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            PROLOGUE

          

          KILL THE MONSTER

        

      

    

    
      Dindi (Two Years Ago – in Yellow Bear)

      Dindi landed hard, though a cushion of dry pine needles saved her from broken bones. Through a ring of lofty sequoia, she could see a glimpse of bright blue. She bit through the honeycomb Kavio had given her to protect her teeth. For a moment, she sucked the sweet wax, but its shape had been ruined by Kavio’s last blow, and she had to spit it out. She rubbed her jaw as she rebounded to her feet. Her shins were scraped bloody, and her left elbow throbbed. Ever since Kavio had started training her in Red, war dancing, she had been collecting bruises at an alarming rate.

      The two of them were alone in the woods—unless one counted the sylfins perched in tree branches or the pixies cuddled in crocus buds, who watched and giggled—since their practices must be secret.

      “Pathetic, Dindi,” Kavio scoffed. “You’re fighting like a girl.”

      “What does that even mean?” she demanded. “Or is it just something boys say to feel superior to girls?”

      “It means you don’t take yourself or your opponent seriously.”

      “I take myself seriously…”

      “No you don’t. You think of yourself the way a girl is reared to think of herself. Like a pretty pony in a field of flowers, a cuddly bunny rabbit, a doe frolicking in the woods. Like you need to play nice, nuzzle up to the rest of the herd. You need to think like a carnivore. Don’t nibble at me. Eat meat. You have to win your Shining Name. You have to think like a hero. Stop trying to be nice.”

      “Heroes are nice…”

      “Heroes are good; they aren’t nice. Why are you standing there? Strike again!”

      She waved her staff in his direction, not connecting with anything but air.

      “Muck it all, Dindi, you did it again.” He smacked her hard with the stave, knocking her to the ground. “Stop treating me with disrespect! That’s your second problem. You don’t respect your enemy!”

      “I do!”

      “Who is your enemy?”

      “Right now, I’m fighting you, but…”

      “Who is your enemy?”

      “The person I’m fighting!”

      “Wrong!” Kavio cut down with his staff.

      “You can’t talk things out.”

      Slash.

      “You can’t make nice.”

      Slash.

      “You can’t compromise.”

      Slash.

      “You never fight a person.”

      Slash.

      “You fight a monster.”

      Slash.

      “And if you’re going to win, you better be the bigger monster.”

      He was beating her back relentlessly. She kept ducking and backing away, but it was getting harder to dodge.

      “Stop.” Slash. “Holding.” Slash. “Your blows!”

      She smacked her staff forward, and the end of the pole slammed into Kavio’s solar plexus. He flew across the dirt clearing and landed on his back.

      He didn’t move.

      “Kavio!” she screamed, running to him.

      He sat up, wincing. “That,” he said, “Showed respect. Do it again. And again. Until it’s instinct: always kill the monster.”

      Dindi (Present – Beneath Orangehorn Mountain)

      Dindi touched her lips. Kavio was dead, yet she had kissed him. Or kissed the monster who slew him…. She glanced at Umbral. What would Kavio advise her to do now?

      Umbral had held her hand and guided her through the cave. The white limestone cavern was a large, uneven space, a mouth with a thousand teeth, stalactites and stalagmites gnashing toward each other with only a handbreadth between many of them. At the center of this forest of limestone, someone had polished flat ground from the jagged jaws of rock. Fourteen immense stalactites dangled like stone icicles from the ceiling in a perfect circle around the space. From six of these stalactites dangled cocoons the size of death jars, which bulged as if they held something heavy.

      Here, Dindi and Umbral had danced, and invoked the corncob doll. The Vision they shared was terrifying. The Bone Whistler intended to use human sacrifice to revive the Aelfae in the cocoons… and perhaps to resurrect the entire Aelfae race.

      The six cocoons began to hum. They blushed with light, soft and sweet at first, but growing sharper, brighter, spicier until the air was so bright it burned their tongues. They fell to the ground. The illumination subsided, but the cocoons still glowed eerie colors. A scratching sounded from within.

      Hands clawed at the webbing—from inside. Human forms ripped and tore their way free of the cocoons. The liberated beings were naked, three men and three women. Five of them uncurled wet wings from their backs and flapped them until the wings were full and dry.

      The Aelfae lived again.
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            TO GET OVER A MOUNTAIN

          

        

      

    

    
      Vessia (Generations Ago - During the War)

      Vessia smelled humans, and it wasn’t pretty.

      Mud crawlers, her people called them. An insult to good, clean mud. The human stench was closer to offal—a whiff of bad blood on top of damp fur and rancid corn. It soiled the wind even from here.

      She stood on a rocky outcrop overlooking the grassy fields of the canyon floor, her wings camouflaged like a moth, to blend with the mottled grays and browns. Human warriors filled the valley on both sides of the river with their campfires. This was no innocent sheep drover clan, wandering too far north. It was an army up from the Rainbow Labyrinth, sent to hunt Aelfae. Spells guarded the only pass into the canyon, yet the human Tavaedies had known the dance to remove the boulders in the path.

      Vessia crept back from the edge and rejoined the other seven Aelfae scouts. They camped inside a natural circle of huge stones, surrounded by trees that leaned over the stones to touch crowns, forming a canopy of branches. No trees grew inside the circle itself, but the ground was thick with wet, fallen leaves.

      “The humans are here,” she said. “I suggest no one take wing anytime soon.”

      “They can’t hit anything past their own noses with those spears,” scoffed Gwidan. He worked the string into his bow, testing the knots and the tautness with a few plucks. “If they ever figure out how to use my sweet device, then I’ll worry.”

      “I won’t worry even then,” said Xerpen. He stretched out on a log with his legs crossed at the ankle. Like all of them, he wore little over his splendid physique besides a dabbling of paint and leaves that would enable him to blend into the forest.

      “If you were the last Aelfae in Faearth, you still wouldn’t worry,” said Gwidan.

      “No, and why should I? One look at my handsome face, and they’d probably make me their chief.”

      “Go on then, show them your face. I’m eager to see an Aelfae become chief of the humans.”

      “Later maybe,” said Xerpen. “Right now I’m busy with a new song. I can’t seem to get the ending right.”

      He warbled a bit on his reed flute.

      A dark-haired beauty, Mrigana, sat near Gwidan, whittling arrows for him. Never much for chatter, Mrigana inclined her head, acknowledging the human threat and Vessia’s command. In contrast, Lothlo and Yastara nuzzled by the fire, so lost in mutual appreciation that Vessia wasn’t even sure they’d heard her.

      Hest tended a boar on a spit over the fire. “What if I fly in the other direction?”

      “It’s not worth the risk,” Vessia said. “I’m sure they have scouts, same as we do. There are probably humans combing these mountains as we speak.”

      “I really need some rosemary, and we have none.”

      “Seriously, Hest? Rosemary?”

      “This boar isn’t going to season itself, Vessia.”

      “I shall season it with song,” Xerpen said grandly. He began to sing, “Parsley, sage, rosemary, and thyme…”

      “Really not the same, Xerpen,” said Hest. “And, by the way, that is the dumbest song I’ve ever heard.”

      “I’m hurt.”

      “One of your worst. And that’s saying something.”

      Vessia said firmly, “No flying.”

      Hest sighed. “No rosemary.”

      One person was not seated around the campfire, but Vessia had only to follow Gwidan’s disapproving glance to find the last member of their band. Xerpen touched him on the arm. “Play your bow, Gwidan, and I’ll sing.”

      Gwidan nodded. He added strings to his bow so he could pluck them. The beautiful, eerie sound echoed a fall of water over round stones. In his voice as rich and deep and sweet as cream, Xerpen began to sing an old song:

      
        
        
        To get over a mountain,

        go through it.

        To destroy your fear,

        go to it.

        To escape your worst enemy--

        keep him near.

        You can only find peace

        at the point of a spear.

        What was lost will be found

        in what remains.

        What is unwoven shall

        be regained.

        To receive the greatest gift,

        become the giver.

        To swim, keep your eye on the land

        beyond this river.

      

        

      

      Kia sat by herself with her back to one of the big rocks, almost out of sight of the others. She didn’t acknowledge Vessia’s approach until Vessia touched her shoulder.

      “I hate you,” said Kia.

      “Still having trouble?”

      “You can turn into anything you want,” said Kia. “A bird, a butterfly, a wolf, a cat. Why can’t I become anything? What’s wrong with me?”

      “There’s nothing wrong with you, Kia.”

      Kia kicked a bare foot at the wet leaf carpet. “It’s not just shapeshifting. What kind of Aelfae has no wings?” She lowered her voice to a whisper hoarse with pain. “I know what the others call me behind my back. ‘Kia the Human.’”

      Vessia had heard the cruel nickname. She squeezed Kia’s shoulder. “Nobody thinks you’re a human.”

      “Have you ever thought…what if I am?” Kia clutched Vessia’s hand as a drowning woman would grab a rope. “What if I were switched at birth or something? It happens.”

      “Kia, you’re being ridiculous. Lothlo is your father, and Yastara is your mother. I was there on the day of your birth, and, even now, I see the light of your parents’ auras flowing in you.”

      “I can’t see those threads.”

      “I do.”

      “I don’t even have six Chromas. All Aelfae have six Chromas. Only humans have less. Except me. The freak.”

      “You’re not a freak.”

      “The footprints all lead in that direction.”

      “And I’ve told you before, you do have six Chromas. Some of your colors are just…weak. It happens, even to Aelfae.”

      “Never to you. You’re the perfect Aelfae. Did I mention I hate you?”

      Vessia kissed her forehead. “Keep trying. Don’t force it.”

      “You do realize those two bits of advice are mutually incompatible, right?”

      Vessia laughed and would have retorted, but she saw a shadowy figure move among the rocks on the opposite side of the circle. Swiftly, bone blade already in her hand, she moved to intercept the silhouette.

      It was only Mrigana. A complex asymmetrical braid, sleek and black, cascaded down her right shoulder, decorated with purple nightshade blossoms. Like Gwidan, she wore a bow across her back.

      “A word?” Mrigana asked. She glanced back over her shoulder at the others gathered around the fire. “Apart.”

      Vessia moved closer and kept her voice low, as Mrigana had. “Share your worry; we’ll eat it together.”

      “This is not the first time the humans have found us.”

      Vessia had hunted down the same fear. Three times in as many decades, the humans had sent warriors to scour the Aelfae from their supposedly secret settlements.

      “Their hunters are good,” said Vessia.

      “Against our magic? Not that good,” said Mrigana. “And they showed no hesitation, no scouts, no testing party. They simply threw their whole army at us, all at once. As if they were sure we were here. They even knew the dance to part the rocks across the pass.”

      “You think there is a traitor.”

      Mrigana inclined her head.

      “It must be one of the Cursed,” said Vessia.

      Unfortunately, that was all the Aelfae these days, except the eight Uncursed who formed Vessia’s band. The human hex had spread like a disease, claiming more and more Aelfae every generation. The deaths of the young ones were the hardest to bear. Children were born only to wither and die before their parent’s eyes, little lives briefer than a blink. Other Cursed lived with the shadow for many turns of the seasons, seemingly hale, only to gradually wrinkle and wilt, as humans did, like a slowly rotting fruit. Vessia’s secret fear was the Curse that slipped in unseen and unsuspected; an Aelfae who took a spear to the chest, or a tumble down a cliff, might simply fail to rise again the next dawn. Without realizing it, they had been robbed of their faery immortality. Vessia had died many times, but always awakened the next morning. One day, she feared, she would not wake.

      The Cursed who knew their affliction became bitter, desperate. They did foolish things. It had become necessary to hide secrets from them, to protect them from themselves. This was why only the Eight Uncursed knew the dance to open the pass to the Hidden Canyon.

      Yet, somehow, humans had found their way in.

      Mrigana brooded over an accusation she would not hatch.

      “Surely, it could not be one of us,” Vessia argued against her unspoken words. “Why would any of the Uncursed betray the Aelfae?”

      “Why, indeed. If we learn that, we will learn who among us is the traitor.”

      “It’s not Kia,” Vessia said, this time arguing against her own doubt. “No matter what her troubles, she is no more human than you or I. She is Aelfae, and she is loyal.”

      Mrigana shrugged.

      “I refuse to start distrusting our own kind,” said Vessia. “Not without proof. If we bite ourselves, we do the humans’ job for them.”

      “We may be immortal,” said Mrigana. “But we don’t have forever to defeat the humans in this War. One day, our people will run out of places to hide.”

      “If that day comes, we will stand and fight.”

      “If that day comes, we will lose.”

      “Do you remember when we could see the future as well as the past? Before the humans came and wounded the world.”

      “Yes.”

      “You alone still have that gift.”

      “Less and less.”

      “Because Lady Death has stolen our future,” whispered Vessia. “You cannot see Aelfae in the future because we are not there.”

      Mrigana bowed her head. “All I see of the future are glimpses…and always of humans.”

      “There is something that might save our kind... but I was going to wait until our need was most dire to try it.”

      “Vessia, our need is most dire.”

      “Then I will announce it to everyone. Come.”

      Vessia walked back into the circle and clapped her hands three times. The chatter stopped; even Kia left the shadows and came forward. The Uncursed stood around her, and around the fire, in a rough circle, ready to talk, fight or dance, at her word.

      “I have found a way for us to travel the Faerie Circle again,” she told them. “To the future.”

      “See the future?” Yastara wrinkled her nose. “In the Looking Bowl?”

      Lothlo snorted. “That useless thing.”

      “No,” said Vessia. “We will not just see into the Circle. We will travel the Circle, as we used to be able to do, before humans wounded the world and stole our future as their own. We cannot go to the old places to join the Circle; the minions of Lady Death guard the Seven Sacred Places. We cannot join the Circle outside a Sacred Place; the Curse of Lady Death veils the magic from us. But this will help us forge a new path.”

      Vessia unfolded the cloth in which she had hidden her treasure, then raised it over her head for them all to behold.

      She held aloft an object the size of a sunflower, and made of woven reeds folded into six petals. Each petal was painted a different color: red, orange, yellow, green, blue, and purple.

      “It’s a windwheel. When the petals spin, they paint a rainbow on the wind. It will dance on its own as long as sky kisses earth. We need only start the circle. It will send our Patterns into the future, and it will draw us back to our starting point. With it, we will weave our Patterns into the light of a future day. And then, hopefully, return with what we learn.”

      Vessia told each of them which Chroma to dance. Though each (except/even Kia) had six Chromas, they had their habitual favorites: Xerpen would take Red; Kia, Orange; Lothlo, Yellow; Gwidan, Green; Yastara, Blue; and Hest, Purple. Vessia and Mrigana would add more Red and Purple respectively, to seal the ends of the Rainbow.

      They painted themselves in their Chroma colors, elaborate designs of whorls and chevrons, wavy vines, zigzags, and sunbursts. Vessia used white paint, as was her wont, with just a few dots of red for emphasis.

      Mrigana, already vibrant in violet, sidled up to her. “Are you sure about this?”

      “You were the one who showed me the urgency,” said Vessia.

      “But the human army is advancing into the valley. Shouldn’t we prepare our people to flee before the enemy finds the Cavern of a Thousand Shells?”

      “If we succeed, we will return to the same eyeblink we left. There will still be time to flee. Perhaps, though, we will have found a way to reverse Lady Death’s Curse, and we will no longer need to run.”

      The eight Uncursed damped out the fire with wet leaves, and placed the Windwheel on a stake in its place. The last wisps of smoke curled around the Windwheel like grey cats rubbing their backs against a post.

      The dancers began to move. Their magic lifted a wind that stirred the Windwheel. The petals of the Windwheel left streams of light on the air as they spun faster and faster. The rainbow circle expanded like ripples on water, growing wider and brighter.

      An explosion of unbearably bright light and a sound like exploding thunder tossed all the dancers like leaves in a storm.

      Vessia smashed hard against a tree. Her ears throbbed, and her chest twinged painfully as she picked herself up off the wet leaves.

      “Is everyone whole?” she asked shakily.

      The others looked no better than she. Bruised and dazed, they gathered slowly back in the middle of the clearing.

      “Did it work?” asked Kia. “For a moment, I felt like I was someplace else…”

      “Yes,” said Lothlo. “Or it may have been the same place, but the trees were different, and the season…”

      “But it’s the same now,” said Yastara. “And if we did travel to the future, I don’t remember it.”

      “Neither do I,” said Kia.

      “Neither do I,” said Vessia.

      They all shook their heads. No one remembered his or her trip to the future, if indeed they had gone at all.

      Gwidan threw his bow down on the ground in anger. “Damn, it didn’t work.”

      “It should have worked,” said Vessia. “I don’t understand why it didn’t work.”

      “That’s why.” Hest pointed. “The Windwheel is gone.”

      They all gaped at the fire pit where the Windwheel had stood. It was gone.

      “We were betrayed,” Mrigana said grimly.

      She met Vessia’s eyes. Vessia nodded. Her heart felt like a stone. Mrigana had been right; the traitor had to be one of the Eight Uncursed.

      “The human army is still out there,” Vessia said. “Our attempt to travel to the future failed. All we can do now is try to save our people in the present.”

      Vessia (Present)

      The last thing she remembered was dancing with the Windwheel.

      Vessia and the other Aelfae dancers began to move. Their magic lifted a wind, which stirred the Windwheel. The petals of the Windwheel left streams of light on the air as they spun faster and faster. The rainbow circle expanded like ripples on water, growing wider and brighter.

      An explosion of unbearably bright light, and a sound like exploding thunder, tossed all the dancers like leaves in a storm.

      Vessia lay flat on her back. The fragrance of wet leaves had been replaced by stale air. Her ears throbbed, and her chest twinged painfully as she tried to sit up. She couldn’t. She was lashed down to a stone table. The chill seeped through her back.

      Before she could panic, a familiar, reassuring face appeared over her.

      “Xerpen!” she said, relieved. “Did we make it? Is everyone whole? Are we in the future?”

      “Yes,” said Xerpen. “We’re in the future. Sorry about the cords, you were thrashing around so much I was afraid you’d hurt yourself. But you don’t need those now.”

      He cut the ropes around her wrists and ankles. Vessia rubbed her chafed skin. She must have been thrashing like a lunatic. The ropes had scraped her skin raw.

      Vessia looked around. They no longer stood in the forest clearing. Xerpen was there, but none of the others. They stood in a cave…no, a house, made of small stacked stones above a floor of raw rock. A large loom, taller than several men standing one on the other, stood near the back wall. Gleaming threads of light snaked in and out of the weft and warp on the Loom. Six corpses—human—were scattered on the floor around the room. Remnants of a battle?

      Through a doorway reached by steps in the rock, Vessia could see a hummock that fell off into an uncanny darkness.

      “The Windwheel worked,” Vessia said. “We are in the future. But we aren’t safe here. This is a human clanhold, and that darkness outside is not natural. We need to leave before the humans find us.”

      “We are safe for now,” said Xerpen. “There are Vylfae here. They are keeping the humans in line.”

      “The Vylfae are allied with the human tribe Orange Canyon,” said Vessia. “A Morvae tribe. No friends of the Aelfae, even by human standards.”

      “Things have changed since our time, Vessia,” Xerpen said gently.

      She stared at him. He spoke as one who knew, not one who guessed.

      “How long have you been awake?”

      “Longer than you.”

      “By days?”

      “By years, Vessia.”

      Her jaw dropped.

      “Our bodies never travelled physically,” he explained. “Your aura has been recovered from the past, and your youth has been restored—but only by re-weaving the memory pattern from your past onto your body from the present.”

      “That’s not how the spell was supposed to work.”

      “Much is different from what we expected. The others—I don’t know if they are awake yet, and if they are, I have no idea where they are.”

      “That’s our priority, then,” she said, as she jumped off the stone table. “Find our friends. Then scout out this world…. Well, perhaps you’ve already done that.”

      “I have. Vessia, I know you’re used to being the sept leader of the Eight Uncursed, but I think you’re going to have to let me take charge for a while. I know more about this time than you. Once you’re caught up, and we find the others, of course you’ll resume your role as sept leader. Until then, you need to listen to me.”

      “Don’t I always listen to you?”

      He smiled at her, but it didn’t reach his eyes.

      Xerpen’s point was reasonable, so why did she feel a weird shiver run down her back? Surely she wasn’t so obsessed with her own self-importance that she couldn’t share command. Yes, she was used to leading their band of warriors, but she didn’t think she was dictatorial about it. Hadn’t she always accepted advice and input from the others?

      “There’s one other thing you should know,” he said.

      Vessia, already at the foot of the steps to the exit, paused.

      “The humans think I am one of them. I am a leader among them…a War Chief of this tribe. For a time, I was War Chief of an even greater tribe, but our foes were too strong. Still, I will retake the Labyrinth. But to do that, I will need allies—we will need allies. We must use humans—

      “No!”

      “…pit one human tribe against another, until we are strong enough on our own. Do not be frightened that I control a human army. There is no one else.”

      “Xerpen, have you gone mad?” she demanded. “How could you trust any of the humans? Those filthy animals! What about the other Aelfae?”

      “All our people are dead.”

      Vessia sank to the floor. A rumble built up in her belly, reverberating until she screamed and pounded the stone floor.

      “DEAD! Then they have won! And my spell has failed, for if I sent only my aura’s pattern to overlay my future flesh, what way is there for us to go back to the past? Even if we learn how the humans defeated our people, what will it avail us? We can do nothing but gnash our teeth! We are dead, dead, dead, all of us dead!”

      He tried to lift her from the floor, but she pounded his chest, then pounded the wall, then bashed her against the stone, until he pulled her to him and enclosed her in his arms until she stilled.

      “There is a way, Vessia.” He kissed her forehead. “Look at us, we are alive, and we are young again! Once I despaired even that would be possible. But this is just the beginning. We can renew everything. Now that you are with me, we can do anything! We can win.”

      Dindi

      The wind in the cave rounded the teeth of stalactites and stalagmites, creating bouncing echoes and uncanny whistles. Six Aelfae had ripped free of the cocoons hidden in the cave.

      There was no mistaking the Aelfae for anything but Rainbow High Fae. They were too beautiful to be merely human. They had wings and other odd features.

      They glowed. They overflowed.

      It was as though they had too much power to be contained in mere bodies. They were greater than the sum of their limbs. The halo around each contained the whole rainbow spectrum, but the painfully brilliant light was only an outer manifestation of a deeper power. Their luminosity, their intensity, their immensity hurt Dindi’s mind as much as her eyes. The Aelfae projected their thoughts and feelings with such abandon it made her appreciate for the first time how guarded most humans were. Visions flashed by her so fast she could only catch fragments.

      The huge man had dark wings, wild hair like a mane, and purple tattoos, designs that looked like claws. He wore a lion fur diagonally across his chest and swathed about his hips. A lion’s tail lashed behind him once, twice, thrice, then disappeared when he folded back his wings. His name was Hest. Dindi found herself in one of his memories, which flickered rapidly in and out of her mind:

      Hest finds the dead mountain lioness around dawn. As he finishes curing the skin, he hears squeaks. He follows it until he lifts brush away from a shallow ditch under an overhanging rock. Three tiny kits paw the ground, mewling for food. Hest picks them up tenderly, one at a time. Their little claws and tiny, ineffective bites only tickle him. ‘Since I wear your mother’s fur, I suppose I must be the one to mother you, now,’ he tells them. They became his pets, until they’re old enough to hunt for themselves…He weeps when they finally leave him, running off into the hills without looking back. He finds ease for the strange pang when his friends Xerpen and Gwidan put his mix of joy and pain into a song that night around the campfire….

      Hest’s memory curled around another Aelfae standing near him; a slender, boyish man with ancient eyes. Gwidan wore a complex camouflage of green muds and leaves, and held a bow. Dindi caught a brief flash from him:

      Gwidan speaks little; there is too much to listen to, but it is not idle chatter that he seeks. Music fills his thoughts. One afternoon, he sits by a riverbank for a moment. He has picked some acorns for lunch, and eaten all but one, which falls to the ground. He crosses his feet over his knees, straightens his back, quiets his mind. Everything has a song; every voice is precious to him. In the stillness and simplicity of this life song, he finds fulfillment. The song is all he needs, and he drinks in his fill of it. Though the song never ends, he hears his companions pleading for him to return to their company. To his surprise, when at last he rises and stretches his hands, he splinters mighty planks of wood. He has been sitting in perfect stillness next to the river for a hundred years. The acorn had grown around him into an oak tree, completely enclosing him. His friend Lothlo tells him, “We thought the humans had killed you.” “Not yet, friend,” says Gwidan. He looks at the tree with regret; he did not mean to kill it. He uses the wood of that tree to make his longbow.

      All the Aelfae’s thoughts are tangled together, tugging her from the memories of one after another. Now Gwidan’s thoughts have led her to Lothlo, a tanned and golden-haired stud with a smith’s muscles. Lothlo wore leather, set with bangles of gold:

      He scrapes sparkling rocks from deep places in the earth and takes them back to his kiln, where he stokes fires to unbelievable temperatures, tempting the metal to slither liquidly away from the slag. He pays no heed to the kiln’s heat inflaming his skin with a rash until a soft hand cools his back with a damp cloth. He looks up; Yastara, with long black hair, gowned in fluid blue linen, stands behind him. She touches her lips to his shoulder then withdraws, asking nothing else but to plant a healing kiss. They say no words of love to one another. They don’t need to. A smile blooms on his face as he turns back to his work.

      Yastara, the beauty Lothlo loved so deeply, still wore a long blue gown made of the same translucent material as Dindi’s white dress, the one she and Umbral had found in the abandoned Aelfae stronghold. Yastara’s memory was the softest of all, but also touched by a current of fear:

      Yastara swims in a lake by the shore where Lothlo bends over his kiln. She floats on her back in the water, at peace with the world. She touches her belly. The swell is so gentle. No one suspects her secret. Yet at night, nightmare fae find her, warning her of a black figure with a skull mask. If Death finds her child, the babe will be Cursed with mortality. That must never happen, vows Yastara. She and Lothlo have paid so high a price already to conceive this child. The baby must live.

      The baby had lived. Her name was Kia. But though she seemed to have escaped the Curse, a shadow touched her nonetheless:

      Kia is crying. The other Aelfae children are so mean. They have the cruelest nickname for her, a taunt that always makes her ears burn and her heart clench. Kia knows she has six Chromas, but her magic is strangely stunted, twisted in on itself. Today the children of the Aelfae clanhold play a favorite game: Become An Animal. Each child takes a turn to choose an animal to be, and all the other children change into that animal too, until the next child’s turn. Kia tries so hard, but she can’t do it. She never can. She can’t make herself wings, either. She can’t fly. The others laugh so hard when she can’t become a deer or a dog or even a mouse. They call her that horrible, horrible slur again: “Human!” She hides her hurt, pretending to laugh too, as if the joke were not at her expense. Only as night falls, and she knows no one will hear, does she weep into her bedroll, wondering what is wrong with her. Her mother and father tell her she isn’t Cursed. It sure feels like she is. Somehow, she thinks, humans did this to me. She hates humans more than anything.

      Kia’s concern touched back on her parents, Yastara and Lothlo, whose friendship with Gwidan and Hest brought their thoughts back in, until there were so many memories trying to enter Dindi’s mind at the same time, it choked her. The memory visions overlapped, too many and too rapid for her to understand them any more, but they hove heavier and heavier on her mind, like a blanket smothering her, stealing the air, closing her throat. She could not breathe, or she breathed too fast. She hyperventilated. Dindi collapsed on the floor, hands to her throat, gasping like a grounded fish.

      Umbral

      Aelfae!

      Umbral’s nerves hissed danger.  At the same time, so much power, so close, tempted him almost impossibly. Fighting the urge to rush forward and start drinking in all that power, was like trying to brace himself against an avalanche. He had to pull away and physically anchor himself on a stalagmite—literally wrap his hands around the cone of rock—to stop himself from revealing himself as Deathsworn by trying to steal the Aelfae’s light.

      A groan rose deep in his chest and he muffled it against the rock. He let himself siphon just a little of the Aelfae’s power, just a trickle, just enough to dull his hunger and allow him to suppress his need for more. Even that tiny amount felt like a huge cascade of power. The Obsidian Mask felt heavier than it usually did, but his Penumbra throbbed with strength, and he bore the extra weight easily.

      Would the Obsidian Mask deceive the Aelfae? If it did not, and he showed himself to them, they would fall upon him and slay him where he stood. He didn’t delude himself that he could defeat six Aelfae warriors at the height of their power, flush with new life from their resurrection.

      Waiting for them to discover him was no better. He must know if he would need to fight, or flee, or if he could trick them. Only when he was sure he could control himself did he look again at the Aelfae. He stepped out from behind the stalagmite.

      Dindi glowed just like one of them. Seemed to merge with them almost.

      What had he expected? She was one of them—as close to Aelfae as still lived in Faearth.

      What if she allied herself with them against him? What would it avail him for the Obsidian Mask to deceive the Aelfae if Dindi denounced him?

      No one had noticed him. If he fled the cave now, though they would surely chase him, he might still have a chance of escaping. He would warn Obsidian Mountain. They would have time to prepare for this new threat. In the meantime, the Aelfae would meet up with their old comrade, the Bone Whistler, and their power would only grow. Umbral had no idea how the Bone Whistler planned to destroy humanity or how close he was to achieving his goal.

      Dindi fell to the floor, gasping. She wasn’t melding with the Aelfae at all. They were smothering her.

      Umbral stepped forward, prepared to fight all six immortals if he had to. If those fae muckers planned to hurt Dindi, they’d have to go through him first.

      Dindi

      Abruptly, the blanket of visions pulled away. Air rushed back to her. Dindi drew a slow, deep breath. Air had never tasted so good, not even her first breath after she’d almost drowned in the river when Kavio had saved her.

      A hand touched her forehead, soft, kind.

      “Shield yourself like this, little one,” said the woman.

      It was the final Aelfae. She had thick, dark hair braided with flowers and deep set eyes, vivid with compassion. Dindi recognized her from the memories of the other five. Her name was Mrigana.

      It occurred to Dindi that she had seen visions of all the Aelfae except one. Nothing from Mrigana.

      “Better?” Mrigana asked.

      Dindi nodded.

      Now that Dindi wasn’t submerged in the overwhelming auras of the Aelfae, she caught snatches of their voices embroiled in a worried, hurried debate.

      “Did the spell work?

      “The spell must have worked! We have awakened in the future.”

      “How do we know this is the future?”

      “Everything is different.”

      “There are a thousand ways the spell could have gone wrong. We must be sure.”

      “We need to find out where we are and what’s happened since our time.”

      “But first,” – fast as lightning Kia streaked in front of Dindi, grabbed her by the neck and shoved her up against the wall. “Who are you? If you are human, I will snap your head off.”

      “I’m…I’m Aelfae,” Dindi gasped. She could still taste Kia’s visceral hate for humans, stewed in the need to prove she was better than mere mortals. This didn’t seem the ideal time for Dindi to try to explain her mixed heritage. It wasn’t easy for her to speak with Kia’s fingers closed around her throat, so her words came out like a croak.

      “I’m…Mayara’s daughter…from Swan Lake in the Corn Hills.”

      “A colony of Aelfae did once dwell there,” Mrigana said mildly.

      Kia dropped the girl to the ground. “If you’re Aelfae, prove it. Show me your wings.”

      “I’m not…very good at it.”

      “Show me your wings or I’ll kill you.”

      Dindi shut her eyes. After a moment, two small, pathetically tiny butterfly wings popped out of her back. She could never have flown on them, but wings they were.

      “Very well,” Kia said grudgingly. “You’re Aelfae, I suppose. But those are the most pathetic excuse for wings I’ve ever seen. Why haven’t your parents taught you to fly?”

      Umbral stepped out of the shadow of a stalagmite. Dindi had been so overpowered by the Aelfae she had almost forgotten him. She wondered if he had also been flooded by visions of the Aelfae. If so, he showed no sign of discomfort. Despite the fact that the Aelfae had no more bitter enemies than the Deathsworn, he exuded confidence.

      “The few Aelfae who remain in Faearth live in hiding,” Umbral said. “She is our kin and ally. Treat her as such.”

      Umbral had not spoken until now. The effect of his words on the Aelfae was startling. They all nodded as if his word were final. No one questioned his command.

      Dindi was astounded until one of the Aelfae males,the man called Hest, asked respectfully, “Xerpen, where is Vessia?”

      “And why are you dressed like a human?” asked Lothlo.

      “I like the white-on-white,” said Gwidan. “Very chic.”

      Once again, the powerful minds of the Aelfae bled into Dindi’s own aura. Though it wasn’t as overpowering as before, for a moment, her own view of Umbral shifted to what they saw:

      A handsome platinum blond man with ice blue eyes and pale skin, dressed all in white—white leather legwals, white vest, white fur cape—whose masculinity was painfully, almost cruelly, perfect. She blinked and once again saw Umbral as she had before, with Kavio’s features (which compared to the other, she now saw were rough, imperfect), dressed in Deathsworn black.

      The Obsidian Mask deceived even the Rainbow Fae. When the Aelfae looked at Umbral, they saw black as white. They saw Umbral as Xerpen.

      Finnadro

      Finnadro would never get used to riding a giant bird through the sky. It wasn’t all that useful either, as far as he was concerned. All he could see from this height were evergreens scattered over the mountain, like stubble on a pale chin. Where the trees were close together, he could see nothing of the ground beneath them, even if his eyesight had been keen enough to spot tracks in the snow from so high. I would rather run under the tree cover than fly over it.

      Amdra sat in front of him. She wanted to return to her tribehold at once, to report on their fight with the Deathsworn to her War Chief. Finnadro wanted to look for survivors. Many of his people—wildlings, but still his people—had died trying to take down the Deathsworn, including, possibly, his childhood friend Fox. How much did Amdra care if the Deathsworn had swatted Fox aside like a rock rat, casually bashing her skull against the canyon wall? Not at all. But Finnadro needed to look for Fox, in case she was injured; or honor her remains, in case of the worst.

      So what would sway Amdra?

      “We must have proof that the Deathsworn is dead,” he said.

      “He drowned in the ice river.”

      “I’m not sure that would kill him.”

      She did not answer, but the giant hawk circled around and swept through the canyon one more time.

      Finnadro scanned the landscape. Everything looked so strange from above. Orange striped humps of rock, crisped with snow, rippled out in either direction from the gash in the land cut by the river. The river too was edged in ice. Ice trolls had broken it up, releasing the torrent that had submerged both the Deathsworn and his victim, the girl he’d taken captive. There was no sign of either of them.

      Finnadro saw a smear of blood against the canyon wall.

      “Land there!” he shouted.

      Again, Amdra said nothing but must have given a silent command to her winged slave, for the hawk alighted in the canyon on the frozen riverbank.

      Finnadro jumped down, secretly relieved to be on solid ground. Amdra stayed on her mount while he examined the tracks and blood. The snow and mud had been turned to slush by the battle here. Finnadro touched the dark smear on the rock.

      “Is that his blood?” Amdra called from the bird.

      No. It was Fox’s blood. Her body, however, had been removed. From the traces in the snow, he surmised she’d first been dragged away, then lifted, carried. He could not tell if she’d survived, or if one of the other wildlings had simply wanted to honor her in death—the same instinct he’d had.

      He looked up at Amdra. “Give me tonight. I will scour both sides of the river and make sure that he did not survive.”

      “You’ve been going since dawn. Don’t you need sleep?”

      “No.”

      Fox would have chided him; Finnadro had already driven himself to collapse once by going too long without food and sleep. But Fox was not here, and deeds needed doing. He added dryly, “There will be time to sleep when I’m dead.”

      “Be careful,” Amdra said. “Or that could be sooner than we’d all want. Hawk and I will return for you before moonset. Don’t think you get out of meeting the Great One. He’s requested your presence at the Paxota, and it begins at dawn tomorrow.”

      That would not give Finnadro as long as he would have liked, only a sliver of the night, but he shrugged, accepting it. He had never wanted this alliance with Orange Canyon, his enemy, in the first place. But the Green Lady had requested it, and he was hers, song and soul.

      However, the moon crossed the sky more quickly than seemed possible, and his search turned up no tracks, no signs along the river, nothing. Perhaps the Henchman of Lady Death had indeed drowned. He cursed and bit the inside of his mouth, tasting blood and disappointment. He had been looking forward to inflicting a more personal justice, but it was not just revenge he wanted. He wanted answers. He wanted to look the monster in the eye and ask, Why?

      A cloud of green sparkles shimmered in the air. The Green Lady solidified in front of him.

      Finnadro took her hands and kissed them. “My Lady, I am still searching for the Deathsworn…”

      “The Day is almost here.” She smiled brilliantly at him. “Our brothers and sisters will return to dance with us very soon.”

      “My Lady?” he asked, confused.

      “You must watch my sister, the White Lady. Keep her safe over the next three days, Finnadro.”

      “Of course, but the Deathsworn…”

      “He doesn’t matter any more. There is nothing Lady Death can do now to stop the Day.” Wistfulness tainted her smile. “It seems my sister’s plan was best after all. And now I must play my part.”

      Finnadro felt a foreboding.

      “What part is that, my Lady?”

      She only smiled at him, shining with a thousand shades of spring, flowers budding in her tousled hair, as exquisite and mysterious and maddening as ever.

      “I will join you in Cliffedge, if I am permitted, Finnadro.”

      “Who could forbid you, my Lady? Tell me who would dare, and I will slay him.”

      “Ah, my sweet champion. Cliffedge is not one of the Seven Sacred Places. It is the demesne of my sister, the Orange Lady. Our war is older than your race. Yet I believe even she must put aside our feud for this greater good. I will forgive her hurts against me, and gladly, to hasten the Day. I am sure she will do likewise.”

      She kept repeating the phrase ‘the Day’ with particular emphasis. At first he thought she meant the approaching dawn, but he now suspected she had in mind something more profound.

      “What happens on ‘the Day,’ my Lady?”

      “Finnadro, on the Day, the Wound in the World will be cured.”

      Vessia

      Wind whistled around Vessia as she emerged from the house of the Great Loom behind Xerpen. It was night, though a smudge of light on the mountains to the east insinuated dawn. She paused to examine her surroundings. Xerpen said she had been here, physically, for some time; but as far as she could remember she had not been to Cliffedge since the days it had been occupied by Aelfae. After humans had taken over the spot and built a tribehold here, they had excluded all High Fae except the Orange Vyfae and their lesser avian ilk. The Vyfae were not the friendly sort. Their main interest in other fae was as prey.

      The house of the Great Loom was the only building that still stood from the days long ago when Vessia had visited the Aelfae here. The humans had added many new structures, stone houses made from thin wedges of slate, topped with thatch. A few houses were on the mountaintop where she and Xerpen stood, but most of the buildings were on the other summit. The Bridge of One Thread still connected the West and East peaks, as it had for untold ages.

      On the far side of the mountain, a ribbon of humans curled up a trail, single file, to the settlement. There appeared to be hundreds, even thousands of them. They were wrapped in wool, fleece, and feathery finery, as if for a festival.

      “By the Lost Wheel,” she muttered, “They breed like rabbits. How many are there?”

      He laughed. “That’s not even all the humans in this tribe, Vessia. As many clans of the Orange Canyon tribe as can make the pilgrimage come to the tribehold for the Paxota. Many others simply offer their sacrifices in their own places and the Raptors collect them. There will be nigh on three thousand of them gathered here over the next three days. Most of them will pitch their tents on that slope over there” – he pointed to the far western side, where the incline was gentlest, which is to say, steep but not entirely perpendicular like the rest of the sheer drop around the summit – “as only the Tavaedies are allowed to dwell inside the tribehold itself. During the dances, everyone will gather in the Plaza of the Eagle…that yard there…” —he pointed now to a rectangular space surrounded by stone walls on two sides and stone lodges on the other edges— “to watch the tama.”

      “There are no humans allowed on this side,” added Xerpen. “Except as sacrifices.”

      “Good, I’d rather not deal with humans.”

      “We must, I fear.” He took her hand. “Don’t worry, Vessia. They can’t hurt you as long as you are with me.”

      Vessia raised her brows. “Don’t presume I fear them. They disgust me—that’s all.”

      “Of course, but we must mingle with them, for the time being.” He chuckled, that low, sexy laugh she remembered well from their centuries together. “I’m their War Chief, you see, and it comes with the role.”

      “You, the War Chief of a human tribe? It’s insane.”

      “I’ve become rather used to it.”

      Still holding her hand, as if he feared she might fly away, he drew her to the edge of the cliff, to the Bridge of One Thread. He described the Paxota, a three-day human festival, which he planned to use for his own purposes; and explained the eclipse and the dance he would need her to perform while he worked his own spell through the Loom.

      “Timing is everything,” he said. “It must be perfect, or things will go…badly.”

      “I can’t do that dance alone,” she protested.

      “Others will be here soon. You’ll have seven.”

      There were other questions she would have asked, but at that moment she looked down into the arroyo between the two peaks and saw utter black.

      The churning cloud of darkness filled her with a feeling she seldom experienced: terror.

      “Xerpen, what is it?”

      “The Black Well,” he said quietly.

      “But what is it?”

      “Death.”

      She squeezed his hand. “Here?”

      “Not all of it, but a wisp of it, yes. I’ve summoned it here, to this place, so I can banish it. But it’s powerful, Vessia, and you can see… it’s growing. I…” He scowled. “I do not have complete control over it yet. But the Paxota will consolidate my power. As I said, timing is everything.”

      They crossed the Bridge of One Thread, which she saw as a slender shimmering rainbow, though it was no larger than a single strand of a spider’s web, to the side where the growing crowd of humans awaited them.

      Umbral

      “We are in the caverns beneath Cliffedge,” said Umbral, “which is now the Orange Canyon tribehold. The humans there are my allies. I will take you there.”

      “Human allies!” Kia looked outraged; then she burst into laughter. “Very funny, Xerpen!”

      Yastara shrugged. “Is it so strange? The Imorvae have Aelfae ancestors. They are not as unfriendly to us as the others.”

      It was tempting to let them believe that, but Umbral thought his lie would be stronger the more truth he wove into it, so he corrected Yastara.

      “The Tavaedies of Orange Canyon are all Morvae. They do not tolerate Imorvae, except as birds that they ride, called Raptors. When they catch these poor Imorvae shapeshifters, they enslave them.”

      “Humans are all the same,” said Hest. His tail lashed. “Beasts!”

      “I quite agree,” Umbral said smoothly. “They don’t know I am Aelfae, obviously. You must trust me. We need to get into the tribehold. Vessia is there also.”

      “How is it that you have human allies, Xerpen?” asked Gwidan. “How is it you know so much more than we about the world of the future?”

      “I’ve been awake longer than the rest of you,” said Umbral. “As has Vessia.”

      The Aelfae pondered this. Their expressions were mulish. He wondered if the Obsidian Mask would fail him.

      Or if Dindi would betray him.

      This would be the time she would denounce him, surely. She could tell the Aelfae he was not Xerpen. They were suspicious enough that they would believe her.

      He met her eyes. He knew at once: she would not betray him. A strange emotion passed between them. Something almost like trust.

      That was impossible of course. They were still enemies. They did not dare trust one another, but for the time being, they both had a common enemy in the Bone Whistler. They had a truce. It was as fragile as a single thread, but it bridged the chasm between them.

      “There is a secret passage through these caverns which leads to the House of the Great Loom, on top of the mountain,” said one of the Aelfae. She had spring flowers in her dark hair, fragrant lilacs, which were strange and wonderful to smell in the dead of winter. “I remember it, Xerpen. Unless you would rather lead us.”

      “Take the lead, please, I don’t mind,” said Umbral, graciously, as if doing her a favor. In fact, he had no idea how to find his way through these caverns. He wondered if Kavio knew, but the memory of the man he had killed, which sometimes sounded like a voice in his head, was silent.

      They formed a single file line that wove through the weird garden of stone grown over ten thousand years in the belly of the mountain. Umbral had been in many kivas and tunnels and mazes dug into the heart of rock and earth, but those had been fashioned by human hands, or sometimes, by Aelfae. Caves were different. Caves were strange, dangerous places where neither floors nor ceilings stayed flat or parallel; where sudden narrows, abrupt drops, impassable channels gurgling with water or burning with inexplicable heat foiled one’s passage.

      Not even the air could be trusted. Several times during the twists and turns, the ups and downs (though mostly ups), the Aelfae guiding the group paused. The air smelled strange and she urged them, “Back away, there is a foulness here.”

      Darkness seethed and skittered in those stinking places—Deathsworn magic—but not from the Deathsworn he served, he would swear to it. It was more of the stolen magic he had encountered before.

      It was spreading. He wondered how many other befouled crevices in Faearth now harbored snaking wisps of uncontrolled death.

      Traveling through the dark with Aelfae did have one advantage. They needed no torches. They each glowed enough to illuminate the passages. At times, the travellers passed through corridors of sparkling crystal. The rainbow light emitted by the Aelfae reflected in these crystals and was magnified a thousand times, throwing up dancing rainbows everywhere. Dindi gasped at the sight. Umbral took her hand, squeezed; and she squeezed back.

      The nature of caves was such to frustrate any easy passage. After hours of patient threading of the passages, the end of their journey was still far off, according to their guide. So when they found a space with water dripping off the stalactites, wide enough for them to all stand and stretch, they agreed to stop and rest.

      No one had spoken much during the spelunking, except to offer one another practical advice, such as, “A little to the left,” “Here, take my hand, I’ll help you over that,” and, “Watch the ledge on the right, there’s a chimney.” They all, apparently, had enough experience with caves to know to concentrate on the dangers. Dindi had proven the least experienced, which confirmed the Aelfae’s wariness of her, but they did not argue she should be left behind, even when they all had to slow for her to find her way through a hard place. One thing in her favor was that she glowed a little herself, though not nearly so brightly as the other Aelfae.

      The Aelfae used the “rest” period to stretch and a few even began to dance spontaneously with one another. They laughed easily. Like children. Like…fae. Though the guide with flowers in her hair did not frolic with them. Neither did Dindi or Umbral.

      He wove a subtle lace of silence between himself and the Aelfae, to ensure privacy, then sought Dindi. She sat alone, hugging her knees, watching the Aelfae wistfully, until Umbral crouched beside her.

      “How are you doing?”

      “Fine,” she said automatically. Then she paused to consider the question. “Tired. The dark kind of …eats at you, doesn’t it? Not all of it, but… You know the places I mean.”

      “I do.”

      She rubbed her eyes. “Umbral, what are we doing? Why do you want them to think you are the Bone Whistler? Why do you want to take them to the Orange Canyon tribehold, where we know the real Bone Whistler is waiting? Isn’t that the place we should want to avoid most of all?”

      “Three reasons,” he said. He brushed the floor, and his fingers played over a scattering of white pebbles there. He idly placed the small pebbles in a pile as he spoke, one for each point. “One, we need to find out what his plans are. Two, we need to find out whether the White Lady is allied with him or not. Three, we need to kill him.”

      Dindi placed pebbles in another pile, next to his. “One, we may find out his plan by bringing him the very allies he needs to complete it. Two, even if the White Lady is his prisoner, how can we free her, the two of us alone? Three, what if she is working with him? Will you kill her in cold blood? And what about these Aelfae? Will you kill them too? I don’t know how they were brought back to life. It may have been at a terrible cost, but they are alive now. You can’t just murder them.”

      “Dindi, I may have to.”

      “And then you’ll kill me too!” Her voice rose, and she quickly looked around to see if anyone had heard. Umbral had taken care of that with his shield of silence, but he worried that the Aelfae might be suspicious if they saw Dindi apparently yelling without sound. However, the Aelfae were so sufficiently pleased with their own company that they had not noticed.

      “That’s your solution to everything, isn’t it?” Dindi said more softly. “Death, death, death. But have you stopped to consider maybe that’s not the best way to fight Xerpen’s hexery—which is clearly Death magic?”

      “Is it Death magic, though?” he asked. It was not a rhetorical question, but one that had been troubling him for a long time now. “It’s akin to Deathsworn magic, but there’s something inverted about it. Deathsworn magic does not bring the dead back to life—that would miss the point, wouldn’t it?”

      Dindi’s expression was unfathomable. Perhaps she was wishing she could bring the dead back to life. Umbral shifted uncomfortably.

      “Can I ask you something, Dindi? You don’t have to answer.”

      She nodded warily.

      “When you were…” Muck it all, this shouldn’t be hard. Euphemisms came to mind, softened phrases to make himself sound better, but he rejected them and said harshly, “…running away from me, fleeing up the Ice Snake. Why didn’t you fly? You could have escaped. You wouldn’t have nearly drowned. You know I wouldn’t have been able to follow you.”

      She looked astonished, then grimaced. “Uh. Good question. I doubt it would have worked. You saw me try to manifest wings earlier. As Kia said, it was pathetic. But to be honest, it never even occurred to me to try.”

      “Maybe that’s the problem.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You think of yourself as human. But to fly you need to think of yourself as…more.”

      “It’s not that easy.”

      “You carried both of us to safety once. If you did it once, you can do it again.”

      “You try it, if it’s so easy.”

      “I don’t have Aelfae blood.”

      She turned to him with an odd light in her eyes. “Are you sure?”

      “Don’t be absurd.”

      “You have six…what-do-you-call-thems…your shadow Chromas…”

      “Penumbras.”

      “Because you once had six Chromas, correct?”

      Umbral realized where this was going and unease coiled around inside his gut.

      “You must have. That’s why you had to be the one to kill Kavio. That’s why you had to be the one sent to kill me. Because you also…”

      “Enough!”

      He glared at her, and she fell silent without completing the sentence; but he could not unthink the thought she had planted. He remembered breathing underwater in his fight with the undead Aelfae. He had drawn on Kavio’s memory, but how had his body manifested the ability?

      Dindi touched the three stones in the parallel piles. “I guess our Thinking Stones are evenly matched.”

      Kavio’s Thinking Stones. Once, the realization that he had been borrowing from Kavio’s memories would have annoyed Umbral. Now…he had too many real fears to worry about trivia. Or maybe he and Kavio had made their peace. The voice was still strangely silent.

      Umbral added another pebble to ‘his’ pile. “If we turn around now, the Aelfae will know something is wrong, discover we’re really human, and kill us.”

      Vio (Three Moons Ago to Present)

      The subterranean hall, fashioned from slabs of black basalt, slithered from dark to dark like the gullet of a black snake. Few sky holes or hearth fires ventilated this section of the maze under the tribehold. In the Bone Whistler’s day, these cells housed mariahs waiting to be sacrificed. It had groaned with bodies. Now it was empty except for one captive.

      The chamber where Zumo had imprisoned Vessia, and where Zumo had himself been imprisoned, was not actually a slave pit; it had once been a sleeping room for the warriors who guarded the mariahs. It had a skylight and lavish furnishings and was not as dank as lower cells, which seeped with water during the flood season. Vio had allowed Zumo the same luxuries that Zumo had allowed Vessia. But no more.

      Ten warriors guarded the door at all times. Instead of the usual leather door apron, it was blocked with a cage-like slab of criss-crossed wood beams. The warriors parted for Vio when he arrived and slid aside the wooden blockade.

      Zumo heard the commotion and stood at attention in the center of the room by the time Vio entered.

      The boy swallowed hard. “Uncle Vio.”

      Looking at him, Vio remembered the gangly toddler he had once been, totting about with Kavio when they were both babes. They had loved to swing sticks like spears, shouting: Ya! Ya!

      “You asked to see me, nephew?” Vio asked coolly.

      “I didn’t kill Kavio.”

      Vio turned to leave. “Tell your lies at the trial.”

      “He could have killed me after the War of the Bears and Sharks. He spared my life. Do you think I would kill someone to whom I owed a liftdebt? Am I such scum in your eyes, Uncle?”

      “Yes.”

      “Even the Bone Whistler himself would not have betrayed a lifedebt.”

      “You obviously didn’t know the Bone Whistler.”

      Zumo kicked the rug in frustration, and Vio left. The guards replaced the wooden blockade behind him.

      Over the next several moons, Vio pushed to hold the trial, while Nangi pushed to delay it. He knew she was desperately seeking votes for mercy in the Society of Societies. As it was, most of the Tavaedies believed Zumo guilty. He was the only one with the ability, aspiration, and chance to have killed Kavio. That Kavio was dead was accepted, since otherwise he would have returned or sent word. Nangi, however, insisted there could be no trial without a body. Vio retorted that the body had most likely been burned, or buried, or even sent to Obsidian Mountain in all honor. How would any of them know? The wrangling continued. Zumo rotted in his cave in the meantime.

      Vio sent word to his wife to return to the Labyrinth, but she was set on her scheme to find the Vaedi, bride for a dead son, madness he chalked up to grief.

      Shortly after Midwinter, Rainbow Labyrinth clanholds in the mountains reported that the skies in the direction of the Hidden Woods had turned black during the day. Winds brought the stink of ash. The whole forest was burning.

      Vio sent messengers, but they could not get through. Attacks by Orange Canyon warriors turned them back.

      Finally, a messenger from the Hidden Forest arrived with terrible news.

      Vio stalked back down into the dark coils of the maze to Zumo’s cell.

      Zumo was paler and thinner but otherwise no worse for his incarceration. It was early morning, and the boy was still on his pallet in the stone niche dug from the wall when Vio barreled in and lifted him by the throat.

      “I was going to give you a trial,” Vio said. “You just lost that right. Now you are a hostage.”

      Zumo’s eyes bugged. “Let me guess. My sister holds your wife captive.”

      Vio released the boy. Perhaps it was more of a shove. Zumo landed hard on his hands and knees, but he scrambled to his feet.

      “That’s right,” said Vio. “In Orange Canyon tribelands. I am going to Cliffedge now to ask them nicely to return her. A hundred septs of men are going to ask with me. And anything they do to her, I will do to you, below the walls of Cliffedge, where all can hear your screams.”

      “That…will start a war,” Zumo said carefully.

      “I’ve been known to do that once or twice.”

      “They won’t trade her for me.”

      Vio stepped close enough that he could feel Zumo’s shallow pants of fright. Vio took Zumo’s hand and drew a circle around his wrist.

      “Did your father ever mention that we used to torture people for the Bone Whistler? I will start by cutting off your left hand, right along here. I will send them that. If they delay, I will make the next cut at the elbow. I will keep going until they mucking return my wife!”

      He shouted the last words in sudden rage that made Zumo throw up his free arm and cringe.

      “Uncle Vio.” Zumo quavered but squared his shoulders. “They won’t trade her for me. My mother puts no more stock in me becoming War Chief than you. There’s someone else who is far more of a threat to your position here.”

      “Who?”

      “You know him quite well, I think.”

      Vio cussed.

      “If you are useless as a hostage, I may as well kill you right now.”

      “Don’t you think I know that? So why would I lie about this when it puts my life more at risk? When I heard that Aunt Vessia planned to travel to the Hidden Forest, I knew she would be in danger from my sister and her Orange Canyon allies. That is why I kept Aunt Vessia here. Yes, it was by force, but it was to protect her. I tried to tell her that, but she wouldn’t believe me.”

      “Did you tell her who you were trying to protect her from?”

      “No.”

      “Why not, if you were so keen to have her believe you? Or better yet, why not come to me, and let me protect my own wife from this danger?”

      “Because it was my sister.”

      Vio snorted.

      “Let me come with you to Cliffedge,” Zumo dared. “Not as your hostage, but as the leader of septs of Morvae. The two of us, in a show of unity, both asking for the return of the White Lady from outtribers.”

      “It is not a bad plan,” Vio admitted grudgingly. “Very well, nephew. You may ride by my side rather than tied up dragging behind my horse. But understand this. Though you may look and act the part of a War Leader to all the rest, between us, we both know the truth. You are still my hostage. If anything happens to Vessia, you will be the first to pay her deathdebt. You will not be the last.”

      Dindi

      The exhausting journey through the phantasmagorical underworld threatened to be too much for her. She was hungry, thirsty, and queasy from the foul magic hiding in the dark. Dindi was keenly aware of the pity of the Aelfae, which in Kia’s case, strengthened to open contempt. None of the Aelfae had paused to eat, and they drank the stale cave water without apparent distress.

      Umbral helped Dindi, although that was a mixed blessing. His own magic amplified the knots of darkness they kept passing in the off-passages of the cave, places where the air turned to poison that made them all, even the Aelfae, cough and choke. Umbral could not help that his own magic echoed the evil that had been awakened in the caves.

      She learned that Umbral had not shared her visions of the Aelfae. He did not know their names, though he faked his role as ‘Xerpen’ so smoothly that even Dindi could have sworn he had known them all for centuries. During rests, she whispered their names to him. Their silent guide with flowers in her hair was Mrigana, the Aelfae who had helped Dindi shield herself from the light of the others. It was funny that the Aelfae could hurt her with too much light, and Umbral hurt her with too much dark. Too bad she couldn’t use a ‘shield,’ such as the one Mrigana had woven to protect her from the Aelfae’s Chromas, to protect herself from Umbral’s Penumbra. Unfortunately, Mrigana’s deft spell, accomplished without even a tama, just a few fingers dancing in the air, was well beyond anything Dindi knew how to do.

      Finally, real sunlight poured through a hole high in one of the chimneys they were climbing like a ladder. Mrigana said it wasn’t the egress they would be using, but it meant they were close to the floor door of the House of the Great Loom. At the top of the chimney, they all took one last rest.

      Umbral touched Dindi’s arm.

      “I need to know if you are on my side, Dindi. I know, after everything I have done to you, that it’s a great deal to ask. I give you my word of honor—if you will aide me in this, I will not only spare your life, but I will dedicate whatever remains of mine to seeing that no one else ever tries to hurt you. But if you betray me…. If you help the Bone Whistler….” He shook his head. “Will you help me kill our common enemy?”

      Dindi took a deep breath. Kill the Bone Whistler? Vio the Maze Zavaedi and Vessia the White Lady, the two most powerful Zavaedies in Faearth, had tried that and failed. How could she and Umbral possibly succeed?

      How could they possibly not try?

      She put her hand on his. “But the Aelfae I will not help you kill—unless they attack first, giving us no choice.”

      Now Umbral hesitated. She knew he thought the Aelfae were almost as dangerous to Faearth as the Bone Whistler. At last, he nodded.

      “Agreed. I will not expect you to raise a weapon against your faery kin.”

      She noticed he didn’t promise he wouldn’t raise a weapon against them. Still, this alliance was more than she had ever dreamed would be possible back when Umbral had her tied to a Deathsworn stone with his dagger over her throat.

      “I so pledge on my honor and the honor of my clan and tribe and ancestors,” she said.

      “I so pledge,” said Umbral.

      Umbral

      Umbral inhaled fresh air. We must be near the top. After working their way up through another rough chimney, jagged and pitch-black, except for the luminance of the Aelfae themselves, the climbers emerged into a much smoother cavern. Instead of a natural cave, this area had been deliberately hollowed out of the stone. The round room led to a twisting spiral lined with steps of slate. Though steep and narrow (they still had to go single file), this path was far easier to navigate than the raw caverns below. He told the dark-haired Aelfae, who had guided them until now, that he would take the lead. She accepted this as if it were natural.

      The stone stairwell must have been fashioned by Aelfae. Not only was it palpably ancient, but Umbral knew of no human tools which could have dug so deeply and cleanly into the solid rock of the mountain. A breeze from above promised the exit was near.

      However, the breeze, it turned out, had entered through a window of sorts, a yawn in the stone that was clearly not a viable door. The crack did allow Umbral to peek outside. The sky was still dark, though not with deep night, just the lesser gloom of predawn. The snowy mountains in the range already glowed subtly, preparing to burst into pink and white in the full sun, but for now they remained silvery with mist.

      Strange shapes swung between the window and the distant mountains. Odd silhouettes. He frowned, trying to make sense of the pendulous shapes. Too mobile to be rock, too solid to be birds, swinging like loom weights….

      They were cages.

      The mountain did not taper at the top. Instead, it jutted out like a chin, forming an outcrop over the cliff. From this outcrop hung a dozen huge cages suspended on thick ropes. Each cage held a dozen human wretches.

      Umbral, in his guise as Xerpen, was at the head of the climbers. Dindi arrived next. Umbral pointed out the hole in the rock, toward the cages, with a finger over his lips. She gasped, horror reflected in her beautiful face, but she heeded his warning to keep silent. He left the window behind, following the steps ever up. He listened for chatter in the stairwell, but none of the Aelfae commented on the cages as they passed the window. Grimly, he kept climbing.

      Finally, Umbral arrived at another set of steps. These too, had been formed by slabs of slate, but they were worn smooth, as if they saw much more use than the deeper stair. The corridor was wider here, almost a room. He waited until Dindi and all the Aelfae ascended the stairs and pooled around him expectantly.

      “We are nearly there,” he said confidently, though this was just a guess. “You will stay here while I scout ahead.”

      They nodded, unquestioning. They trusted Xerpen. Only Dindi looked worried, but the Aelfae paid no attention to her. He ascended the last flight of steps with no echo of footsteps behind him.

      Correction…there was one set of footsteps behind him.

      “Dindi, I asked you to stay…” he began, turning around.

      Instead of Dindi, he faced the dark-haired Aelfae. What was her name? Dindi had told him…

      “Mrigana,” he said, trying to hide his annoyance.

      She held up a bow. “I brought this—it’s Gwidan’s bow—the original Singing Bow. You’ll need it.”

      “Thank you.” He wasn’t sure he trusted an Aelfae weapon. “I already have a bow and quiver.”

      “Your bow is not strong enough to give your arrow the reach it will need. Your arrow will not bring down your prey either. You should use mine. I’ve found it to be effective in these cases.”

      She handed him the bow and one arrow.

      He took both, to appease her, still trying to think of some pretext to send her away.

      “It would be better if you waited with the others. There might be humans above, and I should speak to them first.”

      Her lips quirked. “It’s not the humans I fear, Umbral.”

      Umbral froze.

      He realized for the first time that he could not sense her aura at all. The shield around her was even more profound than the spell protecting Dindi. Not only had he not seen it, he had not even seen that he not seen it. Only now that she had spoken his real name did a tiny crack appear in that veil. He could not see her Chromas, but he sensed the weight of power around her. The immensity of it overwhelmed him.

      “You will have only one shot,” Mrigana said smoothly. “If you miss, the other Aelfae will capture you. If you are lucky, Xerpen will kill you. If you are unlucky, he’ll do worse.”

      “You are not fooled by the Obsidian Mask.” His mouth was dry.

      “I made the Obsidian Mask.”

      “Mercy…” he breathed. He fell to his knees, dumbstruck by his blindness.  “My Lady, forgive me. I did not recognize you.”

      “That was the idea, Umbral. The others, of course, must never know… until I come for them, of course.” She grinned, not quite pleasantly. “Oh, do stand up.”

      He obeyed, though it felt wrong to do anything but grovel in her presence.

      “But how were you in the cocoon with the others for two generations…?”

      “I wasn’t. Mere slight of hand. I’m an accomplished liar.”

      She winked.

      Death is winking at me.

      Her playfulness was less reassuring than bone chilling.

      “With my power of artifice I wove the Obsidian Mask you wear. The mask still weaves its illusion around you, but remember, for every weapon of mine, they have the mirror.”

      He nodded. She meant the Looking Bowl, the mirror that revealed the truth behind all illusions. He could still hardly believe he stood in the presence of Lady Death. She had looked quite different the first time he had been ushered into her presence. He had never dreamed the Black Lady was an Aelfae, but, of course, it made sense—what else could she be but an immortal?

      “Surely you have more power than all of them,” he said slowly, while inside, his thoughts flapped wildly like a flock of spooked birds. Dindi, the lost Vaedi, was barely two dozen steps away from Lady Death. Dindi, whom he had been commanded to kill and had instead spared. Would Lady Death punish him when she discovered what he had done, or, rather, failed to do? Did she already know?

      She shook her head, mercurially somber. “You’ve seen the growing World Penumbra. The moon will eat the sun in three days, and Xerpen plans to make use of it, to turn my own power against me. Near him, I am myself eclipsed. My power wanes the closer we go to his stronghold.”

      “Then killing Xerpen is our first priority?”

      “Yes.”

      Umbral bowed his head to hide his relief. He’d made the right choice to make an alliance with the Vaedi to kill Xerpen. Surely his Lady would agree. So why did his heart thunder like a boy afraid of a beating from a crazy, drunk uncle?

      “I am an eye for humanity in the heart of the Aelfae,” Mrigana said. “But until now, I have been a blind eye. Xerpen, whose powers rival my own, has a spy on Obsidian Mountain. I have not dared visit my followers there in too many moons. But… we have met before, haven’t we?”

      What a strange question. “Yes, my Lady. You were…different.”

      She smiled wryly. The expression was endearing and surprisingly human. “I often am. But you knew your quest.”

      Umbral nodded, not trusting himself to speak.

      “Good,” she said. “Whatever happens, Xerpen must not get his grimy paws on her. I’ve already snatched the White Lady’s son from him…” she laughed, delighted with herself, “…and how Xerpen would rage if he knew how I arranged that right under the nose of his spy! Now we must keep him from using the Vaedi. She doesn’t know it yet, but she loves me. Fa! Maybe not yet, but she will.”

      An uncanny gleam burned in Mrigana’s dark eyes when she said those words… she loves me… and just for an eyeblink, her face shifted to something horrific…a putrid, rotting face dripping off a naked skull…. He shuddered, with terror, with love. Because he knew she was right. He didn’t know how or why it should be so. All he knew was that he loved her, too, more than his own life…more than Dindi’s life. Yes, Dindi will love you, yes, she must, she will have no more choice than I…. He shivered again, as if a part of him were screaming inside, trying to run from this love, but the rest of him ran toward it, even though it was an abyss with no bottom, and he knew he would fall into emptiness without end. Umbral’s last doubt that Mrigana was indeed Lady Death vanished. No matter how she demurred, she was powerful beyond his imagining.

      He had to tell her about the Vaedi.

      No, Umbral! cried a voice inside. Was it Kavio? The tendril sounded thin and weak compared to the dark knot of love binding him to his Lady, compelling him to tell her the truth, but the small voice was persistent. Umbral, you gave Dindi your word!

      I love Lady Death more. So will Dindi. Like me, she would gladly give her life to Lady Death. She would want this…

      After a struggle, Umbral formed a careful question. Each word felt like a rock pried out off his tongue.

      “My Lady… If we kill Xerpen…then he cannot use the Vaedi… and our purpose will be accomplished?”

      “Don’t underestimate Xerpen. You will have only one chance to kill him before the eclipse, which is in three days. He is most vulnerable when he is surrounded by people because he must remain masked. He dares not reveal his true identity or true power too soon. But the same is true for me. If you fail, I won’t be able to help you.”

      “I won’t disappoint you, my Lady.”

      “That would not be possible, Umbral.”

      Mrigana showed no sign of the decay now. She was all Aelfae: a moonless night, stars reflected on a black lake, a blossom of nightshade, poison kisses.  Darkness and beauty personified. There was an odd, almost human vulnerability about her too, which made him ache to protect her.

      She stood on her tiptoes to reach him—he was a head taller than she—and kissed him on the cheek. He felt a renewed wave of tenderness for her. Nothing romantic; it was a larger love than that, instinctive and raw, as old as stone and bone and blood.

      Below, footsteps clattered on the steps.

      “The others are getting impatient,” warned Mrigana. “Go.”

      Gripping the bow and the arrow, he dashed up the final steps to emerge at last into the open air just as the first rays of dawn warmed the east.

      Finnadro

      Finnadro had heard descriptions of the Orange Canyon tribehold, but never been there himself. He and Amdra rode on Hawk’s back. This meant Finnadro had the odd honor of circling down toward the tallest tribehold in Faearth from above. The immensity of the surrounding mountains made the settlement itself look tiny by comparison. The Song was extremely strong here, resounding from the sky, the sunrise glinting pink off the snowy slopes, the deep canyons that crisscrossed the peaks like ax cuts.

      The mountain was sometimes described as a goat’s foot, and now he could see why. The top was split into a larger, western side and a smaller, eastern mount. Both western and eastern parts were flattened on top, though still stepped. The two sides were connected by a single rope, the infamous Bridge of One Thread.

      As Hawk circled around the mountain, Finnadro saw something hanging from the overhang on the far western summit. Captives filled a dozen wooden cages that swung in the wind. These were no trapped birds but men and women whose tattered rags were green and brown. Fury filled him. These were his people, captured no doubt during the recent war and perhaps on other raids before that. He seethed with rage all over again and wished his Lady had done anything other than command him to forgive his enemies. How could he work with Orange Canyon when his own people were trapped like swallows in a hunter’s snare?

      They landed in the center of the settlement on the western mount in a rectangular plaza, long and narrow, recessed in three deep steps, surrounded by buildings and walls made of small, gray stones. The roofs were thatched over gables graven with the leering beaks of predatory birds. Carved spiders and wooden webs decorated the corners. The paint, weary from wind, showed black, orange, and white wherever it remained unchipped.

      Amdra and Finnadro slid off Hawk’s back. Hawk changed back to human form, knelt before Amdra, and let her tie a blindfold around his eyes and knot the leather ties between his gauntlets behind his back, so he stood as one bound and enslaved. Which he was, yet he was also of their own tribe, and Finnadro felt awkward standing free, with his dignity respected, while his enemy humiliated her own tribesman so casually. Again, he felt loathing for Orange Canyon rise in his gorge like acid.

      “Come,” said Amdra. “You can drink and refresh yourself before the Offering.”

      He followed her into the yard behind one of the stone buildings where he found a cistern. Amdra disappeared inside, but Hawk, still blindfolded, knelt in the yard. Finnadro washed his face. It was amazing how dusty one became from flying. He also drank. But it bothered him to see Hawk just kneeling there. He dipped the bowl into the cistern again and brought it to Hawk, holding it to his mouth.

      “Thirsty?”

      “Finnadro?” Hawk asked in surprise. Then he sounded suspicious. “What’s that?”

      “Just water.”

      Hawk accepted the drink. “Thank you.”

      When the bowl was empty, Finnadro set down beside the clay cistern.

      “I know you wonder why I didn’t take my freedom when you gave me the chance,” said Hawk.

      “I don’t wonder.”

      “Then you know about…?”

      A baby wailed inside the house.

      “Your son? Yes.”

      “You really are like her,” Hawk said wonderingly. “You can taste thoughts.”

      “I’m not like her. I taste emotions.”

      “Not much difference.”

      “It’s all the difference in the world. I can’t hurt people. I’d have to eat the same pain.”

      “But you kill if you have to.”

      “Exactly. If I have to.”

      Amdra ducked through the small door into the yard. She had changed into formal Zavaedi finery, with a bird mask and long feather cape over a dozen wool skirts, amber and orange and white and pumpkin, that reached below her knees and swirled around her like a tree’s autumn canopy. She had a ewe on a leash; it staggered after her, burdened by a swollen belly. In her arms, she carried a baby.

      “Hawk,” she said.

      “Please, Amdra. Don’t do it.”

      “Hawk!”

      Hawk slipped his wrists from the leather straps and removed his own blindfold. Finnadro raised his eyebrows. Now he felt foolish for offering the water.

      Hawk frowned at the pregnant sheep. “What is this? The offering must be a lamb.”

      “None of the ewes have dropped their lambs this year.”

      “None?”

      “A poor omen,” she agreed sourly. “Worse, we’ll have to tear the lamb out of her belly to make the offering, which will kill the mother too. Imagine all the families that must slay a ewe to sacrifice a lamb, and you will see that the herds will be dangerously thinned. But the Great One says the Paxota cannot be delayed.” Amdra handed Hawk both the baby and the ewe’s leash. “It’s your spawn. You make the Offering.”

      “You won’t even offer our son your blood as a shield?”

      “My blood won’t shield him. Trust me, he’s better off being offered by a worthless slave.”

      “Maybe.” But Hawk sounded angry.

      “I don’t understand,” said Finnadro. “Is the child in danger?”

      “It’s not your concern,” said Amdra. “Hawk knows his duty. You, Finnadro, will accompany me.”

      Finnadro did not like any of it. Sore with distrust, he followed his hostess, her slave, her baby, and her sheep up and down over winding stone steps. At a turn, they reached a precipitous drop. The next turn led down another stone path to another yard surrounded by walls and houses, until they reached the largest space yet, the Plaza of Eagles, which was filled with onlookers.

      At one end of the plaza was a large, flat stone, like a Deathsworn altar, but streaked orange and white, as if the rock had wept rust. The War Chief and his retinue of Eagle Lords, in feathered warbonnets, plus near a hundred foot warriors in ram’s horn helms, stood upon a wooden platform behind the altar. Seeing so many of his enemies assembled formally, Finnadro felt unease layered over the deeper strata of anger. These were the brutes who had reduced his own tribehold to rubble and set his beloved forests ablaze. Perhaps it had been instigated by the Deathsworn—indeed he did not doubt that—but Orange Canyon had supplied the hands and wings who fanned the flames. Even if he was commanded to forgive them, how could he trust them?

      The War Chief, known to Finnadro only by his bland Shining Name, the Great One, sat recessed from the plaza in a booth on an elevated dais, decorated in Raptor feathers as long as legs, which obscured him from casual stares. He kept one companion, a wisp of a woman. She was not masked, as far as Finnadro could tell, but it was impossible to discern her features, as her silhouette was eclipsed by the Great One’s massive robe and headdress.

      The Great One’s War Leader and strongest Zavaedi fighter, Harcho the Bone Breaker (who wielded a wicked knife to prove it) conducted the ritual. He wore the stoutest feathered war bonnet Finnadro had ever seen, so long that it trailed to the ground along with his feathered robe. His muscular chest and clean-shaven square jaw were bare.

      The rest of the Eagle Lords and Raptor Riders stood or sat in a long row to either side of the Great One’s tabernacle. Amdra went to stand with the other Eagle Lords, all of whom were Orange Tavaedies and not likely to let anyone forget it. Finnadro stood with her, ignoring their haughty sniffs of contempt in his direction.

      A dozen men sounded their ram’s horns. The eerie, mournful sound curdled Finnadro’s blood. Drums sounded.

      Some Orange Canyon tribesfolk, most of them women, formed a long line. Each woman or man in the line carried an infant or toddler, or, in some cases, a young child. They also carried, or drew on a leash, a pregnant ewe. The better dressed stood at the front of the line, the poorer and more ragged toward the end, and some finely dressed slaves, including Hawk, stood behind those. One by one, as dawn spread her white wings behind the eastern peaks, illuminating the whole tableau more luridly with the passing moments, the mothers (or fathers) set their babes on the orange stone. Then each mother in her turn knelt and pressed her head into the dirt and waited, trembling.

      After a moment, at some signal from the Great One, the mother would reclaim the babe and leave a sheep in its place, which, tradition commanded, must be a newborn lamb. Since none of the ewes had dropped their lambs, many families found themselves in a quandary. They had to kill their pregnant ewes. Those who owned but a few sheep wept and begged to be allowed to wait until the dropping of the lambs. Harcho the Bone Breaker refused.

      With his stone knife, Harcho cut free the unborn lambs. Slave women slaughtered them and drained their blood into bowls, then began to dice the meat on cooking rocks in open-air kitchens behind the onlookers. Amdra explained that the meat would be shared by all at the evening feast.

      This happened most of the time.

      But not always.

      Several times, Harcho the Bone Breaker seized the baby from the altar and handed it off to another Eagle Lord. The mother might wail and tear her hair, but she was powerless to do anything else. If she tried to throw herself after her child, her kin hurried forward from the onlookers and dragged her away.

      “What happens to the infants?” Finnadro asked Amdra.

      He thought he hid his outrage, but from her sharp look, perhaps not.

      “The lucky ones will be raised as slaves,” she said.

      “And the unlucky ones?”

      Surely they don’t… they couldn’t…they wouldn’t dare…

      She jerked her head like a bird as her attention fixated on the altar. Hawk’s turn had come to set his son on the orange rock. Hawk prostrated himself before the stone. The baby wailed, a thin sound almost lost in the wind.

      Harcho the Bone Breaker smirked at Hawk and claimed the infant. A slave carried the baby away.

      “Are you going to allow that?” Finnadro asked.

      “There’s nothing I can do,” Amdra said flatly.

      Hawk, however, stood up.

      “I claim Ram’s Right to fight for my blood!” he shouted. His voice carried clearly.

      “Hawk, you damn fool,” muttered Amdra. Her fists balled at her sides. “You’re just playing into his hands.”

      Finnadro half expected the Eagle Lords to strike Hawk down for his audacity; instead slaves scurried forward with a bowl that had been filled with blood from the slaughtered lambs and painted his forehead with it.

      “What’s Ram’s Right?” Finnadro asked.

      “Sometime between now and the third day, Hawk must fight a duel to the death. The hour of the duel and the opponent will be named by the Great One. Usually the duels are all held on the third day, after the Offering of Rams at sunset, but this year… I don’t know. The Offering of Rams will not be held at sunset this year, but will coincide with the eclipse. And I think the Great One has something special planned, so probably the lesser duels will be held tomorrow, after the Offering of Ewes.”

      “Your people are truly noble, Orange Canyon.” Finnadro did all but spit. “To force fathers to orphan their babes to save them.”

      Amdra glared at him. “Don’t act so superior, Green Woods. Do you not know the origins of this ritual? Your people initiated this custom, generations ago, when the wolf clans were much stronger than the sheep clans. Wolves used to prey upon us constantly, demanding human flesh to devour. We were weak then and could do no better than beg you to limit your predations to three days of the year, to sometimes take lambs instead of human children.”

      “I see no wolves here now.”

      “The Eagle Lords demand their own price for protecting us.”

      “Open your eyes! Your protectors are your predators.”

      Amdra bristled. “I remind you that you are only here on the forbearance of the Great One.”

      Finnadro growled deep in his throat. The closer his view of Orange Canyon, the greater his loathing of his people’s traditional enemies. For their so-called Great One, he felt nothing but contempt.

      The ugly ritual of the infants continued to the end of the line before it ended at last. Drumming and song started up.

      “Come,” said Amdra. “It is time for you to honor the Great One.”

      That will be difficult. For the sake of the Green Lady, he reigned in his disgust.

      He walked at Amdra’s side across the clearing. From this vantage, Finnadro had a clear view of the mountains, which formed a complete circle around the tribehold. Vast mists rolled like a silver sea between the tribehold and the ring of peaks. A strange sensation took wing in his heart. The Song was so strong here. He felt dizzy with the majesty of the place. How could such evil exist in the midst of such beauty?

      Finnadro felt disoriented by the time he passed the altar, up the steps of the feathered tabernacle, to stand before the War Chief in his tall, wooden eagle mask. Next to the Great One, unmistakable with her dragonfly wings folded neatly behind her, was the White Lady.

      The pair thanked Amdra for her service, then turned, together, very much the couple, to Finnadro.

      Finnadro held his hand over his chest and bowed his head to the White Lady. Her behavior confused him. The first time Finnadro had ever met the White Lady, he had come to save her from imprisonment by her nephew, and she attacked him. He had expected to taste some of that pepper in her yet.

      She did not look rebellious. A little uncomfortable, perhaps, but she touched the arm of the Great One for reassurance.

      Most disconcertingly of all, she looked Finnadro right in the face without a drop of recognition.

      “This is the hero from the Green Woods?” she asked, dubious. “Skinny fellow, isn’t he?”

      “We’ve met before, Lady,” he said.

      He didn’t know why he said it. She must know she had met him before, and furthermore, everyone in Orange Canyon knew it too, so it would make no sense to pretend not to know him as a ploy.

      She shrugged, utterly indifferent.

      “Apparently, I’ve met many humans,” she said.

      She put a slight emphasis on the word humans that made his heart sink. He had heard that tone before, from the High Fae. To most High Fae, humans were interchangeable. Even his own Green Lady, he knew, did not love him as desperately as he loved her. When Finnadro was gone, she would take a new lover, hardly noticing the change. He had not thought the White Lady saw humans in quite this way. There was a new coldness in her, an unconcern with all mortal, fallible things.

      The Great One seemed to sense Finnadro’s dismay. He stepped forward and clasped Finnadro’s arm, friend to friend.

      “Finnadro, Henchman of the Green Lady, I owe you personally, and all your people the greatest apology,” said the Great One. “It is with deepest sorrow that I think on the injury we did to you and yours, driven as we were by the vile deception of Umbral, that snake, that viper in the service of Death. Our common enemy.”

      “You made the right decision to ally yourself with us,” the Great One said. “We deserve revenge against the one who has wronged us both.”

      Finnadro nodded, taken aback by this heartfelt apology. It was so unexpected that he had no answer prepared.

      He bowed, murmuring, “I am honored to be here for your festival, Great One.”

      “Fa, it’s a barbaric custom!” spat the Great One. He glanced to the right and left at the stiff-backed Tavaedies flanking him and leaned forward to impart a confidence which they could not overhear. “One I intend to do away with very soon. Meanwhile, you, nephew, must not stand on ceremony with me. Be as kin; call me brother; name me Xerpen.”

      Xerpen lifted his mask. Again, Finnadro was surprised. He’d heard the Great One was an old man, but this was a youth, square-jawed, flint-eyed, handsome and proud. Perhaps the mistake about his age was due to the color of his hair, which was so pale it looked bone white.

      “You impress me, Finnadro,” said Xerpen. He looked Finnadro in the eye. “You are not made of the same crude clay as other men, are you? You hear it. You hear the Unfinished Song.”

      “Yes.”

      “So do I. So few do.”

      “Yes,” said Finnadro, amazed.

      As he said it, the Song sounded more loudly in his ears, insanely beautiful. The mountain summit no longer felt cold, and these people no longer felt like his enemies. The Green Lady had been right, as always, but Finnadro had not been able to come here with a forgiving heart as she’d asked. He’d come full of distrust, derision, and hate, and his first impression—his people caged, the babies offered up as sacrifices—had seemed to confirm his ugliest prejudices.

      Why had he been so quick to judge? Had it never occurred to him that maybe the Orange Canyon tribesfolk, at least the most enlightened of them, like Xerpen, might yearn to break out of the cruelties of the past? Start afresh?

      Xerpen clasped his hand, held his gaze frankly, and Finnadro connected with the man’s immense compassion, wisdom, and sadness. This man was no enemy. He hated the same injustices Finnadro did, yearned for the same beauty, and listened to the world’s secret music. Finnadro understood why Xerpen, the Great One, was so revered despite his youth. The warmth in him was as irresistible as the Song itself. It was especially welcome after the White Lady’s unexpected frostiness. Finnadro felt, inexplicably, that he had known and trusted Xerpen for years.

      “We will be friends,” said Xerpen.

      He shed a war and a thousand years of enmity as simply as that.

      Truly Xerpen was a great soul.

      “Yes,” Finnadro said stupidly. He felt himself too audacious. He ought to humble himself in the presence of a man like this. “Thank you, uncle.”

      “Good. Now. Tell me what you know of your evil counterpart.”

      “The Henchman of Lady Death.”

      “Umbral. You’ve met before?”

      “Yes.” Finnadro touched his thigh where the skin had been flayed.

      “Tell me.”

      Finnadro meant to describe the meeting tersely, but the whole memory enveloped him. He relived the entire horror.

      Finnadro (Eight Months Past)

      I knelt on the path for a long time. Rock dust and crab weed did not sculpt deep prints, and a lazy eye would have missed the significance of the faint scuff, but to a careful man, the clue was as clear as a footprint in mud that the man in black had come this way.

      In the years since I’d acquired the Singing Bow, I had hunted many a man-turned-wolf. Some still had the hearts of men, even if they chose the bodies of wolves. Those, I counted as friends, none better. Some had the hearts of animals as well as paws, and those, reluctantly, I slew.

      Then there were…things…like the man in black. The man I hunted now wore the skin of a man to conceal the appetite of a beast.

      I’d found the first body ten days ago, after a tip from one of my wolfling friends. My friend had worried that another wolfing had done the terrible deed, but I sensed that a deeper evil was at play. When ordinary men left their clan and tribe to wander Faearth, living by hex and fang, they were called Rovers. Infinitely more dangerous, however, was a Deathsworn who struck out on his own: a Rogue.

      A wolfling’s victim would have had gnawed bones and ripped muscles, broken bones and devoured flesh. But the body I examined had been bound between two trees and tortured with sharp stones and firebrands… for hours.  Someone had taken time, and pleasure, in the slow debasement of the victim. The man’s tongue and genitals had been switched and his eyeballs and entrails had been removed. Throughout the torture, magic had kept him alive. After he had finally expired, his face and skin had been further abused past recognition, presumably so that none of his kin could recognize and reclaim him, nor stake a deathdebt on the culprit.

      Days later, I found a second mutilated corpse and then a third.

      I vowed there would not be a fourth.

      Near a grotto hidden by pines and scraggly brush, sounds of a scuffle alerted me: A woman’s choking sob, a man’s guttural command. I crouched low and slithered forward.

      The Rogue Deathsworn had his back to me. He had his victim before him, tied to a tree.

      She still lived.

      Barely.

      From the ghastly injuries disfiguring her body, the way she clenched her legs and the infinity of pain and shame suffusing her face, it was obvious that the Deathsworn had spent long hours using and abusing her. Even more grotesquely, the Deathsworn held a tiny bundle in his arms, which he held out to the woman as he taunted her. It was a child, still alive, probably the woman’s own babe. I wondered how the Deathsworn had first appeared to her, what guise of illusion he had worn to capture her. A slavering troll? A trusted friend? His head was bare. With his belongings, I saw a black skull mask, surmounted with an obsidian disk held by stag horns, which he had set aside. Now, perhaps because he had rendered his victim helpless, he revealed his real face, the face I saw.

      The man was not as bulky as some fighters, but under his sleek black buckskin he had the lean and limber muscles of a master dancer and warrior. He was surely a Zavaedi. Like all Deathsworn, he dressed in midnight, severely so, without a feather or bead of ornamentation. His motions were as smooth and precise as a black cougar. Though I could not tell his tribe of origin, I suspected he had originally been Imorvae. His features were uncanny, flawless, more fae than human. Some shapeshifters possessed that same cruel splendor in human form.

      Too much blood drenched the woman’s torn tunic for me to tell her tribe either. This territory belonged to the Rainbow Labyrinth tribe, but bordered on Red Spears.

      I poised, hidden by birch trees and brush, with an arrow notched in my bow, waiting for my chance. I needed a clear shot that would not endanger the child. At last, the Deathsworn returned the unhappy tot to the papoose slung over his horse.

      I stepped forward.

      “Don’t move!” I ordered. “This arrow is aimed right for your heart.”

      “You can see me as I am?” the Deathsworn asked. His eyes narrowed.

      I laughed humorlessly. “I know what you are. I know what you’ve done. I came across your previous victims.” With a nod at the woman and her child, I snarled, “I see you don’t even spare women or children. Hold your hands away from your body and lie down on the ground, face down. If you make one wrong move, you die.”

      I squeezed the arrow a fraction more against the string. The Deathsworn haughtily lowered himself to the ground, reeking of contempt as if outraged that anyone dare come between him and his prey, his toy. I had to unclench my trembling fingers from the bow to fight their itch to loose the arrow on the spot. It was not my place to collect the deathdebt on him. The kin of the men he had killed deserved that right, and I wanted to deliver the prisoner to them alive.

      I kept the bow at ready in one hand while I drew a dagger to cut the frightened young woman free with the other. Up close, I could see that but for the mutilations and dirt and blood, she might have been pretty.

      “I am Finnadro, the Henchman of the Green Lady. My men are not far to the west of us. Go, quickly and tell them where I am. Take your baby. I will take care of this brute.”

      The woman nodded. She picked up the basket with the infant. She hesitated, her wild hate-filled eyes darting to the prone Deathsworn and back to me. Just for a moment, I saw darkness flare around her, as though what the Deathsworn had done to her had left a patina of shadow splattered over her like blood. I felt a chill and wondered if I should keep her within my sight until I was sure she had not been corrupted. Before I could reconsider, she snatched up her child and scurried away through the woods.

      The Deathsworn rippled into an aerial flip, somersaulted through the air and kicked the bow out of my grip. I’d never seen any man move so fast. I barely blocked his next kick to my neck.

      We fought hand to hand, as both of us had been disarmed. The man in black was impossibly strong and swift. It was like wrestling a tornado. Almost as an afterthought, he lashed out threads of shadow at me, and I ducked these, knowing if one touched me, I would be doomed. He hardly needed magic, however. A sadistic grin played about his lips as we fought, for he knew he had me outmatched. He was toying with me.

      What an arrogant fool I had been to try to capture him alive. I should have shot him from afar before he’d noticed me. Next time…. But I feared I would have no second chance.

      He wore me down and then—so fast I could not see how he did it—hit me with a dark web of power. Pure blackness swathed my eyes, blinding me; garroted my throat, choking me; snaked around my arms and legs, tripping me.

      I must have passed out.

      Pain, sheer burning pain, awakened me.

      My head throbbed and my leg burned. Everything was hazy and dim; I was scarcely conscious. Tied to a tree, I think. The laces on the sides of my legwals had been cut. Leather and leaves rustled, and someone loomed over me. A hideous black skull leered into my face. The Deathsworn. I could smell his foul breath.

      Sharp stone touched my leg. Dug in. Peeled the skin of my thigh like an orange rind.

      Agony ripped through me.

      The first cut was only a taste of the pain that followed a moment later, when the Deathsworn shred my aura. There was no question of brave resistance. I screamed, open throated, terror pouring from my whole being. The Deathsworn was stripping away my light. My life. My love for her, my Green Lady….

      Darkness swallowed me whole.

      Finnadro (Present)

      Finnadro shuddered and blinked the memory away, but Xerpen grasped his arm and looked deeply into Finnadro’s face, full of wisdom and compassion. Finn flushed, feeling embarrassed and vulnerable. He knew Xerpen, the Great One, had seen the whole thing, as a Vision.

      “But you survived,” said Xerpen.

      “The Deathsworn left me for dead.”

      “Surprisingly careless of him.” It was an odd thing to say, said in an odd tone. However, at once, Xerpen softened the words with a gentle smile to show he was only being ironic.

      “Then again,” continued Xerpen, “perhaps not so surprising since you have made the same mistake.” There was now no doubt he was annoyed. “Haven’t you, Amdra?”

      “We killed him!”

      “Do you really think a little cold water could stop Umbral—he who belongs to Death Herself?”

      “I also feared he survived, Great One, so we searched the banks of the river all night, finding no tracks,” said Finnadro.

      “There are other paths besides the obvious one. He is probably on his way here right now. We must be ready for him.…”

      Beware! hissed the Singing Bow in Finnadro’s mind.

      Finnadro leaped forward, shoving himself on top of Xerpen.
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