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      AS WAR LOOMS ON THE HORIZON…

      Kavio continues to teach Dindi forbidden magics. Dindi’s cohort of fellow Initiates secretly select her to be the target of a vicious prank; an enemy of Kavio has targets her for an even viler crime. Meanwhile, Brena seeks allies hidden among the enemy, which puts her on a collision course with her former captive and husband, Rthan, who is sent to stop her by any means necessary.

      AS POWERFUL MAGIC SPINS OUT OF CONTROL…

      The fae themselves are in peril, and what started as a tribal war could become the cataclysm that wipes humans from Faearth. For, in Faearth, there is a price to be paid for breaking taboos, and it can only be atoned for with a terrible sacrifice.
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      Kavio is going to die.

      The last night of the rushed and desperate journey back to Yellow Bear, Dindi awakened abruptly, mouth dry, sweat on her neck. A murky shape loomed over her, hanging from a tree branch over her sleeping mat, like a bat sleeping upside down in a cave.

      Don’t scream.

      The black shape unfurled bat wings to reveal a fae, a female with a pallid face, stubby snout and fangs. Long purple hair streamed behind her, and her gauzy dress sparkled amethyst like a broken geode.

      You’re the only one who can help him. The bat-winged woman’s mouth didn’t move, but Dindi felt the voice slither into her mind. You’re the last one standing between him and Death.

      Dindi stood up, shaking. A quick glance confirmed that everyone in the camp was asleep. Brena and Gwenika slept in the lean-to nearest her mat. Gremo and Svego shared the furs on the far side of the fire. There were more lean-tos and straw mats arranged around two other fire pits, where the refugees from Blue Waters, those who had been Shunned, slept. Some of them moaned and tossed on their blankets, but none were awake.

      It was close to dawn; Kavio was supposed to be on watch, yet he was nowhere to be seen.

      “Where is he?” whispered Dindi to the purple faery.

      The faery cocked her head. Don’t scream…

      She opened her mouth wide…wider…the lips peeled back so far that her whole face became an open mouth, a gaping chasm of fang and throat. She unleashed a scream.

      Banshee!

      The inhuman roar shook the earth and washed the landscape in so weird and brilliant a light the trees and rocks and earth itself became transparent, like loosely woven wisps of cloth, and Dindi saw, silhouetted black against the lucent shapes, a man standing on a high cliff over the river. He stepped over the edge and fell into darkness…

      The illumination flashed like lightning, then the banshee closed her wings, and snapped the world back to night. But Dindi remembered where he had stood, and tore through the brambles and trees, running uphill, until she reached the spot, sick with the fear she could not make it in time to stop him from falling.

      When she arrived, Kavio stood on the edge of the cliff, but he had not yet stepped over the ledge. An old woman hovered in front of him, floating in the air on gossamer wings. It was a High Faery, almost too bright to look upon, as if a sliver of the full moon had slid too close to the earth and might consume everything in cold fire. Her face was veiled, but her voice cut through the air like sharp ice. Dindi stumbled, and no matter how much she screamed at her feet to move, she was unable to drag herself closer. Her body would no longer answer her commands.

      “You don’t deserve to live, Kavio,” the High Faery said. A cold, hushed voice, like a winter river.  “How many more people have to die because of you? Isn’t killing me, your own mother, enough for you?”

      His own mother? The White Lady herself had come to berate her son?

      Dindi was sure he could see and hear the faery, though he did not look at her. He stared down into the water, swirling in the palm of jagged rocks that thrust up from the river like grasping fingers.

      “Wouldn’t it be better t o give up your life now, before you have to endure the humiliation of returning to your war chief stained with failure?” asked the veiled woman.

      The bitch is egging him on. And of course the faery knew just where to dig. During the journey Kavio had said similar things. My life was forfeit from the time I failed in my quest for peace, he had told her bleakly. I have no right to return to Yellow Bear. I have an obligation to guide the rest of the peace party, and the Shunned we rescued, to safety. But once we are back in Yellow Bear territory…

      “Won’t it be fun,” taunted the faery, “when your allies learn how you crawled like a pig on a leash before your cousin…how you howled like an infant when Rthan dangled you by your arms above the water…. You can still feel it, can’t you Kavio, how your arms burned and the water smothered you? You can still feel how cold it was, how very, very cold…”

      Dindi wanted to slap the glow off her fae face.

      She couldn’t walk in the presence of the faery, but, when she focused all her willpower, she forced her limbs to creep. The leaves rustled under her belly as she clawed closer to him.

      “You should never have been born,” continued the faery, with icy loathing. “Your father knew as much. Why do you think he sought any road to be rid of you, for any cause he could claim, over the years? He would welcome the death of the spawn destined to kill its own mother. But you… are you such a monster that you want to kill me, Kavio? Why else would you fight to live, knowing it means I will die at your hand?”

      “You aren’t my mother,” he said flatly. “Nice try, though.”

      Infuriated, the faery flashed and shifted. Her veil turned into a hundred tiny snakes that reared up and hissed at him. Dindi glimpsed a terrible face. Blue skin.

      “CURSE-BRINGER!” She hissed/roared at him with a hundred voices.

      She disappeared in a burst of blue sparks that seared the air. Dindi had to duck her head against the light. Once the faery had vanished, however, Dindi found herself freed from paralysis.

      “Kavio!” she shouted.

      He did not move, except to clench his hands. She could see the tension ripple across the muscles in his broad back.

      “Go back to camp, Dindi.” His words sounded flat, dark.

      “No.” She scrambled out of the leaves, brushing off twigs as she went, took a huge step, tripped, and face-planted back into the leaves.

      At the sound of her “oomph!” he did turn around, at last. He shook his head. She grinned sheepishly.

      “You have a twig in your hair,” he said. He knelt down to pluck a stick out of her tangles. She was just glad to see him step away from the ledge. She grinned and grinned. He tried and failed to suppress his return smile.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I heard you talking to someone,” she said. Her grin faded.

      “It was nothing,” he said. “Just the Blue Lady toying with me.”

      “That’s not nothing.”

      “She’s no danger to me,” he said.

      “Are you sure?”

      Nameless emotions chased over his face. He cupped her cheek with his hand, briefly, a soft caress. Something cleared; his tension eased. He said firmly, “I’m sure. Let’s go back to camp.”
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      Kavio

      The dawn of their last day on the journey home, they left their large canoe moored in the lake at the Dam upriver from the tribehold. The rest of the day, the party treaded the path beside the river. Kavio counted his people, repeatedly, head by head, as if re-counting could change who was missing, who was present.

      Missing: Rthan, who had stayed in his homeland, to add his strength to the enemy when the war came.

      Present: Brena, still brooding over her lost slave. They had shared a tent, Kavio suspected, though they had been so discreet he could not be certain.

      Missing: Vultho, traitor and scoundrel and kin to Hertio. He had violated the truce by attacking an enemy clanhold, birth clan of Gremo’s father.

      Present: Gremo, who had spent most of the journey in the shape of a giant sea bird, speeding them home far more swiftly than nature would have normally allowed. Gremo had shifted back to human form again for the trek overland.

      Present: Svego, an Olani from Blue Waters, and, it turned out, one of the Shunned.

      Present: Thirty more men, women and children who had been Shunned by the Blue Waters tribe, healed by Gwenika and Gremo, and now followed Kavio in the hopes of securing refuge in Yellow Bear.

      Missing: the Peace between Yellow Bear and Blue Waters that Kavio had promised to bring back.

      Present: the threat of War.

      The strumming river, the drum of frog throats and flute warble of songbirds, the grass crunching under feet, he heard none of it. Words, like a roaring waterfall, tumbled through his mind, a rehearsal of the speech he would give to Hertio, War Chief of Yellow Bear. No matter how many times Kavio shaped the phrases, he couldn’t make them come out right.

      He heard a softer step, hurrying to catch up. He turned around and saw rounded shoulders, hair swept back from a piquant face. She smelled like wildflowers and willowbark tea.

      Present: Her.

      Dindi glanced up at him from under her lashes and smiled. He wanted to shake her. How can you be so happy? Don’t you understand what’s going to happen? But he smiled back. His practice speech for Hertio popped like a bubble, clean out of his head.

      Fa! He needed to remember what he planned to say. He glared at Dindi and deliberately quickened his pace. First, accept responsibility, welcome punishment. But demand, at the same time, the punishment of Vultho, whose violation had been treasonous as well as dishonorable. Even Hertio must see that, for all he would not want to be harsh with his kinsman.

      Winter in Yellow Bear was a brown thing, not white. The autumn leaves that had fallen earlier in the year remained like crumbs on the ground with no snow to cover them. The grasses often caught fire. From his vantage, the elevated stretch of a hillock, Kavio noticed movement on the path further down the brown slope. A sept of men advanced toward them. They wore undyed buckskin legwals and there was no war paint on their chests, clad for the hunt, not for battle. Yet they jogged single file up the path, with no attempt to soften the loud thumps of their bare feet on the dirt. They carried spears, not bows. Thrano led them.

      Kavio stopped, forcing those behind him to stop as well. He waited.

      “Ho, Kavio,” Thrano called out once the two groups came within sight. He and the six men with him trotted until they were less than a stone’s throw from Kavio.

      Kavio lifted his hand. “Thrano. What buck or boar has led you so far from the tribehold?”

      “It’s not so far for swift feet or swifter tongues.” Thrano’s grin held no mirth.

      So those at the Tors of Yellow Bear had already heard the rumors of the failed peace journey. Had Hertio sent Thrano ahead to tell Kavio not to bother to return? No. Thrano had not come with enough men to enforce such a message, and Kavio didn’t think Hertio would have sent it. Hertio had never believed peace would be possible to begin with. He would snicker, slap Kavio on the back, lean close, and, with breath that stank of beer and garlic, tell him he’d told him so.

      “We are men out on a hunt,” Thrano said. He emphasized each word. “We did not expect to meet you, and we must be on our way.” He began to jog away, off the path, his men after him. Then he turned, as if in afterthought, to add, “If we are not back by nightfall, you can tell War Chief Vultho we were hunting near the Dam and may make camp there this night, but we will surely be back by tomorrow with meat for his Honoring Feast.”

      Thrano and the hunters disappeared into the woods.

      Dead leaves gusted across the path. Kavio listened to the rattle of the wind in the dry brambles, absorbing Thrano’s message, rearranging futures like dancers in the kiva of his mind. Behind him, the others waited.

      Gremo cleared his throat. “Was that a joke?”

      “No. A warning.”

      “Vultho can’t possibly be War Chief.” Gremo’s forehead knotted. “Can he?”

      “Apparently, he can.”

      “What will we do now?” asked Gremo.

      “Hunt.” Kavio flexed his hands. “If there is to be a feast held to honor the investiture of Vultho as War Chief, we ought to bring gifts of meat. We don’t want to arrive unprepared.”

      Many of the stragglers in his party hadn’t caught up yet, so Kavio instructed Gremo and Svego to find a rest spot and gather them all while he “hunted.” He did indeed need to hunt, although what he wanted was information, not game.

      He tracked Thrano’s footprints, heavy and deliberate wedges in the dirt, and wasn’t surprised to find the warrior waiting patiently for him on a boulder.

      “So,” said Kavio.

      “So,” said Thrano. He idly scrapped pale green lichen off the rock face with the stone blade of his spear. He didn’t look at Kavio. But he began to talk.

      What had happened was this, according to Thrano.

      Vultho had returned early from the peace journey. (Right after we chased him out of Gremo’s father’s clanhold, thought Kavio.) He blamed one of the Blue Waters clans for breaking the peace, and complained that Kavio had been naïve and unprepared for the attack—only he, Vultho, had resisted the backstabbers, and held them off long enough for Kavio and the others to continue their peace journey. (At that point, Vultho still thought I might negotiate peace with Nargano, thought Kavio.) Once word reached the Tors that Nargano had rejected the peace, Vultho crowed that he had warned Hertio all along of Kavio’s childishness and incompetence. (How delighted that vulture must have been to hear of my failure, thought Kavio.) Vultho went a step further, however, and claimed that Hertio himself was ultimately to blame for the coming war, for trusting an outtribber boy in the first place. Vultho convinced the elders to convene the Council of Matriarchs and the Council of Patriarchs to name a new War Chief. He also announced his betrothal to Lulla, Hertio’s daughter. (Kavio snorted.)

      Vultho’s father was the brother of the matriarch of the Sun Clan, the chief-maker clan of Yellow Bear. His mother belonged to the Ladder Clan, the second most powerful clan in the tribe. His betrothal to Lulla brought him directly back into the Sun Clan as a husband. His social connections were unassailable. He did not need to tell the Councils who he had in mind to replace Hertio. They dropped rocks in jars, but since no other warrior had stepped forward to offer his jar to compete, at the end of the choosing, Vultho’s jar was too heavy to lift.

      “He’s more clever than I thought,” Kavio said.

      “His aunt hates Hertio,” Thrano said. “She was Hertio’s first wife, before he discarded her for her younger cousin. You’re a latecomer to this bitterness. The bones of this fight are old.”

      “Aren’t they always?”

      Thrano scrapped the stone blade of his spear against the boulder, scritch, scritch, scritch. Green dust floated to the litter of dead leaves on the ground. Over the treetops, a raven attacked a young eagle. The eagle shrieked.

      “Vultho thought Nargano would kill you,” said Thrano. “He won’t be pleased you live.”

      “Will he order my death?”

      “If he can find a strong enough pretext, you know he will try, but it won’t be easy for him. Hertio is no longer War Chief, but he is still favored by many of the elders. Even those who thought a young man should lead the warriors in battle respect the wisdom of white hair in other matters. All know Hertio elevated you, and an attack against you now means an attack against him.”

      “Poor Hertio. I’m a rock that ties him down.”

      Scritch, scritch. “A strong rock could knock Vultho off his perch,”

      “After the tribe elders gave him their jar of acclaim? No. If I wanted to take a tribe at the point of a spear, I’d have started with my birth tribe.”

      Thrano was silent. Scritch, scritch, scritch.

      “Thank you for your timely hunt,” Kavio said softly.

      “What do we do now?” Thrano asked, much as Gremo had.

      Nargano behind them, Vultho before them. Kavio pictured the river, like a liquid rope with two impossible knots, one at Sharkshead of Blue Waters, one at the Tors of Yellow Bear. He had imagined that they would only have to paddle upstream until they reached the Dam, and could follow the other branch of the river after that, downstream, downhill. Now he felt as if some malicious fae had reversed the flow of the river, and he had to paddle upstream all over again.

      “We keep walking forward,” said Kavio.

      Dindi

      Alone on the dirt path, Dindi wove excuses as if they were reeds for a basket. No one can know about us. He’s just trying to protect me. He’s worrying over the nasty things the Blue Lady said to him. It still hurt, the way Kavio had stared right through her when they passed each other on the path, the way he had quickened his step and hurried away from her, the way a man would sidestep a dead bird crawling with ants. She reminded herself that she had no right to his attention. Her life had been forfeit when he caught her dancing the secret Tavaedi tama. Every breath she took was his favor to her. She had no right to ask for more. If only she could untwist the knot in her stomach and erase his cold expression from her memory.

      Kavio had long since disappeared further down the path when Gremo, who usually walked a few paces behind him, as befit a henchman, returned and yelled back to the straggling line of travelers, “Rest! Rest.”

      She did not want to rest. She wanted to catch up with Kavio and find out why he would pause now, in the middle of the day, when they were so close to the tribehold. But Kavio obviously didn’t want to talk to her, so she followed Gremo to a clearing by the river where a number of large, flat boulders provided easy seating. She rinsed her face in the cold water, squatted on a rock and dug a tuber out of her rucksack. She had dug up a few edible roots yesterday, and nibbled one now. It tasted starchy and faintly bitter.

      More of the travelers in the failed peace party arrived in the clearing. The half-dozen Yellow Bear warriors looked bored and impatient, but the thirty-two Shunned looked glad for the break. They were a thin, timid bunch. After their initial joy at freedom wore off, they had seemed daunted by the journey. She couldn’t blame them for being frightened. They were seeking sanctuary in the territory of their people’s hereditary enemies.

      Gwenika entered the clearing. She knelt on the same rock as Dindi to wash her face.

      “The Shunned aren’t doing too well,” Gwenika said, echoing Dindi’s silent thoughts out loud. She combed her wet hands through her hair, which was a tangled mess. Gwenika looked exhausted. Her skin was waxy and her forehead was beaded with sweat. “I’m worried about them.”

      Dindi clucked sympathetically. Gwenika leaned closer so she could lower her voice. “Some of them have new skin lesions.”

      “I thought you and Gremo cured them?”

      “We did. It’s so frustrating. Recrudescence. That’s what my mother called it. When a disease comes back after it was supposed to have been eradicated. I haven’t been feeling too good myself, either, actually. I always thought the Shunned were not contagious, but now I am beginning to wonder.”

      “Is there a cure for recrudescence?” Dindi asked.

      Gwenika said, even more hushed, “Amputation.”

      Dindi could hear the Shunned shuffling to and from the river. Their thin feet squelched in the green mud. Most of them still wore their rags. They ducked their heads, hid their faces, from habit. They squatted in clumps of two or three at most, with their backs out like blank shields.

      “But…Gwenika, some of the Shunned had the pustules on their faces. Their… Over their whole bodies!”

      “Don’t you think I know that?” Gwenika hugged her knees and rocked on her heels. “The worst cases might have to be given to the Deathsworn. Can you imagine? After everything we went through, after everything Zavaedi Kavio did to save these people, if we have to give them up for dead anyway?”

      “There has to be another option...” Dindi began.

      “No! Not that! Not now!”

      Dindi blinked in surprise at Gwenika’s vehemence. “Not what?”

      “Put it away! NOW!”

      Gwenika slapped Dindi’s hand. To her shock, Dindi found herself clutching the corncob doll. She hadn’t been aware of slipping it out of her blouse. Reddening, she shoved the ragged, blank-faced doll back between her breasts.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t know why I did that.”

      “My mother still doesn’t know about your role in what Gremo and I did,” Gwenika said. “She must never know. It might go...badly…for you, Dindi.”

      “Where is your mother?” Dindi darted a nervous glance around the clearing, but Brena had not arrived at the riverbank yet.

      Instead, someone else arrived who commanded Dindi’s instant attention.

      Kavio.

      He filled the clearing with the force of his presence. He was so handsome, so in command of himself, that she couldn’t help it. Her heart pirouetted. She bit her lip and stared at him until his gaze brushed in her direction. Then she tucked in head to her knees, to avoid meeting his eyes. She needn’t have bothered. He wasn’t looking for her. He wasn’t even looking at her. His lips moved silently as his attention bounced from head to head. He was counting everyone. He did that a lot.

      “Gremo?” he called.

      Gremo hurried to Kavio’s side. “Zavaedi?”

      “How would you like to stretch your wings again?”

      “Give the word, Zavaedi. But how will that help us?”

      “I’d like you to fly over the Tors of Yellow Bear right now and report back to me so we know what to expect before we get there.”

      “What to expect?”

      “Is there any unusual activity? Ceremonies or gatherings? Warriors ready to ambush us? That sort of thing. You should be able to see it from the air before they can spot you. Will you do it?”

      “Gladly, Zavaedi. Except…”

      “Except what?”

      Gremo was a big man, taller and more muscular than Kavio who himself did not lack for muscles. Gremo’s long hair fell in a thick braid down his back, in the fashion of an Olani, except on him, the hairstyle didn’t look girlish, it looked like a club. It was hard to believe he had spent the greater part of the last fortnight in the shape of a giant seabird.

      “Except nothing,” he said. “I will not disappoint you.”

      He hunched in on himself. Kavio crossed his arms. Neither man otherwise moved.

      “Now would be the preferred time,” Kavio hinted after a long pause.

      Gremo hunkered down further. His jaw muscles clenched and throbbed; color flooded his face all the way down to his neck. Meanwhile, his arms quivered, as though he strained to lift some immense weight. One knee folded, then the other, and he collapsed in on himself. His back bulged like a malignant thing, but no wings sprouted. Instead, a gruesome knot of flesh expanded from his spine and hardened into a big rock. The rock kept growing until Gremo collapsed under its weight. His eyes bulged, moist with shock, and his mouth opened and closed, gasping for breath. Not a bird, but a grounded fish. The boulder was crushing him.

      “Gremo!” Kavio shoved his shoulder and pushed at the boulder. He called aloud, to everyone in the clearing, “Help me free him!”

      Svego was the first to help, then a few of other warriors lent their shoulders and together they all shoved the huge stone off of Gremo. His legs ought to have been crushed, but they weren’t. However, shame burned in his face.

      “I thought you were past this, this, this rock,” Kavio said angrily.

      “I’m sorry, Zavaedi,” Gremo said. “That first night after I found myself a man again, I tried to shift back to being a bird. But I couldn’t find my wings a second time. I thought I was just tired, that with food and rest, I would be able to fly again. But I can’t seem to...I can’t find them. My wings are gone. When I reach for them, all I find is rock. The harder I try, the bigger the stone.”

      He hung his head.

      “If you did it once, you should be able to do it again.” Kavio kicked the stone, scowling. “You picked a poor time to relapse.”

      “I’ll keep trying, Zavaedi.”

      “I was counting on you,” Kavio said coldly. “Obviously, that was a mistake.”

      “You shouldn’t be so hard on him, Zavaedi,” Svego accused. “After all he’s done.”

      “Yes, let’s discuss all he’s done,” Kavio said in the same cold tone. “Performing hexcraft with Brena’s daughter, behind my back, and against my express wishes. Has it occurred to you that if you had obeyed me in the first place, perhaps none of us would have needed to depart Sharkshead so hastily?”

      Gremo’s face turned ashen.

      Svego snaked an arm around his shoulders, but Gremo shoved it off and stomped away from the clearing, into the privacy of the woods. Svego ran after him, calling his name like a supplication. Those still in the clearing, including the warriors who had just helped Kavio free Gremo from the rock, dealt with the awkward silence by feigning interest in tasks that had suddenly become deeply engrossing.

      Beside Dindi, Gwenika made a strangled sound.

      “What if he’s right, Dindi?” she asked. “What if Gremo and I ruined everything?”

      “You healed those people,” Dindi said firmly. “That wasn’t wrong.”

      “Except we didn’t really heal them, did we? They are getting worse again. So, in the end, we destroyed our tribe’s only chance at peace for nothing.”

      Dindi wanted to reply, but the air felt so thick with tension, she choked on the words. Thorny vines of magic smothered the clearing, prickling Gwenika, lashing out from Kavio, cocooning the Shunned… everywhere, spikes and barbs.

      Brena arrived at last in the clearing. She went to speak to Kavio. Whatever she said to him, she kept her voice low, so their conversation did not carry across the clearing as the previous confrontation with Gremo had.

      Dindi watched them. Whatever Kavio told Brena upset her greatly. It was hard to keep them in focus, however. The thick air tasted starchy and bitter.

      “Dindi!” Gwenika hissed. “What are you doing? I thought we agreed you would put that away! Everyone can see you! My mother is staring right at you!”

      “Wh…?”

      Dindi’s lips felt numb. Once again, she realized, without meaning to, she had taken out the corncob doll. Heat radiated against her skin, dry, dry heat that tasted of death and dust. All around her, light scorched her eyes, which burned the way looking into the sun destroys sight, forcing her to throw her arms before her face, against the unbearable. She lost her balance and fell from the rock into the Vision.

      Vessia

      Skeletons painted red with dust lay crumpled in doorways and draped over adobe balconies. Not a living soul walked the dried out gutters between the cubish clay houses. An irritating wind, bitter like chicory, tossed tumbleweeds through the abandoned clanhold, and prickled Vessia’s nose. The sun was relentless. She could feel her shoulders and nose reddening in the glare.

      It reminded her of one of her days with Old Woman and Old Man, when they had fired up the outside oven to smelt gold. She had ignored their warnings to stand back, savoring the almost physical pressure of the heat on her chest and cheeks, the sparks that scratched her like hissing cats. Her reddened flesh, scored with dozens of tiny burns, had itched for a day afterward, and Old Woman and Old Man had fretted her skin might be permanently marred. But by the next morning, it had healed, smooth, pale and flawless as always.

      Today Vessia did not welcome the heat on her skin, and she would have turned away from this oven of a day, this burnt out wisp of a clanhold, if she could have. She would have averted her face from a very tiny skeleton lying with miniature arm and finger bones stretched out, almost, but not quite touching the larger skeleton lying beside it in the dust. But she couldn’t tear away her gaze.

      Ever since they had crossed over the mountains and descended through the rocky desert lands on this side, they had passed more and more clanholds like this one. Inhabited only by the dead, infested with scorpions and rats. And bones. So many bones.

      “What happened here?” she asked Vio the Skull Stomper. She wasn’t supposed to think of him as the Maze Zavaedi least Nangi eat her thought and learn the truth.

      Vio walked at her side, but he never glanced at the bones. He looked neither right nor left, simply marched forward.

      “Who knows?” He shrugged. “Famine. War. Disease. People die easily in these lands, in these days.”

      “You don’t care.”

      He paused mid-step. “And you do?” He searched her face. “I had the impression nothing touched you. You always seem so…”

      “What?”

      “Above it all,” he said. “As if you could fly through fire and not burn.”

      “The Bone Whistler caused this?”

      Vio’s face tightened.  Brittle sparks of magic radiated off him. “Yes.”

      “But why?”

      “He hungered for power. He gorged on power. He filled his belly, and scattered the desert with bones. ” Vio’s lip curled. “These fools welcomed him. They let it happen. They deserved him.”

      She bent to pluck the baby’s skull from its vertebrae stem. “This one too?”

      He snatched the skull from her hand, dashed it to the ground and smashed it with his sandaled foot. The violence of it made her flinch. The kohl and calcium lines of his war paint had crackled and flaked in the heat, and dust had subtly darkened and mutated the colors into something monstrous. His face twisted into an ugly sneer that hardly seemed human.

      “Don’t forget, they call me the Skull Stomper. I welcomed him too. Once.” He glared at her. The paint, the dirt, the scowl could not hide the grief in his eyes. “What do you want me to say? I have sworn to kill him. Isn’t that enough?”

      “Is it?”

      “I have to start somewhere.”

      The wind moaned around them, kicking up so much dust that though he only stood a handspan from her, she could hardly see his face in the haze. But she heard him clearly, and his voice was so deep and hot that it felt like something melting her skin from her bone, searing the deepest part of her.

      “I earned my Shining Name in blood and pain, Vessia,” he said. “I may have made you my wife in name, but I know you can never love me.”

      “No, probably not,” she said.

      The dust passed and she saw him more clearly, caked reddish gray in the residue. He bowed his head and clenched his fists.

      “Not after what I have become.” It was not a question.

      “It is not because of anything you were or are,” she said. “It is me. I’ve told you. I can’t love. I don’t know why. I just don’t feel such a thing. It made the Old Woman and Old Man sad that I could not love them, and they did not even serve the Bone Whistler. It made Danumoro sad. There is something missing from me.”

      “No,” he said. “It’s missing from us. You are the only perfect thing in the world. It is the world that has failed you.”

      “I don’t feel perfect. I feel as if I’ve forgotten the one important thing.”  She had never spoken of this to anyone, not to Old Man and Old Woman, not to Danumoru. She clawed for words. “It’s like a familiar taste on my tongue, but I can’t recall the name of the food. It’s like something swimming under the water, about to resurface. Sometimes, as now, I feel it is walking right behind me, and if I turned around fast enough, I could catch it. But when I turn around, there’s nothing there. I turn in circles, uselessly, and there’s nothing, nothing, nothing.”

      “Danumoro told me you have no memory of your childhood. You must have lost your family and fled the Rainbow Labyrinth when you were very young. You must hate the Bone Whistler for what he did to you.”

      “Not for what he did to me, but standing here, seeing what he has done to these clanfolk… to Danumoro… to you…”  A strange hurt throbbed in her chest, as if her clothes were too tight. “I think I do hate him,” she said slowly. “I am glad we are going to kill him.”

      Vio’s lips quirked. “Vessia, I think maybe you are learning to love.”

      “Not at all. Seeing this…I think I grasp hate. Not love.”

      “You have to start somewhere,” he said.

      Brena

      Ever since dawn, when Brena had been awakened by the Banshee’s scream, she had known she would see the Golden Lady again. Sure enough, once the party began walking, and Brena separated from the others, the blonde bear shambled through the trees and limped alongside her. The bear’s injured leg stank, fetid, and the wound oozed with maggots. It was getting worse.

      “You heard,” the Golden Lady said. Her bear voice always sounded like a growl, yet distinctly feminine.

      “The Banshee’s cry.” Brena stroked the bear’s fur. “Who will die?”

      “That depends on you,” said the Golden Lady.

      “It was for you? Is that why I was able to hear it?”

      The bear growled, which might have been agreement, or something else. It was hard to tell with faeries.

      “I want to help you,” Brena said, “but what you ask…to take a life in cold blood…I can’t do it. I heal people. I don’t murder them.”

      The bear glowed pale yellow, the shade of pulp in a bitter melon, and changed into a woman. The woman, like the bear, had an injured leg. Her blonde hair fell lank against the wrinkled, limp wings folded down her back. The faery gripped Brena’s arm.

      “If the Brunderfae fail, so too will your people fail to defeat your enemies in the upcoming war.”

      “That’s not fair.”

      “Nothing about Death is fair. I am as much her victim as you.”

      “I’m truly sorry. But it is not my place to take another’s life to spare yours.”

      “You carry the Black Arrow,” the Golden Lady said. “But there is one who carries another of Death’s Weapons. If she keeps it, she will meet Death.”

      “Another of Death’s Weapons?”

      “There are three,” said the Golden Lady. “Made to destroy faerykind. And in turn we made three Shields to defend against the weapons of the Deathsworn.”

      Brena drew in a sharp breath. “Why didn’t you tell me this before? If there is some way I can counter the Black Arrow without sacrificing a life…”

      “Yes, a Shield could counter the Black Arrow, but alas, our Shields have long been lost to us,” said the Golden Lady. “Without a Shield, you have no other choice. A life must be given to Lady Death. But the one who already carries Death’s gift is doomed to fall under Death’s shadow no matter what you do. If she were struck with the arrow…”

      “She?” Brena stopped walking. “Mercy! You know who it is. Tell me!”

      “I just found out.”

      “Tell me.”

      “My sister came to mock me,” the Golden Lady whispered. “She knows of my hurt. She rejoices in my death. Long we have warred, the Blue Lady and I, and many times we have slain one another, each triumphing for a time, but each rising back to life again. So it has always been. But if she slays me this time, I shall not rise to life again. I shall die for all time, and with me, all under my sway, the heart of sunshine and summer and the wild bear, shall wither and weaken and die. The circle will be broken. My cold sister shall flood the world. Yet this would be her own undoing as much as mine. She cannot understand this, for she has not been pierced by the Black Arrow. I have had insight into mortality that no faery should, and I can see my own end.”

      “This girl.” Brena forced the words out. “The one who will die anyway. What is her name?”

      “You know her name,” said the Golden Lady.

      Dindi

      Dindi awakened in the dark, under the lee of a rock, flat on her back.

      This is bad, she thought, marking the sun’s position in the sky. She had lost the entire afternoon to the uninvited Vision.

      Someone stood over her. Gradually, she made out the features…it was Zavaedi Brena.

      This is worse.

      Brena held out a hand to help her to her feet.

      “Thank you,” Dindi murmured. Her head ached. Apparently, she had fallen off the rock where she’d been sitting with Gwenika, and had been left there, insensible, while everyone else moved on. Brena had either stayed with her, or just checked in on her from time to time, but no one had bothered to move Dindi to a mat or tent. The realization made her feel lonely. She was about to ask where the others were, when she saw the campfires. They had pitched camp a short jog further down the river, in what she was sure Kavio would call a more defensible area. Kavio always considered things like that. He took care of his people…

      “Mercy!” Dindi covered her mouth with her hand. “Did my fall delay the whole party? Weren’t we supposed to have pressed on to the Tors by nightfall?”

      “Kavio decided to wait until he could send a scout ahead,” Brena said briskly. “Hertio is no longer War Chief of Yellow Bear. The new War Chief is our former traveling companion, Vultho.”

      “Oh, no!”

      “It’s no concern of yours or mine,” Brena said. There was an odd air about her, a disturbing vibe that made Dindi feel uneasy. Well, uneasier than she always did around Zavaedi Brena. “The lesson you need to learn in life, Dindi, is to sweep with your own broom. Stay out of affairs that do not concern you.”

      “Yes, Zavaedi Brena,” Dindi said dutifully.

      Brena stuck out her hand, palm up. “Give it to me.”

      “Give you what?”

      “Don’t make me ask you in front of the others,” Brena said. Her demeanor was hard, but her eyes were moist with grief. It reminded Dindi of the expression on the face of Vio the Skull Stomper as he’d told Vessia: They brought it on themselves. Brena said harshly, “Give the hexed thing to me!”

      With shaking hands, Dindi pulled off the cord from around her head and handed the corncob doll to Brena. Zavaedi Brena threw it on the flat boulder, as if she couldn’t stand to hold it, even by the sinew cord, one touch longer than necessary.

      “I’m not going to ask you to stay away from my daughter,” Brena said. “Because I already commanded you to do that and you defied me. I’m not going to remind you that what you egged my daughter to do resulted in humiliation and disaster, for our peace party and for two entire tribes. Because that should be obvious by now, even to as thoughtless a girl as you. I’m just going to tell you, because you probably won’t want to believe it, that what I’m about to do is not to punish you. It is to save you.”

      Brena took a stone hammer from her belt and smashed the corncob doll to pieces.

      Rthan

      In the tide pools below the tribehold, Sharkshead, the giant blue crabs were molting. Rthan watched the creatures, normally swift and terrible, turned into clumsy puppets of themselves. The molting took all day for most of them, and for hours they lurched like drunks in the effort to scuttle backwards out of their own shells. Warriors guarded the tide pools during this time to keep away predators and poachers. Only a few of the soft shell crabs would be nabbed before their new, larger shells could harden. Those few would be sacrificed, cooked and consumed by the Mervaedi and her Merfae guests. No other humans would be allowed to taste the sacred dish. The rest of the crabs would use the seawater to puff themselves up to their new size, a third larger than what they had been before. Their shells would harden in the water over the next three days, and once they were strong and safe again, they would return to their crab-kivas in the sea.

      Nargano picked over the rocks until he found a freshly discarded shell, claws fractured, with the old gills still stuck to the bottom plate.

      “For a long time I wondered why the Blue Lady let you remain a slave,” Nargano said. “Why did she not free you, or if she would not be bothered, why did she not abandon one who had been so humiliated by his enemies?”

      Nargano sucked the meat from one gill, then held it out to Rthan. The gills were also called “dead man’s fingers” and haphazardly poisonous. It was not Rthan’s favorite delicacy, but it was considered good luck to eat it and cowardly to refuse. The dead man’s fingers tasted tough, slimy and grotesquely bitter. It fit his mood.

      Nargano smiled when Rthan emptied the shell. “Then I realized she knew all along what would happen. What needed to happen. You were weak, Rthan, yes. But there was a purpose to it. You had to cast off your old shell before you could grow stronger than ever before. You had to find our enemy’s name.”

      “Vultho,” growled Rthan.

      Rthan could still hear Vultho laugh as he had boasted about setting fire to the hut with Rthan’s family inside. The worm had laughed.

      “Vultho. They’ve made him their War Chief now.”

      “I heard the rumor. I didn’t know if I should believe it.”

      “My spies have seen it with their own eyes. Do you still doubt the need for war?”

      “No.” Rthan hurled the shell on the rocks, where it shattered. “The weakness has passed.”

      Kavio

      Warriors stood casually arrayed around Vultho, who had decked himself in the feathers and finery of a War Chief. He sprawled on an elevated stool covered with a bearskin under a tree in the dirt courtyard, and it was evident from his unsteady slouch that he’d already dipped into the beer pot beside him more than once that morning. Kavio’s lip curled. How could the elders of Yellow Bear have appointed such a drooling idiot to be their leader on the field of battle?

      Many of the elders, those who were not Tavaedies, sat on logs against the hut walls around the courtyard. They also passed around beer pots, which Thrano said Vultho had gifted liberally to his supporters. Kavio scanned them, idly rehearsing their names for future reference, when he saw a familiar face. Deposed War Chief Hertio had not departed in disgrace, nor suffered any grievous bodily loss in the transfer of power. He sat drinking and laughing and cracking pine nuts on a log not a spit’s distance from Vultho’s stool. Perhaps Vultho’s position was not so secure after all, if Hertio still lounged about the main compound on the hill.

      Hertio looked up, and, when he saw Kavio, for a moment his façade of mirth fell away, as clearly as a dropped mask, to show naked need, a mix of pleading, desperation and hope. In that single look, Kavio realized that Hertio, like Thrano, hoped Kavio would overthrow Vultho and restore Hertio to power.

      Kavio looked away.

      He swept past Hertio and led the returning peace party into the center of the compound. Mentally, he counted the number of warriors with spears standing or loitering about. He had a good number of people with him, counting the Shunned, except he wasn’t sure he could count on the Shunned. The warriors with him had proven their loyalty, but he did not want to pit them a second time against their own kin. It would not be fair. Or prudent.

      Never be weak. The weak die.

      Kavio heard the voice as clearly as if his father stood by his side.

      For a fortnight, Kavio had been wrestling with how to offer Hertio penance for his failure. Now he realized Vultho had done him a favor. He lifted his chin and threw back his shoulders. He swaggered forward, until he stood directly before Vultho, but he raised his voice to address the entire compound.

      “Our plan met with success, War Chief Vultho,” Kavio declared loudly. “Our enemy, the fisheater Nargano, is utterly humiliated. We can now proceed with the second half of your plan and he will be powerless to stop you.”

      Vultho, who had been braced for a different conversation entirely, stared at him slack-jawed. He tittered nervously. “What…what are you talking about?”

      This was the problem when you dealt with stupid people.

      “Everything is going according to your plan,” Kavio said. “Your foresight was indeed marvelous, uncle. Nargano has lost spears in many Blue Water clans that once gave him their fealty. The time is ripe for you to send envoys to those clans to side with Yellow Bear in the upcoming war.”

      Come on, Vultho. Take the bait. Just one more worm to make the hook irresistible. Though his tongue recoiled against a bitter taste, Kavio forced himself to keep going with the charade. He ducked his head, as if embarrassed by a misstep.

      “Forgive me, uncle. I should not have spoken of that in front of so many ears. I know many will vie for the honor of being an envoy.”

      The courtyard burst into angry bickering. Many of Vultho’s patrons wanted to know when he had intended to let them in on his plans, while others demanded to know whom he would name envoys. Vultho looked confused and angry.

      “There will be no envoys!” he shouted. “Why would Blue Waters clans swear allegiance to me?”

      Fa, good question. Kavio pretended to be baffled. “But, War Chief, was it not for this purpose that you had us contact Imorvae in every enemy clanhold and bring these Imorvae here from Sharkshead itself? Can there be any better proof of their loyalty than that they are here, any better sign that many of their brethren are willing to join us as well?”

      Kavio gestured grandly to the Shunned. They shuffled their feet in the dirt, uncertain of the role he had given them.

      “The Rain Dancer speaks truly!” an elder wheezed at Vultho. “Why would you have invited these Blue Waters tribesfolk here unless you planned an alliance with some of their clans? If you are going to join spears with outtribers, you cannot hide it from the elders! We have a say in which envoys to send! Or do you seek to dishonor us so quickly after we elevated you to glory?”

      Vultho shrank back a little. “No, no, uncle, I meant no disrespect, but…”

      “Then the Council of Patriarchs will choose the envoys!”

      A white-haired woman stood up. “The Council of Matriarchs must also have a say in this matter!”

      “What do old women know of making war?”

      “What do old men know of making allies?”

      The bickering sounded as sweet as music. It was all Kavio could do not to laugh at Vultho’s furious, helpless scowl while the white haired uncles and aunties debated who would go. Vultho may have convinced his relatives to make him a figurehead, but he was no Nargano. He aspired to wrap his fist around the neck of the tribe, but his fingers did not reach yet. His gaze found Kavio, and hate burned there. Too late, he had recognized Kavio’s trap, and though Vultho did not dare say so now, his eyes promised revenge.

      Dindi

      Perhaps because she had absorbed Kavio’s view of their journey as a disastrous failure, Dindi was taken aback by the reaction of the other Initiates when she and Gwenika returned to their lodges. The young people gathered around them, cheering and buzzing with questions. That evening, the young warriors built up a huge bonfire in the center yard, and everyone sat around it, singing war songs, telling tales of battles gone by, and plying Gwenika and Dindi for more details about the trip.

      The Zavaedis watched all this tolerantly, even when the Initiates decided to roast an aurochs calf that was to have been sacrificed to honor the new War Chief. The meat roasted slowly on the spit, which the boys turned while the girls braised the meat with parsley flakes and pepper. As the outer bits sizzled, the Initiates sliced off pieces, and many of these were pressed into the hands of the guests of honor. Dindi could hardly turn down the gift. She sucked on the peppery, almost raw meat. Blood dribbled down her chin, and she wiped her face with greasy hands, leaving a smear. The bites of meat sat heavy in her gullet, as if she had swallowed something that did not belong to her.

      Tamio jumped to his feet to lead the Initiates in a war chant. “Do the fish faces think we will not split their gullets? Bring it on! Hu! Hu! Hu!”

      “Hu! Hu! Hu!” shouted hundreds of voices. “HU! HU! HU!”

      Bare feet stomped, sweaty hands clapped, spears thudded the ground, all in time to the battle chant. The reverberation made Dindi imagine how a pixie would feel trapped inside a drum. She could see luminous strings of sound tying all the young people together, tightly, like the waterproof weave for a drinking basket, like gut cords braided together for a bow. She heard her own voice mingling with the rest, but she hardly recognized it. It was as if she was another person entirely, and her body was a clay pot filled not with herself, but with the liquid excitement of the crowd as a whole. The same strands of light that threaded the others connected her to them, wove her into them, into the mass, into the beat, into the song. Dizzy, drunk, head pounding....

      She didn’t like the feeling.

      Somehow she pulled back into herself. Stopped clapping. Stopped chanting. Hands sticky in her lap, jawed clenched, she turned into a quiet pool of darkness skipped by the weaves of light and sound. No one noticed.

      She glanced at Gwenika, who had stopped clapping also. Her face was pale and waxy.

      “I think I’m going to throw up.” Gwenika mouthed the words soundlessly over the noise. She’d had some beer.

      Dindi helped her friend stand up and they escaped the crowd. No one cared that the two guests of honor staggered away from the revelry to hide in the shadows behind one of the lodges. Gwenika vomited in the piss pit. Then they found a mat against the rough log wall of the lodge.

      “It’s like they’re happy we’re going to war,” Gwenika said. “Don’t they get it?”

      “They haven’t seen what we have,” Dindi said.

      “They are so sure we will win. But you saw the warriors in Blue Waters. They’re all as big and strong as Rthan. And now I guess he’ll be helping them.”

      Dindi rested her chin on her knees. The stars looked like thousand thousand thousand bonfires, as if the whole sky were preparing for war, just like the Initiates.

      “Dindi?” Gwenika sounded nervous. “About what my mother did?”

      “You don’t have to say it.”

      “But I do. I’m sorry.”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It was my fault you didn’t destroy the doll sooner. It was my fault you got in trouble. I tried to tell my mother that, but as usual, she didn’t listen.”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “At least it’s over now,” said Gwenika. “At least the hexed thing is gone from your life. You don’t have to be in danger any more. You can leave that to the Tavaedies from now on.”

      Sometimes Dindi wished Gwenika knew when to stop talking.

      She stood up, telling Gwenika, “I think I’m going to go to bed now. You should go back to the fire. You’re the guest of honor, after all. Just don’t drink any more beer.”

      Gwenika laughed weakly.

      Dindi hurried away and ducked into the lodge, but as soon as she saw Gwenika’s shadow returning to the mass of Initiates, Dindi slipped out again. She couldn’t stand to be inside the smothering lodge any more than she wanted the company of drunk revelers. What she missed most since the year of her Initiation had begun, she realized, was time to herself. Here she was always with someone. The journey to Blue Waters had been even worse. Even if she enjoyed the company of the person she was with…Gwenika…or Kavio…she missed the long hours she had once spent with no one but willawisps for companions. All she wanted now, she decided, was a few moments to sit by herself and have a good cry.

      She knew of a nice rock against the palisade, as far from the lodges as one could get after curfew. She headed to it now. Already tears pricked the corners of her eyes. To herself she could admit that she would miss the doll, miss Vessia.

      Torches burned in stone bowls at intervals around the palisade. The sitting rock jutted out like the back of an aurochs beneath one flickering puddle of light, just illuminated enough to see that something had been placed on the flat spot of the rock. Dindi wondered if someone else had come here already, perhaps a couple who wanted to snog, or someone so smashed he couldn’t find his lodge. The object was small, like a flint scrapper or a mutton bone or…

      …a corncob doll.

      Dindi froze.

      It was the corncob doll.

      Her doll.

      There was no mistaking it: the blank face, shabby clothing, worn cob, palpable radiation of dark power. There could not be two, not like that. And she knew, as clearly as if the doll had spoken to her directly, that it was waiting for her.
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