough edge of a millstone scraping out her insides. When she had looked on the green-eyed Feaster caught in the Void, his slack-jawed expression had hid all the food lust aching inside him.

Celaise had one advantage over the blank-faced boy, or perhaps a cruel disadvantage. The worries and terrors of the nearby tribesmen leaked into her Void, and she smelled their fears as potatoes baked in their colorful skins of purple, red, and yellow, dripping with oil, salted and seasoned with peppers and oregano. Custard apples tantalized her with their creamy flesh, the fruits split open and their seeds replaced with dollops of honey. Corn cakes piled beside steaming chili and crispy meat.

She could see the banquet spread before her. This is new. In the world she could smell fears, and taste them, relish them, but never before had she seen. Celaise knew she had only to Feast, to consume everything on the table, and she would regain consciousness. Wake with power, use it, and Feast again. Only one thing stopped her.

This food was forbidden.

She wanted to cry but could not in the Void. The Lord of the Feast had forced her to promise to eat only the fear of beasts. He prided himself in his lack of mercy. So much as a mouthful of human fear would condemn her to his legendary fangs, until the torment stopped her heart.

I just wait, then? 'Til a Headless finds my body and chomps down?

The Lord of the Feast frightened her more than dying, but with no sensation left to her than hunger, she felt her willpower slipping. Maize cobs heaped on a platter. Dark kernels glistened and tempted her more than sapphires, all harvested from the field moments before being cooked to perfection then ladled with coconut oil.

Celaise plucked a single purple kernel, and she could feel her fingers again. They trembled. Placing the morsel in her mouth spread the sensation of delight through her tongue. The corn melted with a ripple of warmth and sweetness.

Wakefulness returned with a gasp. Her chest shuddered, her breaths gulping quicker and quicker. Ravens of fear screeched within Celaise's mind. I'm done. I'm worse than dead. She had disobeyed her lord.

She tried to sit up. She collapsed, her vision fogging with fright. Her panting drowned out a nearby conversation. Two men were speaking. Their words were meaningless.

She could not believe she had Feasted on human fear. That cursed kernel! Should've died the easy way. Her consciousness flickered.

Power trickled through her again, enough to summon back her True Dress. She did so out of habit, knowing it would not protect her from him.

The Lord of the Feast would scent her fear, come galloping for her on his eight-legged basilisk. Soon he'll be here. He could ride faster than the onrushing dusk. As she spiraled toward a faint, she imagined she felt the ground trembling with his approach.
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Celaise opened her eyes, and shadowy reflections of herself stared back from thousands of black mirror surfaces on onyx cliffs. Her blue sky gloves covered her mouth, her gaze twitching and skittish, attention leaping up one side of the onyx chasm to the other.

A strip of warty clouds greased by overhead, yellowish-grey globs that bulged downward from the sky like a bubbling cauldron.

She knew where she was. I have been here before.

A sickening vibration ground her bones against each other. Each breath felt raw, as if she inhaled the air from other people's screams.

This was a prison. He left me here. He made me promise.

Above, slithering and booming sounds echoed off the onyx cliffs. Something crawled closer. Soon it would reach the edge of the chasm, peer down, and see her. Have to flee, run, hide—never be caught. Never!

Celaise could not push herself upright with her hands, not while wearing her True Dress, but she willed herself to her feet. The cliffs loomed about her on all sides, glittering and smooth as glass. Even with real hands she could never climb out.

Craning her chin up to the yellow sky, she tried to wish herself to freedom, to fly, to soar. Once, she had flown in her dreams. Sweat ran down her brow, but she lifted not one inch.

The ground shook with a crashing and a scraping, and three shadows reared between her and the yellow clouds. Celaise twisted into a crouch by reflex, shielding her eyes with her hands. She focused on the day skyscape within her, but now the clouds seemed painted by a child, the blues in her gown faded and false.

“My dear heart.” The words were playful, but also deep and layered, multiple voices speaking at the same time—and none entirely human. “My Celaise, your mind is full of failure.”

“They...the Headless aren't afraid of me.” Speaking scared her, but staying silent and displeasing him frightened her more. “I can't stop all of them.”

“But you must, my little delicacy. The Headless may outgrow the savanna and start attacking towns. They multiply faster than the destitute.”

Celaise felt as if three poisoned blades pressed against her back, from three sets of staring eyes.

“Each of the beasts can prey on two people a night. Think of that, my dainty. My sweetness, think of all those lost to your brother and sister Feasters.” The voices in the chorus were too deep to be human. One hissed in undertone while another slurred and spluttered, each word wet. “Beautiful and elegant creatures, the Headless. But they are simply too much like our kind, and thus we must wipe them out without hesitation.”

“Will you come to the savanna? Will you send help?”

“No, my plum pudding. We have far too high a regard for our intact hide. Our refined blends of Black Wine...”

A pulse of hunger ran through Celaise. Black Wine was the name Feasters gave to their magic.

“...were brewed for human appetites, not animals. Against the Headless, we would fare no better than you. Perhaps worse. You are young, and nothing grants more confidence than inexperience.”

She wanted to look up then, to see the Lord of the Feast, but she kept her hands clamped on her face. He talks like he fears them, Celaise thought. How could someone so strong be afraid of a few dumb beasts? 

“Your more seasoned brothers and sisters grow too comfortable with themselves. Youth grants you flexibility. Find what the Headless fear. Pattern your dress after it.” The voices had separated, two still high above her but the wet and gurgling one closer and to her left. “Look into their minds.”

Celaise had enough trouble reading people's fears. Spying into the beasts' primitive minds only bewildered her. She felt unprepared for this trial, thought he should have given it to one of the elder Feasters, despite what he claimed.

With no one to help her figure out what the Headless feared, she worried he had given her this trial to kill her. He knows it's impossible. What did I do to anger him? She had obeyed all the rules. Up to eating that kernel.

“We do not often condone a binge,” he said. “But if you complete this trial, my deadly darling, my heroine of heights, you may dine on a village.”

“A whole village?” She hated to think of the cows without anyone to look after them, but saliva had already flooded her mouth.

“Leave one alive, to spread word of the slaughter. You must always think of your reputation.”

An image of the scar-faced man flashed through her mind, though she could not decide if she would prefer him to live, or if she wanted to dine on him first. His unselfish fears would make for a well-seasoned meal.

The lord said, “You promised us something, did you not?”

“Not to Feast on man, woman, or child.” She spoke fast, the words tearing from her throat. “Until my trial is done.”

Celaise swallowed to clear her mouth of the imagined taste of spiced meats. So far the Lord of the Feast had not mentioned the forbidden kernel, but she feared he would. And he smells all fear.

“Yes, we know you've been naughty.” The voices answered her thoughts, one directly behind her now. Breath gusted over her with a hair-withering sea stench of rotting fish. “One kernel is hardly a Feast. But neither can we overlook it.”

Gagging, she fell on her side. Celaise tried to push herself up and away, but her arms slipped into the rock, touching nothing. Her eyes flicked upward.

Teeth, serrated white spearheads, gnashed in row after endless row. A red pit of living spikes gaped with dripping curtains of drool. The mouth could swallow her whole, roll her about its saw blades of fangs until the last of her flesh tore from her bones.

Celaise's throat locked, and her unvoiced scream shredded her insides. Fright blinded her, and everything split apart.

“A nibble for a nibble,” the Lord of the Feast said.

The ground tilted, sliding her toward his jaws. 
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Her body throbbed with half-remembered dream pain. The agony shifted as reds and browns over her vision then focused into points of light. Stars. It's still night.

And I'm alive. She mouthed the words. For now.

Rising from the ground in a spread of skirts woven of air, Celaise saw the scarred man with an obsidian knife balanced in his hand. He stooped over the pudgy boy.

Her stomach lurched and twisted at the thought of the time spent with the Lord of the Feast. It had felt far too long, but she wondered how many moments had passed in the waking world.

Celaise noticed the bestial thing sucking life from the boy's neck. The man above him hesitated to stab it, and she could not allow the young creature to grow into a Headless. She fought against prickles of fear and shuddering uncertainty to kneel beside the figures.

The True Dress pooled out like a round doorway opening downwards from a cloud, a landscape of hills and green pastures impossibly far below. Brown lines like ant trails crisscrossed the fields, and rivers appeared as trickles of water. The man shuffled back from the brink, tugging at the boy's ankle.

Their fear was ripe, but with one of the beast's young at hand, she decided she had to try. Anything to stay away from the Lord of the Feast. She grasped the wrinkly parasite with her hands—or rather with the five-fingered blue outlines she had for gloves. The bare-skin thing slid through her palms, tumbling downward through the sky.

Celaise swatted at it with her magic, battering its senses with gales that froze its muscles and warped its senses. The membranes between its legs flared open. She shredded them with updrafts. It was helpless now. It would fall. And it would die. 

Only, the predator's young did not fear. It seemed not to believe it was airborne at all. Perhaps it could not understand how it could be, when it had been suckling on the boy's spine moments before.

Celaise cursed the creature's lack of imagination. In desperation, she clawed at the vermin's brain. The puny organ was no bigger than her thumbnail, but her magic teased it into thinking it was not on a boy's back but on a rock. Its needle mouth had pierced into a chink of stone. It had many mouths, a beaked one at the end of each leg that sucked blood like leeches, but now they drew in only the coldness of coarse sand. The grit would clog its insides and cause it to die a slow death of indigestion.

Celaise did not know if she had tricked the gummy critter into believing it actually fed off stone. At the least, she had disoriented it. The vermin retracted its narrow mouth and clambered off the boy. It sloshed a few steps away.

The tribesman jabbed the thing, without even being told. Celaise was grateful. As long as the beasts died, her lord would not care who killed them.

She glanced at the man. He had not recoiled from her, which he would have if he knew she was a Feaster. She felt safer knowing she could hide from him even after being seen.

His scars branched outward from his eyes like rays from the sun. The white lines touched each other over the tip of his nose and on his cheeks, stark against his skin. Brutal cuts bristled upward from the angle of his jaw. The scars were too precise, too well patterned to believe an animal had savaged him. His own people must've done it to him.

Cold fury whirled in a blizzard inside her, stinging, biting, freezing. If she had not been forbidden to, she would have devoured them all, every last one who had hurt their own son. Nothing angered her more than such a betrayal.

Celaise lofted to her standing height and breezed past the tribesman. She heard fighting and choked-off yells from the village. Even if she had no real family anymore, she had her trial. She had her life. That was enough.
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Ooze had splattered from the Skin-Back over Jerani and his brother's limp body. The globs had not touched the goddess but had fallen through her dress and out of sight. 

Thankfulness for her swelled in Jerani. She had returned to remove that nasty thing from Wedan. Tall Tachamwa had said it could not be done, without killing him.

Anxiety jolted through Jerani. Had she killed him?  

He slapped his brother's back. “Wedan! Wedan!”

A sneeze jerked his brother's face up from the ground. “Achoo! ”

It was the most beautiful sound Jerani had ever heard.

“Jerani?” Wedan was blinking bleary eyes. He touched the back of his neck and made a sour face. “Did a tick bite me? Oh no!”

The scent of piss was strong, and Jerani guessed that Wedan had realized he had wet himself.

The boy clamped his plump hands together. “You mustn't tell the others. Promise you won't. Especially not Besara.”

“I'll only tell how you defended Gorgeous' calf.”

Jerani noticed how isolated the two of them were, below the village with no more cover than a lone acacia. A dark ridge of mountain loomed to their right, stars glaring to their left. The goddess was leaving them behind, and he heard thumping from the shadowed brush nearby. The sounds were too lumbering to be one of the tribe's light-footed cows.

He asked, “Can you stand?”

Wedan wobbled up to one knee then sagged into Jerani. They did not have time. Something snuffled in the brush, and starlight trickled grey over the ridges of a monster's back. Chills wormed through Jerani. He hefted his brother, whose knees swayed side to side as they walked toward the village.

Younger brother leaning on elder, they padded between the huts. A calf tottered into view, confused and unprotected. Jerani recognized her as the calf his brother had saved earlier by the white diamond pattern on her brow. She was the daughter of Gorgeous, the herd leader who had gone berserk at the start of the night's madness.

Bawling and rolling her head from side to side, the calf no doubt searched for her mother. Two Rock-Backs padded toward her, trailing drool, and she did no more than sniff at their sour musk.

Jerani would expect better survival instincts from most cows of the Greatheart tribe, but this calf was less than twenty days old. Easing his brother to the ground, Jerani sped toward the monsters, war club raised. Stub tails jutted downward from their rumps.

He walloped one of their knees. It had the same girth as a human waist. A back-kick blurred toward him. He had expected it but still could only dodge the four pinching claws by slapping the side of the leg with his left hand and pushing himself to the ground.

He rolled upward to see the goddess. She glided in front of the calf. Several surprised Greatheart warriors trailed behind her with their spears. They squinted at her brightness.

The Rock-Back with the stiff knee turned to get away at the same moment the other one pounced. She did not even flinch as the monster ran through her. Her arms lifted to spread a mantle of dress, and the Rock-Back plunged into the sky and vanished.

Jerani held his breath for the two seconds it took for the brute to reappear behind her. With a thump it rolled onto its back, feet pumping as if trying to run on air. He guessed the goddess had tossed it through the clouds then slammed it back here.

Tall Tachamwa rushed up beside her but skidded to a stop short of the clawed legs. “Quick, while it's down. Stick it through its greedy mouth!”

Jerani batted aside one of the thick limbs to let another warrior jump onto its belly. He danced around gnashing teeth and stabbed his horned pole downward.

Tachamwa shielded his eyes from the splatter of blood. “That's two down. Jerani, mind the Skin-Back!”

With a fleshy slap, a pink webbed thing sprang out. It waddled up Jerani's leg. He had a moment of sickening panic before his war club connected with a wet crunch. The Skin-Back dropped dead.

The goddess drifted after the other Rock-Back, but it dug claws into the ground in its speed to get away.

Wedan gripped Jerani on the arm not coated with Skin-Back goo. “Tell me I'm not the only one seeing her.”

“She saved you,” Jerani said. “And me.”

The eyes of his brother popped at her. “Then what am I seeing?”

Jerani balanced the words “a goddess” on his tongue but hesitated. In all the stories the Holy Woman had told, the goddess had clothed herself in fire, not air. The Angry Mother had forged spears of lava and given those as blessings to her warriors, had crushed her foes in burning avalanches.

This woman had not cast so much as a spark. A puff of cloud drifted beyond her fingers in some far off land. But if she's not the goddess, he thought, why does she help us?

“Some outlander,” Tall Tachamwa answered for Jerani, “swimming in magic.”

“Up to the neck,” another warrior said. Her dress covered everything but her face.

“A cowless?” Wedan said it as if this was more surprising than any dress of magic.

Jerani sucked breath through his teeth. If she was a goddess, Jerani was nervous they would offend her by saying she came not from the grassland but the towns, a person without cows. Outlanders tended to have skin tanned like loam, but never with white rippling hair.

She gazed past them, at the flighty bands of cows moving around the village. Her face maintained a calm that he would expect from the enlightened, though her eyes held a breathtaking fierceness.
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