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        About THE UNFINISHED SONG Series

      

      

      LONG AGO, to win a war, humans Cursed the Aelfae, fairest and wisest of the faeries…. But all magic has a price. The same Curse that destroyed the Aelfae now threatens all of Faearth. One young woman and the warrior she loves must fight the Curse to prove which is stronger…love or death.

      

      Book 7: MASK

      DINDI has defeated her enemies, the Bone Whistler and Lady Death—for now. But they are only in retreat, not destroyed. She knows they will regain their strength all too soon. And they will be looking for her. She won’t be strong enough to face them again until she claims her right as Vaedi. Until then, she must continue to hide her true identity. Dindi has a new ally in the White Lady, but also a new unexpected enemy, who doesn’t believe that Dindi is the true Vaedi, and has vowed to unmask her. But the biggest danger to her is falling in love again with the man who has broken her heart before…Kavio.

      

      KAVIO remembers nothing of who he is or how he lost his memories. He accompanies Dindi to the heart of Faearth, the Rainbow Labyrinth tribehold, where all the most powerful dancers in the land are gathering to compete. The man and woman with the strongest magic will become the new War Chief and Vaedi—the leaders of the tribe—and also husband and wife. Kavio vows to be Dindi’s partner in the contest, even though he knows she cares nothing for him personally. He’s not even sure he can trust her. Unfortunately, he is falling in love with her….
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      She was kidnapped to be the bride of the shark...

      When Dindi is captured to become the bride of a shark, she stumbles into the lives of Kami and Bo, two lovers torn apart by a curse…and a vow of vengeance.

      

      [Excerpt]

      Dindi

      “We’re past the white water,” Gwenika said. “We’re safe now.”

      Indeed, the waters ahead gleamed like polished obsidian, but Dindi wondered if they were safe. She had an uneasy feeling. After a moment, she realized why.

      The river usually murmured noisily with the chitter and splashing of tiny fae, mostly Blue fae, but also many Green fae swooping and swaying from the trees along the banks that leaned over the water. Now, however, an eerie quiet prevailed. All of the water nixies—tiny, finger-sized mermaids—dove deep into the water and didn’t re-surface. At the same time, the dragonfly-winged green pixies darted behind the foliage of the black willows and white alders.

      Then even the trees fell away. The banks were bare and sandy, dotted with rocks. A rookery of seals basked on the shore. Rthan glared at them. Kavio observed his discomfort and began to tease the Blue Waters man, asking if any of the seals were selkies—skinwalkers who could shift shape from man to beast and back. Rthan grunted, unamused in the extreme.

      “You had better hope they are not selkies,” Rthan said. “Skinwalkers are nothing to trifle with.”

      “Have you trifled with a selkie before?” Kavio grinned.

      “My war chief has many enemies,” Rthan answered ambiguously. “And it often falls on me to…deal with them.”

      He delivered this bland remark with an undertone of menace that made Dindi shiver. She didn’t like the unspoken threat he aimed at Kavio. Rthan was a powerful Blue Waters warrior who had been captured in a recent battle and had been given to the Healer, Brena, as a slave. But now that he was in his own territory, only his own oath and honor truly bound him to serve the peace party.

      Kavio, however, showed no fear. He pointed at the seals. “Wait! Is that a selkie right there…?”

      Rthan nearly jumped out the canoe, which made Kavio chuckle. Rthan cursed, “You slippery son of an eel…”

      Kavio laughed again. “Of a faery, not an eel.”

      “Not much difference,” Rthan muttered.

      Dindi studied the seals eagerly, half possessed by the wish they might indeed be fabled shifters, but she sensed no magical mischief from the indolent creatures. Whatever had caused the fae to fall silent, it wasn’t the seals.

      A colossal shadow moved up the river.

      The seals broke out into noisy barking. Rthan, farthest down the river in his kayak, shouted, “Beach! Beach the boats!”

      As the shadow advanced, it grew faster than it should have—whatever was under the water was not only swimming upriver toward them, it was also coming up from the deep closer to the surface. A dorsal fin pierced the water.

      The fin was huge.

      

      (Read the rest in Shark River.)

      

      Author’s Note: I was so sad to have to cut out Kami and Bo’s love story from the final version of Taboo, I decided to offer it as an independent novella. You can read the rest of this book without reading Shark River, and not miss anything essential to the main plot. But if you want to find out what happened when a Blue Rivers girl named Kami fell in love with one of the Shunned, and how Dindi became tangled up in their troubles, then you will enjoy this stand-alone novella.

      

      Click Here to Read the Lost Chapter Now.
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          THE CHILD IN THE BONE CAGE

        

      

    

    
      Zumo

      Impassive, Zumo studied the feisty little rapscallion trapped in the cage of snake bones. Though it was difficult to estimate her age, due to her rags and dishevelment, the little girl could have been no older than ten. Her hair was pitch black, cut short but haphazardly, as if by a hatchet. The black mop covered her eyes almost completely; they were so fierce, they gleamed like two torches from within a dark forest. She shook the cage and howled like a wild beast.

      “Let me go or I’ll kill you! I’ll kill all of you!” she shouted. She bared cute, white teeth. She’d lost a baby tooth in the top row recently. She pointed at Zumo. “Starting with you, Zumo!”

      He lifted his brows slightly at her impertinence.

      She bared her teeth again. “That’s right, I know who you are. I know all about you, Zumo! I may be a kid, but I’m not stupid. And I’m more dangerous than I look! I will kill you all!”

      “She can’t escape,” said Rablo. He, and other Morvae who called themselves Whistlers, had helped Zumo find the captive. The reassurance was unnecessary, almost insulting. Did they think Zumo feared the threats of a child?

      The cage was made of the bones of the Ouroboros Serpent. Not even an Aelfae could escape it. For generations heaped upon generations, it had been used to deliver the sacrifice.

      “The offering must have magic.” Zumo couldn’t see any Chromas in the child’s aura, but children often didn’t manifest regularly.

      Rablo shrugged. “She has magic, apparently. The day after she was fished from the river, she showed up in the Maze, bold as you like, and knew the dances being taught to the other children. Several Tavaedies mentioned seeing Chromas flash in her aura while she danced.”

      Zumo nodded. “Her clan? Her family? Any who might claim her death debt?”

      “None,” replied Rablo. “The waif was found half-dead on the banks of the river a few days ago. No clan claimed her.”

      “It’s a lie!” spat the girl. “My parents are very, very powerful people.”

      “Mendacious brat!” growled Rablo. He tried to smack the girl’s mouth through the cage, but she chomped down on his fingers. He yowled and glared at her, but she withdrew into a huddle in the center of the cage. The bone cage was sized to hold a full grown adult, and she put plenty of space between her and her tormentor.

      “Who are your parents?” Zumo asked. “Tell us the name of these powerful people.”

      From under her crow-wing hair, she glared at him.

      Zumo snorted. “That’s what I thought.”

      It seemed that his warriors had found him the perfect victim. Still, for some reason, he hesitated. Just because she had washed up on a riverbank did not mean the girl was truly an orphan. Not when so many clans were on the move. Perhaps she had merely become separated from her parents, who could show up to avenge her at a later time.

      Zumo had learned early that there were two kinds of children. Those who blindly trusted their parents, and those who figured out they could never trust anyone, especially not those who claimed to love you. When Zumo had been about the age of this waif, his mother had tried to kill him. He’d gone to his best friend, Kavio, for help, only to discover the gulf that divided them. Kavio refused to believe Zumo’s story. Instead, he betrayed his friend. After that, Kavio refused to understand why enmity replaced the comradery they had once shared. Kavio had made a new best friend in Nilo, another Imorvae, while Zumo had found a kindred soul in Rablo.

      Rablo was a Morvae, with only a single Chroma, but that wasn’t what truly united them. Rablo’s father, Gideo, danced Red, but Rablo danced Purple. For that fault of nature, Rablo’s father had beat the boy regularly, hoping that enough pain would light a fire in him. It never worked, but it did mean that Rablo and Zumo understood each other in a way Kavio never would.

      When Zumo looked into the defiant face of this little girl, he could tell that she was one of the children who had learned early: Trust no one.

      That was good. It meant no one would come to her aid.

      “What’s your name, girl?” Zumo asked.

      “To you?” she scoffed. She slammed against the bone bars of the cage again, so fast and hard, that even Zumo inadvertently took a step back. She grinned manically. “KILLER.”

      “The Mad Potter, the old woman who found her, called her River, for where she was found,” Rablo said, “But the other children said she was too scrawny to be a river. They call her Rill.”

      Zumo chuckled. Rills, scraggly irrigation ditches, crisscrossed the valley, drooling out tiny amounts of water to the corn and beans. A fitting name for a guttersnipe.

      “Rill,” he said, “Congratulations. You are about to become a Bride.”

      “I’m too young to be married, stupid head.” But her voice wavered. It was the first time she had shown even a smidgen of fear.

      “Don’t worry,” Zumo said. “Truly, your role will not be to serve as a wife… only as a meal. For your Bridegroom-To-Be is a flesh-eating beast.”
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      Dindi

      She woke up gasping, just in time to see a nightmare fleeing her bedroll. Dindi snatched it from the air. The thing hissed at her. Its breath was garlic strong. The creature was prickly, and like a black caterpillar, tiny poison spines along its back stung her fingers.

      It was not a pixie, though it was about the size of one. She’d caught nightmare fae occasionally before, but never examined one this closely. They were shadowy, which was uncanny; fae usually glowed. Nightmare fae had a certain eerie sheen too. Dindi had always assumed that they were extremely dusky violet.

      Not so, she saw now. This fae was true black. And the magic aura around it was not Chroma magic at all.

      The ghastly thing had Shadow magic: a Penumbra.

      The fae hissed at her again. She didn’t release it. Instead, she picked up an empty water gourd, shoved the fae inside, and plugged the gourd.

      If nightmare fae used Shadow magic, did that mean they worked for Lady Death? Did that mean her dream was a warning…or a threat…from Mrigana?

      The lingering image from the nightmare made Dindi shudder. A helpless little girl trapped in a cage of bones…. Though the captive had put up a brave façade in front of her shadowy captors (Dindi hadn’t seen their faces in the dream), Dindi had felt the child’s sense of helplessness and terror.

      Vision, Premonition, Omen? There was one person who might know.

      She peeked across the stone lodge, at Kavio’s sleeping platform. The bed was empty.

      She crawled out of her bed, stumbled sleepily to the door of the courtyard, and rubbed her arms against the chill. She could smell dawn coming, a fragrance rising from the dewy loam, but it was still dark and cold. Up and down the slope, sparkled hundreds of campfires. Aside from the warriors on picket, people were still asleep. Three armies camped upon the split mountain tribehold of Orange Canyon.

      She found Kavio awake, crouching beside the cistern in the courtyard, rubbing his face with cold water. As always when she saw him, no matter how short the time that had separated them, her breath caught. His body was masculinity perfected, muscular and lithe, and his face was as fair as any High Fae. This morning, his hair fell over his eyes, tousled and unkempt and a shadow of growth darkened his jaw, giving him a rakish look. Though his chest was bare and he wore only ragged brown legwals, not his black Deathsworn leathers, he radiated dark power, a thousand times more lethal than the nightmare fae. But the agony in his posture tore at her heart.

      “Nightmares again?” she asked. Every night now, since the battle three days ago.

      He grimaced.

      “Same one?”

      “Yeah,” he said. “Spiders. Darkness. Pain.” He looked up at her, his expression desolate. “You and Finnadro threw me off a precipice into a bottomless pit.”

      “Ouch.” She crouched beside him. The gourd was slung by a strap over one shoulder, but she could feel it bump her hip, as the fae banged about inside. She splashed water onto her face. The bracing cold helped wake her up. “That’s new.”

      “No,” he said. “It’s not. I didn’t want you to know about that part.”

      “Oh.” She didn’t know whether she was angry that he’d hid it or glad that he finally trusted her enough to tell her.

      “Why are you awake so early?” he asked.

      Silently, she handed him the gourd.

      “You were thirsty?” he asked.

      She had to laugh. “No! I had a nightmare myself. I captured the fae who cursed me with it.” As he reached for the plug, she added, “Careful, they sting.”

      He didn’t open the gourd. “They’ve been stinging me already. Why keep one around?”

      “Do you notice something strange about its magic?”

      Reluctantly, he popped the cork and peered inside. The gourd rattled. He lifted his eyebrows. “Ah.”

      “You see it?”

      “It has a Penumbra. Like me.” The ugly little black fae hissed at Kavio and he replaced the plug. “What does it mean?”

      “I don’t know. I always thought nightmare fae had Purple magic, not Black. But I wasn’t as sensitive to it before…” Before you kidnapped me and tried to kill me, and then, to make things really fun, a giant Shadow spider almost devoured all Faearth, she thought, but out loud she concluded tamely, “Before I met you.”

      He grunted. He might not remember kidnapping her, but he remembered the spiders.

      “I’ve always known nightmares are delivered by dark fae,” Dindi went on, “and in my clanhold, we’d make dream catchers to protect our sleep. But no one said much beyond that, they considered it bad luck. ‘Talk about nightmares and you’ll bring more nightmares,’ my father would say. But I know of only two people who deal in Penumbral magic—Xerpen the Bone Whistler and the Aelfae traitor, Mrigana, Lady Death herself. If these nightmare fae are working for either of them…”

      “Neither possibility would be good for us. Agreed.”

      “I was hoping you might be able to remember something more about the origins of the nightmare faeries.”

      “You’re asking the man with no memory?” His lips twisted into a wry smile.

      “You’ve lost your personal memories, but not all your lore. And you know quite a lot of lore, Kavio. You’ve seen History dances I can only dream of, whether you remember seeing them or not.”

      He shook the gourd, and the nightmare inside hissed and rattled. “Hm. You’re right, I do recall something, though I don’t remember where or when I heard it. I don’t think the nightmare fae answer to either Xerpen or Mrigana. There is someone else, half man, half monster, called the Lord of Nightmares.”

      “High Fae?”

      “No, a human. I think. Actually, the History is not clear. But I believe he was a common boy, a thief, who tried to steal something from Death… some sort of mask…Mercy.”

      All the blood left his face.

      “What?”

      Kavio reached into his rucksack, sitting beside him, and brought out the Obsidian Mask. A monstrosity of bone, horn and stone, all jet black.

      A cold more chilling than the icy water dribbled down her spine.

      “Where did you get that?” Dindi asked.

      “Finnadro found it. Along with these clothes.” He tugged a pile of black leather out of the rucksack.

      She did not want to look at the Obsidian Mask, or fall into it. She studied it, nonetheless, repelled and riveted. Though it was a mask in the most primal sense—it was a disguise, it stole one face and offered another to the unwary onlooker—the Obsidian Mask was wrought more like a crown. No wooden-framed bark-plated frontispiece, no fall of suede, no fringe of clacking beads covered the wearer’s face. From the bandeau, all the décor twisted upward, like claws to rake the moon, black plus utterly black, towering, twisting, glinting, mocking, a midnight crown. It was dense beyond what its brittle contours hinted. The power to disguise was all in the cunning hex of it, not in the mere heft of it.

      “I just made the connection,” Kavio said slowly. “The story, as I remember it—if my memory even can be trusted with anything at all—is that Lady Death was making a mask. A boy tried to steal it, thinking that if he wore Death’s own mask, she’d not be able to find him and take his life. He wanted to be immortal, like the Aelfae. There were still Aelfae in those days… this was all long, long ago.

      “Lady Death caught him. He tried to give back the black mask, but she said he had tainted it, and she must make a new one because of his meddling. To punish him, she said, ‘Let that ruined mask be your face from now on, the face of a monster. And though you shall not be immortal, I’ll let you live long after everyone you know has withered and grayed and curled under the bones of the hills, leaving you to curse your loneliness. You shall not die until I give you leave, and let us see if your long life as a creature of darkness pleases you after all.’

      “The mask melted into his very flesh, and he became a frightful monster. When he tried to return to his clan, they screamed and shot him with arrows. The arrows did not kill him, not even when one, then seven, then seven times seven hit him true. He could not be killed, for Death had not given her leave. But he was cursed to live forever alone, shrouded in a darkness that repelled humans and fae alike.

      “So he grew bitter and angry and vile, and he cursed both races. He captured little fae and tortured them, until from fear, they did his bidding. He sent them to deliver terrible Visions to every unprotected sleeper, and that is why we have nightmares.”

      “You see!” said Dindi, smiling wanly despite the awful tale. “I knew that you would know something useful. You always do.”

      Kavio did not smile. “The Obsidian Mask I have must be the second mask made by Lady Death…if the story is true. Does this mean I am also cursed to be a monster, melting into the mask and living alone forever, a creature of darkness?”

      “No! The second mask wasn’t ‘ruined,’ it was completed just as Mrigana intended,” Dindi said. She sounded more sure than she was, to hide her chill at the possibility. “Others have worn the Obsidian Mask before you, and others could wear it right now, so it’s obviously not melted onto your face.”

      His face was anything but monstrous. She blushed at the thought, and lowered her lashes to her cheeks. She twisted a tendril of hair in her hands.

      “Others could wear it now?” he asked, in surprise. “Even though it would still work for me?”

      Umbral had once told her that the Deathsworn usually shared the Mask. It was rare for one man to wear it exclusively for so long. It was a sign of how important his task had been—killing her. She squirmed uncomfortably, not wanting to share all this, so she simply nodded.

      “But it’s Death magic,” she added. The repulsive thing seemed to leer at her with its curved horns, like grins hewn out of night. “We should destroy it.”

      “No… I don’t think that would be wise,” Kavio said. “You have to admit, it’s powerful…and therefore…useful.”

      “But a trap, ultimately.” She shivered. “What if it does eventually transform anyone who wears it? I don’t imagine the transformation would come all at once, but gradually, the more you wear it, the more it shapes you, distorts you. Wear it too long…and maybe your face would become fused with the Mask.”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if that were the price of it, in the end,” he agreed. Yet, he did not look any more inclined to destroy it. “But as I understand it, neither of us can show our true powers right now, Dindi. You, especially.”

      “My powers are hidden already.”

      He snorted. “If your friends paid more attention, they would have been able to pierce the illusion. Or at least realized something was amiss.” He took her hand in his. “They take you for granted, Dindi. You deserve so much more.”

      Her heart pounded painfully. Her hand tingled, and the sensation traveled all the way up her arm until her whole body quivered.

      “It’s not their fault,” she said. “Let’s not forget that my Aelfae ancestress, Mayara, cursed all her descendants, supposedly for our own good, to hide our magic. Even you once tested me for magic and saw nothing.”

      “I did?” he looked stunned. “I must have been a blind fool.”

      “It was before you were Deathsworn. The Aelfae hex still worked on you.”

      “But once I was Deathsworn, it no longer worked.”

      “Only you, of all the Deathsworn, pierced the spell.”

      “I have six Penumbras. Which only proves my point. Xerpen and Mrigana will be able to unravel that spell sooner or later.”

      The buzzing and shaking inside the gourd had been increasing steadily, and suddenly, the black, prickly fae burst out of the skin, shattering the gourd. The nightmare cackled at them before it zipped away into the sky.

      Kavio jumped to his feet. Dindi tried not to show her disappointment that he’d released her hand. Fool, she mocked herself. She hadn’t told him much about their past together.

      “I’ll leave the cistern to you so you can bathe,” he said. He shuddered. “Though no amount of bathing seems to wash off the stink of those spiders.”

      He took the pile of black clothes inside with him, but left the Mask behind.

      It should be destroyed, she thought again. But he would never do it. Perhaps… perhaps he couldn’t destroy it. Perhaps he had worn it too long, and it already had some unnatural power over him.

      That decided her.

      Dindi seized the Obsidian Mask. Kavio was still inside the lodge. She left through the exit on the opposite side of the courtyard, toward the mountainside. The Mask seemed to grow heavier even as she carried it, changing shape, growing more awful thorns, like a living thing.

      Dawn had not yet broken.  She ran with the Obsidian Mask to the edge of the mountain, where the upside down tree grew, that terrible and dead tree where a faery had been tortured, the roots strangling a precipice that overreached an abyss. The Mask shifted shape and structure, even as she held it, as if it had no true form, only a succession of illusions.

      With both hands, she lifted the Obsidian Mask, feeling the weight of the monstrous headdress, the coronet jagged with dark horns, the foremost prongs curled around a blackened human skull, the black, toothy jaws pried wide to bite a discus of obsidian, the cold lava polished so smoothly it reflected like a fathomless pool, a sink that swallowed hope and truth and light and spat back delusion, deception and nightmare. She would throw the monstrosity over the cliff. She would spare Kavio facing the Obsidian Mask again, shield him from the temptation to wear it or even to carry it, to be defaced by it, to be destroyed by it.

      She had come to the cliff’s edge to throw it over, but she hesitated. It felt heavier and heavier, the more she struggled to cast it away. Kavio doesn’t need it anymore, she kept reminding herself, fighting the inertia that seemed to make it impossible to release the Mask. He has to learn to be himself again, not a pawn of the shadows.

      She must throw it.

      Yet she was still staring at it, frozen, holding it hoisted but unmoving over the void, when she heard grass and pebbles crunch on the pitch behind her. She’d vacillated too long, and now, she knew, she’d lost her chance. The footsteps were quiet and careful, but sure and swift, the stride of a man, the stride of a predator. She lowered the Mask, but did not turn around. The horns pricked her stomach, she clenched it so tightly.

      No, she decided, in a clap of resolve, no: it was not too late.

      Dindi hurled the Obsidian Mask over the edge. Gloom yawned under the darker shadow, then swallowed the speck into oblivion.

      Her breath hitched. She did not think: It’s gone. She only thought: I’m alive. That was a victory, wasn’t it? Being alive was a surprise, really. After everything. I’m still alive.

      Survival was victory. Three days ago, the warriors of the Rainbow Labyrinth and the Green Woods tribes had fought the warriors of Orange Canyon, at least until the Great One, who was really Xerpen the Bone Whistler, had raised an army of undead shadow spiders, and, ultimately, the undead Spider Queen herself, Zithra-Lume. Already, it was being called the Battle of the Eclipse. From unseen nooks in far stone houses and beyond rock crevices, weeping could be heard, often, from the living bent over their dead. But at least there were survivors to weep.

      Much that had been wronged in the world had been righted. Even on this cliff with the upside down tree, where the Green Lady had been defiled, there now grew the upright sprig of a new, healthier tree. The little pink and peridot fae of Spring, who had been choked by the rot of an endless autumn, had blossomed anew. Dindi watched the pale green pixies frolicking around the roots of the dead tree, where the sapling stood, the new nourished from the old, and she wanted to feel hope. But a shadow fell over the sapling, and she shivered and felt a tremor of unease. The little fae fled. Even before she looked up, she knew she would see Kavio.

      She forced herself to look into his face. For so long, she had looked at Umbral and struggled not to see Kavio, but now, looking at Kavio, it was a struggle not to see Umbral. It didn’t help that he’d put on the clothes Finnadro had found (found where? she wondered, and how? and why by Finnadro?), clothes which were Deathsworn leathers: tight, dark, glinting, decorated with sharp black teeth and raven feathers, black against utter black. He’d ornamented his body with weapons like sly art; he could snap any one of them into combat with one motion. The dusky leather fit him well. He looked deadly and delicious, poison with a dollop of honey. A little twist in his smile did not hide a hollow in his eyes.

      Was he Kavio? Umbral? She wasn’t even sure how to think of him. Though she had resolved never to use the name Umbral aloud again, she couldn’t quite banish it from her thoughts. Kavio Umbral. Her love and her foe.

      Kavio Umbral was as strong and striking as ever, exuding power and charisma that still drew her to him, but there was a jagged edge to him that had not been in the boy she had first fallen in love with in Yellow Bear. That sweet time felt ages past, lost forever.

      Kavio Umbral retained all the powers of a Deathsworn. This was the man who had captured her and threatened her and finally killed her on the Bridge of One Thread. His blade had gone into her heart. She’d felt her life’s colors unweaving, until the spell that was meant to erase memory had erased his last terrible deed as well, and saved them both. He’d lost his memories of being Umbral, he’d been freed from his killing rage, and he’d forgotten his promise to Lady Death that he would slay the Vaedi.

      At least she hoped so.

      Staring at his chiseled features—he was frowning—she could not guess his thoughts or his goals. He remained a stranger to her.

      “Dindi.” He cradled her name so delicately, like a fragile, precious thing under his protection, that her heart cartwheeled, tumbling her feelings upside down, and suddenly she might as well have been back in Yellow Bear, when all she wanted to do was kiss him. How could she ever see him as a stranger?

      His thumb caressed her bottom lip. Her breath caught.

      “What did you throw away?” he asked.

      “Nothing important,” she lied.

      Others were awake on the mountain by now, though the sky was only just lightening. In addition to all those who had come from all over Orange Canyon tribehold for the spring festival, two armies were bivouacked on the slopes. Deathsworn had also arrived, or emerged from some dark hole in the mountain where they’d been waiting all along, to claim their share, the carrion. Over the last three days, Dindi had continuously worried that they might approach Kavio, to force or seduce him back to their side, but so far they had only done their job: take the severely wounded and the corpses from the field, secreting the unclean bodies into the shadows so the fallen could be simultaneously forgotten and memorialized.

      Unexpectedly, distant music wafted over the summit. A man sang, accompanied by waterfall harp-notes plucked and strummed on taut strings, lyrical and mournful. They couldn’t quite hear the words, but Dindi recognized the Singing Bow and the deep voice.

      Kavio did not—at first. His brow furrowed as he tried to place the voice. Then astonishment stole over his face.

      “Surely that can’t be—is that Finnadro?”

      She nodded. They both strained to listen, but the song ended abruptly, mid-verse, and did not resume. As sad as the song had been, there was something even more forlorn about its abandonment.

      On the peak on the other side of the Bridge of One Thread, slaves assembled a wooden dais and decorated it. In the plaza before the dais, a crowd milled around in the semi-darkness. A ceremony would take place at dawn.

      “Look over there.” Dindi pointed. “Do you know who that is, ascending the wooden dais in colored robes? And the winged lady who just landed beside him?”

      “The leader of the conquering army and the ice cold queen of the fae.”

      “Yes. He is the Maze Zavaedi. He led the Rainbow Labyrinth and the Green Woods tribes against the Orange Canyon tribe to set her free. She is his wife, the White Lady.”

      Kavio studied them coolly. “Are they my enemies?”

      “They are your parents.”

      “Strangers to me,” he said, without inflection.

      “Your memory will return,” she promised. She had no right to promise, because she didn’t know.

      Eastward, the coy sky began to blush from the sun’s caress, under a mask of clouds. As Kavio stared at the sky, his frown returned, and she suspected why. The Deathsworn who had stolen his Chromas to make him one of their own had robbed him of his ability to see color. As Umbral, he had never mentioned it to her, but as Kavio, he had been bitter and mystified about the loss.

      She slipped her hand into his, letting the void of his Penumbra, the empty shadow power that pulsed around him where once his aura had been, siphon off her own power. She felt the strain on her aura, but braced against the urge to shield herself.

      “You don’t need to do that, Dindi,” he said in a low voice.

      She squeezed his hand. He didn’t let go. They stood in silence, watching the sunrise. She darted a peek at him. The expression of awe on his face made it all worth it.

      The longer he fed off her power, the more her disorientation grew. She began to feel as she had as a girl when she practiced her pirouettes without spotting. The dizziness worsened into a headache, and then into full-blown nausea. Stomach heaving, head throbbing, she broke away and ran a few steps to throw up over the edge of the cliff.

      He stomped several steps in the opposite direction, increasing the space between them. His brow furrowed.

      “I did that to you?”

      “Not you…just your Penumbra,” she gasped. She wiped the corners of her mouth.  How embarrassing. “It was my fault. I shouldn’t have held on so long.” I just can’t bear to let you go.

      “I’ll never touch you again,” he vowed.

      “No!”

      He looked at her in surprise.

      “Don’t say that,” she said. “We don’t know what we will need to do. Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”

      “How do I know what promises I’ve made or unmade, could, would or should keep?” he asked bitterly. He crossed his arms. “I didn’t come here to watch the sunrise. I came to ask you if you knew what happened to the Obsidian Mask.”

      Lie, she ordered herself.

      It was no use.

      She could tell, looking at him looking at her, as soon as he knew.

      Darkness surged around him, as it did when he let up his tight control of it, even for a moment. Dindi felt the dark abyss tearing up everything around him. It felt like a chasm at her feet, which would swallow her if she took one misstep. She felt nauseated, much worse than before, but there was nothing left in her stomach to lose.

      “That’s what you threw away.” It was not a question. Rage iced his voice. “Knowing that I had so few clues to my identity and the secret of who stole it, you threw away a piece of magic that powerful! It wasn’t yours to destroy!”

      “It wasn’t yours to destroy either, Kavio!” she snapped back. “It was powerful magic, indeed, and its purpose was to destroy you. It did destroy you. It took you from…”

      From me, she almost said. She choked on the words.

      “Let me ask you something, Vaedi.” His voice was jagged around the edges, like a sharpened flint blade. “What is it you want from me? Who am I to you? Why do you so desperately need me, when you obviously fear me so greatly?”

      “I don’t fear—”

      He grabbed her into his arms before she could finish the sentence. With his Penumbra, he braided darkness about her, sucking her Chromas into the abyss, stealing her power for his own. She gasped, as if for air, fighting pain and panic, and he released her abruptly. She staggered away, almost fell but caught herself, and glared at him.

      “You don’t fear me?” he mocked. “You don’t fear that? You should.”

      He reached out to grab her arm again, but this time, armed by fury, primed by the previous attack, she responded with a warrior’s training. She ducked into his reach, smashed her elbow in his gut, and flipped him on his back. The breath audibly whooshed out of him. Her short spear was already out from across her back, where she kept it strapped, and aimed at his throat, before he could inhale.

      “Many people have made the mistake of thinking me powerless,” she said coldly. “I suggest you not be one of them.”

      “I’m well aware of your power.”

      She pulled back her spear. He flipped to his feet easily. She knew he hadn’t even attempted to fight her. In her present mood, even that annoyed her.

      “I made a vow to the Aelfae that I would help bring their people back from extinction,” she said. “If you want to walk away from your responsibilities to your family and your tribe, that’s up to you. You’re no captive of mine. As for me, I gave my word, and I will keep it, or die trying. To help them, I must defeat the Bone Whistler and undo the Curse of Lady Death and to do that, I must become the Vaedi. I will earn my place as Vaedi with or without you.”

      He expelled a breath. “I didn’t come out here to argue with you, Dindi. I actually came to tell you that I’ve thought of a way to help you.”

      He laughed dryly when he saw her expression. “I know. I’m not off to the best start with this ‘helping’ thing.”

      “How?”

      He pointed over the edge of the cliff.

      “Are you crazy?” she sputtered.

      “This is what I understand our situation to be. Correct me if I am mistaken in anything.”

      She nodded warily. He continued.

      “I know we are going to an important tribehold. The largest in Faearth. And you’re going to participate in a contest there.”

      “The Vaedi Vooma.”

      “Yes. But your real purpose is to help resurrect the Aelfae, who were wiped out from Faearth by us…by humans… by the Deathsworn, the people who made me the monster that I am.”

      “You’re not a monster.”

      He ignored that. “So far only the White Lady and her seven Aelfae companions have been restored to immortality. One of them, Mrigana, is a traitor, who turns out to be Lady Death herself. Another, Xerpen, went mad, and has been trying to use Shadow magic, not just to bring the Aelfae back, but to wipe out humanity at the same time.”

      Dindi nodded again.

      “So the problem,” said Kavio, “is that Xerpen or Mrigana will have you killed if either one discovers that you are the true Vaedi before the entire tribe recognizes you and accords you your proper place, position, and power. You must hide your magic from your enemies. Yet if you don’t use your magic, you won’t be able to prove yourself the true Vaedi to your people.”

      “I hadn’t thought of it like that, but yes, you’re right.”

      “The Aelfae spell of your ancestress is not enough to fool the likes of Xerpen and Mrigana. Not forever. But what if you combined it with another, equally powerful spell? What if you wore the Obsidian Mask?”

      Her jaw dropped.

      “Think about it, Dindi. Once you’re in the tribehold, you’ll need to fool not just a handful of your friends, but hundreds of the most powerful Tavaedies and Zavaedies in Faearth. How are you going to do that?”

      “I don’t know, but I would never wear the Obsidian Mask!”

      “Why not?”

      “Because, like all magic, it comes with a price.”

      “It wouldn’t make you …like me, would it? Would it steal your Chromas?”

      “No, not that. But you have to sacrifice a human being. Or at least truly believe you have. That’s how the Deathsworn gave you the ability to wear the mask. They let you think you killed a man.”

      His face hardened. “You never mentioned that before.”

      “What would have been the point? But I won’t kill someone in cold blood just to use the Obsidian Mask.”

      “But obviously,” he drawled, his voice grown deeply sardonic, “I did.”

      She remained silent.

      “What else haven’t you told me?” he asked.

      Another pause. Dindi drew a deep breath.

      “We will find a way to get your memory back, Kavio,” she promised. “Then you’ll know for yourself. Then you can truly choose what you want.”

      And who you want.

      She hadn’t told him details about their past together. She hadn’t told him she’d fallen in love with him twice—or that he’d never loved her in return.

      How could she tell him that as the Deathsworn champion, Umbral, he had carried her off a field of battle, tied her to a megalith, and prepared to slit her throat? How could she tell him that not long before that, when he had still known himself as Kavio, he had promised to marry her, only to change his mind and smash the marriage bowl in front of her eyes? Once he remembered everything, who would he choose to be?

      “It doesn’t matter anymore,” he said. “It’s gone now.”

      She wrenched her eyes from his face, raising her gaze to something black and glinting. A black skull laughed evilly at her from around a mouthful of black mirror. Jagged horns rose in a midnight crown on top of Kavio’s head.

      He felt the weight and reached up to feel the headdress that had not been there a moment before, but now pressed down on his brow. The prongs were so sharp his finger came away with a drop of blood.

      “You see,” said Dindi, not even surprised. “The Obsidian Mask was made by Lady Death. You don’t possess the mask. The mask possesses you.”

      She pulled the Corncob Doll from her blouse by the cord around her neck. She showed it to him. “The Doll can’t be destroyed or discarded either. I had to see if the Mask was the same.”

      After a pause, he said: “I should have trusted you.”

      “Maybe it’s better if you don’t.” She crossed her arms. Because then I’m not tempted to trust you.

      “Fair enough,” he said, and she sensed he was responding to both her words and her thought. “But how are we going to dance together in the Vaedi Vooma, if we can’t…”

      “Rely on each other?”

      “Touch each other.” He took a deliberate step, the first move of a dance set, into her instep, one arm enclosing her waist, the other sliding under her hair to touch her shoulder. A couple’s clasp. Tiny prickles of delight tickled up and down her limbs. A sigh escaped her mouth, and then she caught her breath and held it, her head tilted up to his.

      “If I hold you like this,” he said softly. “If I spin you like this…” He pivoted, his strength such that she turned with him, seemingly weightless, as if, with him, she had the power to float. “If I bend you back…” He dipped her back and she extended her leg into a slow motion kick that brushed his outer arm. “If we stay like this, chest to breast and leg to arm, too long, all day, all night, to practice or to perform…” His voice was deep and mesmerizing, “Eventually my magic will destroy yours.”

      “Let me go.” Her voice trembled.

      “And here I thought you weren’t afraid of me.” He released her.

      “I’m not afraid of you. You’re just… a stranger. You have no right to touch me. You have no right to hold me.”

      “And here I thought you couldn’t wait to be my bride.”

      An image of skin on skin, his against hers, in a private wedding bower hit her like a wave of heat. She flushed down to her neck.

      “It’s just part of the show, Kavio. The final performance.”

      He bowed sardonically. “Do you realize what you’re asking of me, O Would-Be Vaedi?”

      “I ask nothing of you.”

      It was a lie, and it was true. Oh, true, it was bitterly true, she yearned to ask everything of him. When she had plunged the Corncob Doll between them, to unwind his darker memories as Umbral, she hoped to reel Kavio back, to resurrect their once shared dream of a happy ending, but she realized now what a fool she was. How could she ever forget? Kavio, as Kavio, untainted, had made his choice too, to marry a Vaedi and not a girl with no magic. Thinking Dindi had no magic, he’d given her up. He’d put duty before love. Now she had to do the same. He could have his Vaedi; but he could never have her. The mask but not the true face. She’d never give herself away again.

      “But you still want to marry me?” he asked.

      “It would be easier if we could be allies, not enemies. If we aren’t partners in the final contest, we will inevitably be competitors, each partnered with someone else. That would be…unfortunate.”

      “Let us two strangers be partners, then.” He inclined his head. “All for the show.”

      “All a show.”

      “But even to put on that show, my Vaedi, we still must dance. To dance, we still must touch. And I’ll not touch you unless I can do so without hurting you.”

      Too late, Kavio. Just looking at you hurts me.

      “We should practice,” she said. She was proud that her voice did not shake. Her face was still, even chill. She thought of Vessia’s glacial expression, as if nothing in the world could touch her, and tried to mirror it.

      He held out his hand. She poured her fingers into his cupped palm, and they flowed into the steps of a couple’s dance. He had a tight reign on the Penumbra around him, shielding her from his magic. She built her own shields as well, bricking up her Chromas into an impenetrable wall, as the Aelfae had taught her. As Mrigana taught me, she remembered. Another irony.

      Kavio smiled at her as they danced, though it didn’t reach his eyes, which refracted midnight. He was more dangerous to her than either of her other enemies, the Bone Whistler or Lady Death. Twice he had betrayed her love and broken her heart and almost killed her. Twice. She wouldn’t survive a third heartbreak. She might ally with him against their common enemies. She might even marry him. But I will not make the same mistake again, Kavio Umbral, she promised him silently. I will not fall in love with you.

      The Maze Zavaedi (Vio)

      Victory tasted like blood. His own, in part. His lips cracked and oozed in the crisp air. On the wind, too, was the stench of the wounded, the decay of the fallen. The foulness of the undead spiders that had attacked the mountain fastness of Orange Canyon tribehold had been swept away, yet an unclean pall lingered.

      The Maze Zavaedi, War Chief Vio of the Rainbow Labyrinth tribe, stood on a dais like a tall pine on the summit of a mountain. Vessia fluttered down on crystal wings to stand by his side during the first part of the ritual, when his victory was acclaimed to an assembled crowd of jubilant victors and sullen conquered tribesfolk.

      “After today, I am leaving,” she said in a low voice. “Along with the other Aelfae.”

      “You can’t leave …”

      “Don’t start that argument up again.”

      “Yet,” he emphasized, “I still need you, Vessia.”

      “Why? Don’t tell me some sappy thing about love. I don’t even know what it means.”

      “You’ve told me that before. I need someone who dances Six Chromas. During the time you were my wife, you performed many of the tasks of a Vaedi for our tribehold, although for certain reasons, you weren’t acclaimed as Vaedi…Still I need a Rainbow Dancer to uphold the magic of the Labyrinth. Without you, the rains won’t come.”

      Her eyes glittered. “That won’t be a problem. I will ensure that you have a six Chroma dancer. But, Maze Zavaedi, I want to make one thing very clear: It will not be me. I am not your wife. I am not your Vaedi. I am not your pet and I am not your prisoner. I will fly my own way, away from you and without you. And nothing you do can stop me.”

      She flew away.

      Vio would have liked to have torn off her damn wings and pinned her down beside him, but his rage was futile. He knew he could never win her back with a cage. He had to be smarter than that. Meanwhile, he himself stood rooted to the dais, forced by duty to stay and accept tribute and oaths.

      Once again, the fabled warrior had led his people to victory. Streams of men poured toward him, with daggers in their hands. One by one, they knelt at his feet, cut their own arms, and offered him their blood, their daggers, and their obedience. Among those who offered their personal vows were not only his own tribesmen, from the Rainbow Labyrinth, but allies from the Green Woods tribe, and even former enemies. Many Orange Canyon warriors who had been in service to the enemy War Chief surged forward to bow to Vio and beg to serve him. As victor, he could have had their skulls as trophies, and none would have gainsaid his right. He accepted their service.

      He saw admiration in the eyes of some, fear in the eyes of many others. Would they be so impressed, Vio wondered wryly, if they knew how stiff his arm felt, or that he had secretly propped a stick under his elaborate Zavaedi’s robe to help him keep on his feet without toppling over? Even after Healers had danced around him, the soreness of the battle dug talons into his shoulders like a falcon. At least during the battle, he’d had the lightning of rage to heat his blood and whip him into action. Now he had only pure will to keep him awake. He knew, though, that winning a peace was harder than winning a war. He needed to be here. He needed to do this.

      Next, he accepted the groveling of the defeated who were not allowed to offer their daggers but who still had to offer their tribute. He had decreed that the high caste families of Orange Canyon must each offer up human sacrifices to him. They had all served the so-called Great One, who had tortured and murdered humans by the cage-full, so they hid their tears behind stony faces. They gave him their slaves instead of their sons and daughters, thinking themselves clever. Soon he had a large lot of kneeling slaves before him, mostly low caste Orange Canyon folk, but also some who had been captured from other tribes.

      “Slaves,” he said, “I grant freedom to all here. Those among you who wish my protection may offer me your service as liege warriors or serving maidens, as free men and women. Those of you who wish to depart may do so unmolested as long as you leave within half a moon and abuse no one else pending your departure.”

      The crowd of watching high caste Orange Canyon folk muttered amongst themselves. He had relieved the owners of their human chattel and then freed the slaves to avenge themselves against their former masters at a future time, and the former overlords did not like it. But the mutters remained subdued by their fear of him.

      Some of the slave girls did not want freedom. They offered themselves to him. One disrobed, to show what she offered, and quite an offer it was. He was glad, at that moment, that Vessia was not standing by his side. Vessia would have snickered at him. He thanked the girl, but forced her freedom back on her, and also her robe. Probably she would find her way to his brother…. But that joke, which once would have made him smile, this morning reminded him that his brother had betrayed him. Vio would have to deal with that later.

      There were always a few eager slave girls after a battle, looking to trade their bodies up the ladder, and when yet another beauty with too revealing attire asked for the favor to approach the dais for a closer word with him, he drummed his fingers impatiently even as he nodded. He hardly looked at her. He was scanning over the heads of the crowd, wondering where was Vessia now? He didn’t see any of the other Aelfae at the ceremony, or in the yard around the lodge they had claimed.

      What if Vessia left without a word of farewell? He knew she planned to leave. He had not yet thought of a way to keep her. But if he must, he would….

      “…hold the Vaedi Vooma,” the maiden concluded.

      Vio snapped his attention back on her. She had long, dark hair and nicely shaped thighs—pale flesh flashed peek-a-boo between her split skirts. Good hips, he noted approvingly. Wide enough for a baby to pass, probably, without killing her the first time round. She had painted her bare arms and flat belly with Rainbow Labyrinth designs, though her skirts were after the Orange Canyon fashion, except for the daring slits. Possibly she had been a prisoner until recently. She had more than one Chroma, but he couldn’t tell how many. Hope shone from her bright young face.

      “There will be no Vaedi Vooma,” he said. Crush your hope. Hope is deadly.

      “But—you can’t—why?” she cried.

      “My son is dead.” The words were flat, without room to bend. “There will be no Vaedi Vooma.”

      She burst into tears.

      Vio sneered. “So sorry to disappoint you. You would have made a lovely Vaedi, I’m sure. But it won’t happen. My son is dead.”

      He heard the rage seething in his own voice. He clenched his fists to keep it damped.

      “I didn’t know,” she sobbed. “I didn’t know Kavio was dead. You see—I loved him!”

      Vio stared at her. “You knew my son?”

      “We were betrothed,” she said simply.

      She was pretty. She had power. She had nerve too, to ask to speak to him and then announce she would win the Vaedi Vooma. Could Kavio have known this girl? Loved her? Proposed to marry her?

      Or maybe she was a liar. Vio ordered her to go to his lodge and ask for Danumoro. There was no time to sort out her claim now, but he would investigate it. If she were lying…. If she dared lie about his dead son…. Oh, she would beg for the mercy of a quicker death. But no mercy and no quick death would he grant.

      Mercy, like hope, was just another weapon of control, and he was not in any mood to dispense more of it than he must to keep power.

      The new War Chief of the defeated tribe was last to climb the steps to the Maze Zavaedi’s dais and kneel at Vio’s feet. Nugwano son of Harcho had been declared War Chief of Orange Canyon by the elders of the tribe only the day before. Was their choice an act of defiance or an acknowledgment of subservience? Nugwano’s father Harcho the Bone Breaker had been the right arm of the former War Chief, a powerful warrior and a bitter enemy. Also, an ass.  Vio had met him in personal combat. Many had witnessed the match. Many others had heard of the ferocity of the duel. It had ended when Vio had snapped off Harcho’s head. Nugwano owed his father’s death debt, and maybe the elders hoped he would avenge their whole tribe at the same time. Or maybe they figured that no matter whom they chose to be War Chief, that hapless sot would be disgraced, dismembered, or killed, and the elders wanted to cut their losses and ingratiate themselves by offering Vio someone he’d likely mutilate anyway.

      Nugwano wore the elaborate feather garments in white, black, and orange befitting the War Chief of a great tribe. However, he avoided Vio’s eyes. Everyone looked young to Vio these days, but this boy looked ridiculously young to be a War Chief. Muck it all, the boy was barely past Initiation. He crouched at Vio’s feet and mumbled something.

      “I didn’t catch your Shining Name,” Vio said.

      “Nugwano the Spider Fighter,” the boy replied.

      You must jest, Vio restrained himself from saying. Spider Fighter?

      “You just earned your Shining Name in the Battle of the Eclipse three days ago?” Vio asked. Maybe he was wrong. Maybe deathless shadow arachnids attacked Orange Canyon all of the time, and the boy had earned his Zavaedi name in some other battle.

      Nugwano jutted his chin out sullenly. “Yes, all said I fought well in the battle.”

      “Of course you did.” Vio knew he sounded patronizing. Trying to take out the sting, he added, “So did your father.”

      Nugwano glared at him. Killer mentioning the boy’s dead father had not been a great idea after all. Who knew?

      “If you wish to try to collect his deathdebt,” Vio said, more coldly, “Ask now. Otherwise, I expect you to offer your own allegiance and tribute on behalf of your tribe to the Rainbow Labyrinth.”

      War Chief Nugwano lowered his head and sliced his dagger across his palm. He placed the bloodied dagger at Vio’s feet and vowed the subservience of himself and his people. It was done, and the defeated War Chief retreated to be with his defeated people in the solitude of their own stone lodges.

      Danumoro approached discreetly once the ceremony ended.

      “Did the girl come to you?” Vio asked. “Is she a liar?”

      “She’s at the lodge now. She was at Yellow Bear the same time Kavio was. The rumor was that he was secretly betrothed to some girl. It might have been she. But that’s not why I came—”

      “Have you found my brother yet?” Vio demanded.

      “Yes, and he’s drunk—”

      “Of course he is.”

      “—but that’s not the most urgent tidings I bear, War Chief. An army has been spotted approaching the mountain.”

      Vio grunted. “Give the girl clothes from our tribe and give her quarters. Have my brother brought to me. Hog-tied, if need be.”

      “Did you hear what I said about the army?”

      “I did, and it just means that before we find ourselves fighting a new war, I’ll have to deal with my brother, even if it’s sooner than I had planned.”

      “What will you do to him, Vio?”

      “He betrayed me. He betrayed Vessia. What do you think I will do, Danu?”

      Finnadro

      “You have to kill him,” said his Lady.

      Harsh words spoken so sweetly by such beauty disconcerted him so greatly, that, for a moment, Finnadro didn’t hear her. He only absorbed the sight of her, letting the vision ease his weariness. Blood and grime caked his arms up to the elbows, and as he tried, without success, to wipe off the grunge, he stared at his muse and his mistress, the Green Lady. She’d just appeared, after her fashion, in a sparkling mist. He stared frankly, knowing his gaze had no power to embarrass her. He stared into her eyes, less as a man gazes into his lover’s eyes, to lose himself in another soul, than the way a man gazes without conscious thought at a glen with a quiet pool where a sparrow wets and flutters its feathers, to lose himself in the world’s soul.

      The Green Lady’s pale green skin was flawlessly smooth, and her long dark green tresses flowed behind her like a sighing willow. A song of spring whispered in the pastel petals of her gown, rippling and rustling and releasing soothing scents on the breeze. Immortality bestowed on her the buoyancy of youth, lent a sparkle of innocent mischief to her green, green eyes, and erased any evidence that she had recently been tortured and murdered (and tortured and murdered and tortured and murdered) for three days by her sister. But then again, reflected Finnadro, no one could tell just by looking at him that he had recently spent three days mistreating a man. Appearances lied. He turned away from the faery, but her words echoed in his mind, inescapably. You have to kill him.

      Finnadro stood on a narrow stone shelf inside the canyon where the shadow spiders had spun their webs. Many of the sticky webs remained, some still enclosing captives. Only a few could be revived; most had already perished from the spider venom. But rescue provided Finnadro the pretext he’d needed to search the chasm for something else. He’d told no one his real mission. No one else would understand, no one else could know. Finding that object was much more urgent than saving any one life.

      Finnadro, in command of several septs of Green Woods warriors, had spent the last days crawling the webs, to search (on his part) and to find cocoons and free the captives. Foul fae, not undead shadows, but dangerous enough in their own right, had already discovered the nest of webs, a bonanza of helpless victims. After clearing out a nest of trolls, and chasing off a pack of goblins, Finnadro and his men had tripped over a bunyip, which fought them well into the night until the band of men—exhausted and one man less—retreated, unable to kill it. Finnadro had sent the survivors to recuperate. The bunyip was still out there, gorging and growing fierce on men’s bones, and Finnadro hadn’t found the object he needed. He alone remained in the chasm, too tired to search anymore,  too sick at heart to sleep. That’s when she had sparkled into existence beside him. To tell him this.

      “This,” she added, with seeming sadness (but could she feel sadness?), “is what my Sisters have decreed, and I with them.”

      “I gave my word to help the Vaedi,” Finnadro said. “To your other sister, the White Lady. You want me to help her, don’t you?”

      “Lady Death’s Henchman will never allow the Vaedi to resurrect the Aelfae.”

      “The Vaedi will not listen. She insists Umbral…she calls him Kavio… can be redeemed.”

      “Kavio is gone. None of us see him.”

      The fae were repelled by Death magic, Finnadro knew. They could not see the Deathsworn, just as ordinary folk could not see fae. They literally could not see Kavio anymore. To them, it must indeed be as if he had died.

      “He is Lady Death’s Henchman no longer,” Finnadro argued.

      “Ah, Finnadro. He will always be hers. Although it’s true that High Fae have sometimes lost human lovers that we once claimed…. Yes,” she laughed at his incredulous look, “Even I have been spurned. Rarely. Yet it has happened. But Lady Death? Never. She claims an individual champion only seldom, but none she has anointed has ever escaped her allure.”

      “Why is her hold so powerful?”

      “If we knew her secret, Finnadro, we would employ it ourselves.” The Green Lady smiled to show she jested…somewhat.

      “I saw Lady Death through Umbral’s memories,” Finnadro admitted. “I understand why he could not kill her when he saw her. What man could bring himself to slay an infant, even knowing it to be a faery trick? But why he could not break free of her illusion, except after he lost his memory….”

      “This has never happened before,” she said. “Always, forgetfulness has been one of her weapons, never ours.”

      “Perhaps that is the secret to the Black Lady’s undoing,” he said, “Using her own magic of Oblivion against her.”

      “How? If Umbral regains even a thread of memory, where will it end? The knot of a man’s life is a single strand, twisted and tangled with everyone and everything he has ever touched.”

      “I may have a way to keep that knot unraveled,” he insisted. “I just need more time...”

      “Time,” she said sadly. “Time is the arrow that breaks the circle. Another of Death’s weapons. I can give you one cycle of the sun and moon. That is all.”

      “One day…” He shook his head. Again he wiped his filthy knuckles on his legwals, uselessly. “My Lady, it’s not enough.”

      “Well, then, my love,” she said, even as she sparkled into mist and disappeared, “You have to kill him.”

      He sat down heavily against the wall of rock and dirt. Weeds scratched him, but at least there were no webs. He pulled the Singing Bow round to his lap, idly. Without meaning to, he found his fingers moving over it in a strumming motion. Like a drunk, he felt like singing. Like a drunk, he saw no reason he should not do so slumped over in a dark chasm filled with monsters. Why not? he thought. Why not? He could not remember the last time he had played. More from exhaustion than intention, he pulled out the extra cords from the necklace he wore, and strung up the Singing Bow so that the cords could be strummed to make music.

      He plucked a few notes, then a few more. He warbled a lonely tune of his own crafting, about a hunter who loved a maiden, and wanted only to protect her. “There is a monster in the wood, my love, there is a wolf that howls….” As in all worthwhile ballads sung by drunken warriors, love unfolded into tragedy. The maiden was secretly a wolfling; the beast he shot was his own true love. Truth came too late. “The arrow hit, and then he saw her, falling, changing….”

      He stopped before he finished the verse. He had started this song long ago, and he’d just remembered that originally he’d planned a different ending, in which the man’s true love was in fact an immortal faery, who appeared alive again at dawn, both her lie and his arrow forgiven. A happy ending…or was that ending sadder than the first? For after all, it only reversed their tragedy. After a turn of sun and moon, after a handful of days, after a human lifetime, their positions would be reversed. She would be holding him in her immortal arms as he lay dying. Either way, death conquered love.

      The air whistled and an arrow thunked into the dirt a finger’s span from his head. Finnadro blinked, more annoyed than afraid. A faery maiden dallied on a little crust of rock on the cliff across from him, such a precarious precipice, no human could have balanced there, certainly not as gracefully as she did.

      “Don’t stop now.” There was a mocking, gently threatening lilt to her melodious voice. “It was lovely…for a human.”

      Finnadro yawned. She’d shot an arrow at him, and he had no way to return the volley with the Singing Bow in use as a harp. But he would not have drawn his bow anyway, for he guessed that her arrow had not missed its mark. Mischief, not murder, was her aim.

      She kept her spot with small bounces on the balls of her dainty feet, not even bothering to grab a handhold. Her hands were occupied with her bow. She had no wings, oddly, only that lithe slenderness and halo of radiance that marked the fae. He thought she looked wrong without wings—less human rather than more. He could not decide her Chroma… the colors of her aura shifted in a way they should not have….

      “You’re Aelfae,” he said. His tongue and wit were still thick with near-sleep.

      “You’re one of those humans who loves faeries.”

      “Not all faeries,” he said pointedly.

      “I saw you with the Green Lady. You know you’re nothing but a toy to her, don’t you? Nothing but a tool.”

      “A weapon,” he said.

      She sniggered. “Who does she want you to kill?”

      “A faery such as yourself should take care in this chasm,” he said. “There could still be death magic about; and the spider venom smeared on some of these webs would hurt you even more than it would me.”

      “I’m looking for something.”

      The last drops of his sleepiness evaporated. Every muscle in his body strained, though he did not move.

      “Looking for what?”

      “Something that will change everything,” she said. She laughed, the trill mocking but thrilling, so very fae, and she leaped from her crust of ledge into the chasm, not flying but falling out of sight.

      He had one day to find what he needed; a bunyip still at large in his hunting ground; and now, oh, wonderful, he had competition too. He wasn’t tired anymore—he’d pay for the lack of sleep later, but for now, fire surged in his veins—but he realized he needed another bow in this hunt. Not Dindi. She must never discover what he was about, and she would know at once, if she saw what he was after. The only one who could help him now was the last person who should.

      Kavio

      Dancing with Dindi, feeling her thigh slide against his, watching her lips part slightly, her eyes sparkle like perfect river stones out of reach beneath a deadly but crystal clear current, Kavio wondered if they had ever been lovers. She said they were strangers, but she savored his name in her mouth and smoothed her hands over his skin as if she had once possessed him intimately and still believed he belonged to her. He rebelled against her unspoken claim, which belied everything she’d told him aloud, yet kept imagining its erotic fulfillment.

      He loved the rhythm of her body and the melody of her touch. He loved the feel of her breath, warm and fragrant. He loved watching her mouth as she danced, the tiny panting breaths of exertion that excited other desires in him. He imagined that soft mouth close to his skin. He had kissed her on the Bridge of One Thread during the battle, and she had not rebuffed him. He wondered if she had once been his wife. A broken marriage might explain the way she both seduced and rejected him. He laughed silently at the thought of her as a wife. She would make a terrible wife, at least for any other man. She was far too free-spirited to be one of those women who sat all day by the hearth, poking embers and kneading corn dough into pishas. He’d known her only three days, but that much was obvious.

      Last night they had each slept on separate beds in one of the stone lodges. There had been many others sharing the same lodge, all injured, exhausted, war-weary. One day, perhaps they could make their own camp, someplace private, and he could learn the curves of her body. If they could dance together, if they were to marry one another for the “show,” why could they not also learn to share that? They did not need to love one another, or even trust one another, to enjoy one another.

      He sliced the fantasy short. During the Battle of the Eclipse, the terrible Spider Queen had captured him and tried to wrap him in her webs. Her poison had filled his lungs and choked him with nauseating weakness. He knew that his magic—Death Magic, Dindi had called it—was akin to whatever had animated the shadow spiders. If his presence poisoned Dindi the same way he had been poisoned by the Spider….

      Far from taking her into his arms, he ought to keep as far from her as possible.

      As if thinking about the shadows fed them power, his hold on his shields faltered. His Penumbra, that poisoned dark that edged him like a hail of obsidian arrows, shot out and cut Dindi’s aura. He heard her gasp in pain.

      He released her, almost pushed her away.

      “I can’t,” he said. “It won’t work. This won’t work. I can’t shield you.”

      “It was working. We’ll take it slow—”

      He scowled. Dindi broke off mid-sentence.

      “Don’t give up on me, Kavio,” she said in a low voice.

      “Has it occurred to you that maybe I, like Zithra-Lume, as a thing of darkness, should just be destroyed for the good of the whole world?”

      She stared out into nothingness past his shoulder. Obviously, it had occurred to her.

      “Just keep dancing,” she said at last.

      “It’s no good, my Vaedi. I’m not good for you.”

      “Kavio, you can do this. We can do this.”

      “And I want to help too,” interjected a new voice. A man strolled toward the  roots of the upside down tree where they spoke.

      They both stepped back, like Initiates caught snogging behind a well. Kavio was relieved by the excuse to stop dancing, and also pleased that he had not forgotten the man’s name since he’d learned it. At least his memory seemed solid since whatever spell had stricken him with amnesia right before the Battle of the Eclipse.

      “Finnadro,” he said. “My friend.”

      “Kavio, my friend,” Finnadro said gravely. “We all want you to get your memory back. But right now the White Lady needs to see Dindi. Perhaps in the meantime, I could help answer your questions.”

      “Thank you, Finnadro,” Dindi said. “Where is she? Do you know why she wants to see me?”

      “I thought she was to attend a ceremony with the Maze Zavaedi, but I’ve been told she did not. I don’t know where she went. And no, I don’t know why she wants to see you.”

      “I’ll find her. Or, more likely, she’ll find me,” Dindi said. She darted away.

      Kavio watched her slender form disappear over the hill before he turned to his lanky friend.

      “You decided to wear the Obsidian Mask after all,” Finnadro observed.

      Kavio touched the prickly crown. How quickly he’d become inured to its weight. “Dindi tossed it to me.”

      “The cleft in the mountain is still filled with webs created by those damn spiders,” said Finnadro. “The spiders are gone but some truly filthy fae have wasted no time scavenging around for the prisoners the spiders left behind. A bunyip gave my men some trouble. Wanna take a swipe at it with me?”

      “Absolutely, Finn… Can I call you Finn?”

      “Definitely not, Kav. I hate ‘Finn.’”

      “Perfect. Lead the way, Finn. Let’s go whoop some bad fae.”

      The chasm wasn’t far and sure enough it was still filled with filthy goo. The walls of the cleft were sheer for many spans, but Finnadro and his men had already attached a knotted rope ladder to an anchor rock, allowing them to climb down to the first ledge. They edged carefully along that thin lip of rock to a spot where the second rope was anchored, and climbed deeper into the chasm to the next ledge. They did this until they reached a place where the cleft grew so narrow and so many webs remained that they were able to walk on the webs and touch stone with outstretched fingertips.

      “This was where the bunyip killed my man,” said Finn.

      “Strange for a bunyip to stray far from water.”

      “There’s probably a dark pool fed by an underground spring somewhere near. The smell of fear probably drew it out.”

      Bunyips usually drowned their victims, feeding not on the flesh but on the fear of dying mortals. Though bunyips dwelled in water, they weren’t Blue but Purple. It was said they prized most the taste of a brave man’s fear, for as great as his courage normally was, so much sharper was his fear when his courage collapsed.

      “I’ve fought a bunyip before,” Kavio said.

      The other man measured him with an inscrutable look. “You remember it?”

      “No, I can’t remember it at all. I’m just sure I have.”

      They were speaking softly and stepping carefully through the webbing. Dawn had not penetrated this deep into the cavern. It was shrouded in perpetual dusk that strained the eye. Kavio saw a wrapped shape, faintly luminous with sickly puce light, because the webbing had a dark aura. A cocoon. Remembering what it felt like to have those strands of glue smother the breath from his chest, he repressed a shudder.

      “There.” Kavio pointed to movement in the shadows about the cocoon. “You’re right.” Some kind of fae pawed at the cocoon. “The captive might still be alive.”

      Finnadro drew the Singing Bow. Arrow, aim, and arc, all were perfect. Down went the dark thing pawing the cocoon.

      With a roar, the bunyip rose up again, twice as high as either man, shaggy, dripping, clawing, ripping, glowing violet except for the fire flaming in the pupils of its black eyes. Roaring and raging, charging and biting, the bunyip bulled toward them. Finn had no time to draw a second arrow. The monster slapped him down. Kavio, it could not hit, for he had leaped over its head and stabbed his obsidian blade into its neck. This didn’t stop it, didn’t even slow it. The blade barely bit through its thick fur. Knotted, matted fur covered the fae, fur dense as scales. To Kavio’s current sight, it looked dark and dirty, but he remembered that bunyips had such a dark, dirty violet it was almost brown. Despite being a fae, with Purple magic that he could see in full color, it almost blended into the colorless mundane world. Horns surrounded its beady eyes like fence posts, so those bulbs weren’t vulnerable either.

      The bunyip lowered its jowls over Finn, slavering and sniffing eagerly for fear. If Finn felt any, he showed none, but shoved an arrow, held like a spear, upward into the palate of that great, stinking mouth. When the bunyip jerked back its head instinctively, Kavio grabbed it by the eyehorns and twisted the immense cranium, allowing Finn to scramble free.

      Now the bunyip was getting annoyed. Like a wet dog, the monster shook its whole body. In the rainstorm of wet fur, both Kavio and Finnadro fell to either side of the fae. The bunyip ripped out the whole cocoon and, clutching it under one paw, reared and fled. The thing that fed on fear was itself the worst coward.

      Kavio and Finnadro chased it, Finn in the lead by a step or two until the bunyip darted into a crevice in the rock. Finnadro hesitated.

      “We tried yesterday,” he warned. “It’s impossible, too many channels. We’ll get lost.”

      “I won’t.” Kavio pushed by him and climbed into the cave tunnel. “If you fear to be underground, don’t come. The bunyip will fatten on your dread.”

      “I’m not afraid of that mucking water rat,” Finnadro retorted. Finn followed him inside.

      They passed quickly through the transition zone from dim to utter dark. Ordinary men would have been blind, lacking magic. For the only light in the deep came from tiny troglobite fae, hanging like stalactites from the ceiling. They glowed faint tints of green, orange, purple, magic that he could see in color against the ink-black tunnel. Kavio trusted Finn could see at least some of them. They were hibernating and did not flee from Kavio, as most fae did, only recoiled more tightly into their stony cones.

      Nothing is as sharp as pin-sized speleothems, the brittle pricks of limestone that lined the tunnel; cuts and jabs were impossible to avoid dragging one’s body over a thousand dagger tips. Kavio was glad for the tough leather of that strange black outfit Finnadro had found and said had been his. It protected as well as any garment could have, which is to say, not much. There were forks where the way split into alternate arteries through the rock, but Kavio followed the bunyip’s sticky trail with no trouble. He knew, too, he would remember his way back. He had spelunked before. He couldn’t remember doing it. He just knew.

      A scream, muffled, interrupted by gurgles, echoed through the cavern.

      “The man in the cocoon,” Kavio said. “I guess he was still alive.”

      “Not for long. The bunyip is feeding,” Finn said, adding grimly, “It’ll be stronger when we meet it next.”

      At one point the fist of rock clenched around them very tight. Behind him, Finn’s voice sounded as rough as the rock scraping them: “Are you sure?”

      “The bunyip fit this passage, so can we.”

      “That’s fine for non-humans,” Finn muttered. It wasn’t clear if he included Kavio in the human or non-human category. But he kept up.

      And the passage widened again, terminating in an irregular chamber where brackish water pooled. Naked bodies, bloated and pale, bobbed in the water. The freshest drowned corpse still wore a rictus of terror. A turnip-shaped ceiling drooped over and dripped into the deep. The ceiling rioted with helicites, myriad bizarre growths, like an inverted reef of stone anemones, worms, and corals. Plenty of troglobite fae glommed onto the growths, providing eerie but—to Kavio—adequate light. He felt no discomfort in the cavern. His focus contracted around the shaggy, horned head rising out of the water.

      “Finn, shoot the ceiling!” Kavio jabbed a finger upwards at the spot.

      “My arrows can’t pierce rock!”

      “Do as I tell you!”

      Finnadro drew the Singing Bow and aimed true. Kavio spun and kicked the air, gathering, or rather, unleashing, his own dark pool of magic, along with whatever bloated corpses of his unknown past it might have held. He spun and kicked and punched the darkness after the arrow, so that a huge shadow wave took up the missile and accelerated it to unnatural speed and power. The arrow hit with that black wave behind it.

      The whole conical ceiling, sharp with a thousand limestone blades, crashed down into the skull of the bunyip. The disease of Death itself infected that stone fall, and the bunyip screamed, a sound that held more terror in that one single prolonged note than all of screams of all of the bunyip's victims across all of the millennia of its immoral life. Knowing it should be immortal, it now tasted real death for the first time, and as its own eternity collapsed around it, it keened and died.

      Finnadro stumbled back in horror from Kavio.

      “What have you done?”

      “I killed it,” said Kavio, calmly. “Isn’t that what we came to do?”

      “But it was fae! You didn’t just kill it, you, you, you…” he sputtered to name the abominable. “You cursed it.”

      Kavio looked at the dark pool, where pale bodies bobbed.

      “It will never come back to life,” Finn said.

      “Neither will they.”

      Finnadro had no argument for that, but the bruised look did not leave him.

      Kia

      Kia had teased the human man about his song, but the melody kept humming in her head long after she left him. Of course, she didn’t care for the maudlin love story—didn’t humans ever dwell on anything besides mating?—but she kept thinking about how unfair it was that even some humans, such as the wolflings of Green Woods, had strong enough magic to shift into animal form, while she—an Aelfae with six Chromas!—could not do so. All because she had no wings!

      Her search would be so much simpler with wings. Instead of climbing here and there, clambering this way and that, from rock to rock, ledge to ledge, and web to web, she could be flying through the chasm. Swooping and darting with ease, she’d find what she needed in no time! Oh, cruel irony. If she could fly, she wouldn’t have been searching here in the first place.

      She was still searching when the human hunter, the man with the musical bow, returned to the chasm, together this time with another man, dressed in black, who vaguely disturbed her. Curious, she trailed them until they encountered the bunyip.

      Kia watched the fight without offering to help. Maybe if Vessia had been there, she’d have helped, but Kia figured why help humans fight a fae—even if it was a disgusting bunyip? Why should she get her hands dirty?

      The two human men aggravated the bunyip enough that it retreated to its den. To Kia’s surprise, the men followed. Now, why would they do that? They didn’t actually think they could rescue the bunyip’s victims, did they? Nah, even humans weren’t that dumb. Besides, humans were greedy. They never helped anyone unless they got something out of it.

      Bunyips hoard treasure. She rubbed her hands together. Fa! You sly humans, you! You’re after a treasure too!

      She followed them into the tunnel.

      Dindi

      “Have you found your wings yet?” the White Lady asked.

      “No,” said Dindi, surprised by the question.

      Dindi had not found Vessia, but Vessia had—as Dindi predicted—found her. Now Dindi was doing her best to keep up as Vessia walked so quickly she all but flew up a rocky mountain path. Vessia had not said yet where they were going in such a hurry.

      Xerpen had ripped Dindi’s wings from her, but as she hadn’t exactly been able to fly even when she had them, she hadn’t thought much about it.

      “It’s not important,” said Vessia. “You won’t need wings to be Vaedi. Maybe it’s even for the best. Humans might distrust you if you were too fae. You haven’t told anyone who you are yet, have you?”

      “No.”

      “Good. Xerpen and Mrigana are not dead. They were weakened in the battle, but they will both attack again when their strength is renewed. We must be ready.”

      They reached the Guest Lodge where the Aelfae had once been imprisoned by Xerpen, and where they were still staying. Dindi followed Vessia inside. It was a large, richly furnished rectangular room, with several stone beds heaped with straw and blankets, arranged along the long edge. Twin armies of baskets, filled with dried foods, bracketed the shorter walls. Vessia glanced around to confirm the lodge was empty.

      “You must grow your strength in secret, Dindi,” she continued, “Keep intact the spell that conceals your power, deploy all your discretion and your guile to conceal your true face from the crowd. If anyone finds out before the Vaedi Vooma, you must be ruthless in protecting your secret. Not just your own life depends on it. Your life is entangled with ours now. If you can’t do whatever must be done, one of us will. Do you understand?”

      “I think so…”

      “I know you do. However, there are two men, whom you can trust, who need to know that you are the Vaedi…”

      A loud sneeze broke the breeze and the huge pile baskets against one wall tumbled down. Two men dressed as clowns sheepishly picked themselves out of the mess. One was girlishly gorgeous, with tresses as long and lovely as a maiden's, and the other was a hulking giant of a man with thick arms and an even thicker neck. One made his clown get-up look elegant, the other made his equally ridiculous outfit look solemn.

      “Svego! Gremo!” Dindi exclaimed.

      Vessia glared at the clowns. “…and these are not those two men!”

      Gremo stood rooted to the ground, mouth agape. Svego fell to his knees and then tugged at Gremo’s legwals until the big man knelt too.

      “We didn’t hear any faery secrets, my Lady!” babbled Svego. “Nothing at all about concealing the Vaedi! Nothing at all about assassinating those who discover the truth!”

      “Please don’t kill us, my Lady,” said Gremo gravely. “We would never betray any secret of yours or of Dindi’s.”

      “Clown’s honor!” Svego’s squeaks kept getting higher pitched. “And if you can’t trust a clown, who can you trust?” He tittered nervously. “O please, please, please don’t turn us into toads. Ermines, maybe, they have flair, but not ugly, warty toads.”

      “Get up, you fools,” Vessia snapped. “Who set you to spy on me?”

      “We were not spying on you!” said Svego, outraged. “We were spying on Dindi! For her own good. She always gets in trouble…”

      “It looks as if you have that in common,” Vessia said acidly.

      “I trust them, my Lady,” Dindi said.

      “It’s not your decision to make.”

      “But it must be. If I am to be Vaedi, I will have to know when to be ruthless, as you suggest, but also where to find allies. These are good men, and no strangers to keeping the secrets of good friends. I trust them. I ask you to trust my trust.”

      Vessia did not look at Svego or Gremo. She studied Dindi. Then the White Lady inclined her head.

      “Very well, Vaedi, I will trust your judgment. I hope, though, that your large heart does not lead you to lend more trust than others will repay.” Finally, she looked at the kneeling men. “Didn’t I tell you to stand up?”

      They scrambled to their feet.

      “Clowns, you now have no choice but to serve the Vaedi. You will keep her secrets and obey her orders, live as she bids, and die if she commands. Take your daggers and swear it in blood.”

      They were not armed, so they had to use potshards to cut their hands and swear their oath. Even Svego did it soberly, without jests or sarcasm. The look he gave Dindi as he swore to serve her was puzzled and worried but respectful.

      “Before the interruption,” Vessia went on, after the short ritual, “I was going to say that the Maze Zavaedi needs to know your true identity. He will also want to tell his close friend and advisor, a man named Danumoro.”

      Dindi nodded. All this made sense.

      “I will take you to meet him,” Vessia said. “But he’s a human and appearances mean much—too much—to him. It will go better if you dress…” She gestured vaguely at Dindi, and for the first time in several days, Dindi was aware of what a mess she must look. She had scrubbed and mended her clothes since the battle, but she still wore a dirty, stained hodgepodge of rags and leather, wrapped higgity-piggity to keep her jiggity bits from wiggling too much.

      Svego popped into the conversation brightly. “I will dress our girl as cute as a corncob doll!”

      Dindi winced a little at the idiom he’d chosen. He didn’t know about the Corncob Doll she was cursed to bear, of course, a doll more lethal than adorable. Vessia, for her part, was obviously relieved to leave the vagaries of human fashion to an expert.

      “Do,” she said. “I’ll be back for her.” She pointed to one of the beds, heaped with costumes and jewelry and flim-flam. “You may use anything you think best.”

      Svego skipped over to the pile, clapping his hands. “Fa, girl, this will be fun!”

      Kavio

      Kavio and Finn quietly set about the unhappy business of fishing the bodies out of the drink. Kavio circled the cavern, searching for…

      “Ah, here we go,” he announced, as he pushed aside a loose rock near the water’s edge, revealing a large clay jar with a cork stopper. “Bunyips hoard treasure. Shiny things they find, along with souvenirs of their victims. It might help us identify some of our soggy friends.”

      Kavio unplugged the jar and upended it. A mess of bric-a-brac tumbled out. Flint flakes, pottery shards, beaded feathers, three hooks, two needles, fifteen polished stones—one with an odd imprint like feathers—a wooden spoon, a dowel, a stitching awl, a bradawl, a small spool of dull thread and a large spool of glossy thread, a little cooking pot (burnt on the bottom), a necklace made of owl bones, a child’s leather moccasin and a painted shell.

      Finnadro quickly scooped up all the ‘treasures,’ except the stones, which he left, into the maroon leather satchel he always wore.

      “This may help us identify the victims,” Finnadro said, “But I don’t see how we can get these bodies out of this cave.”

      “We’ll tie them in a line, like sausages,” said Kavio. “And drag the whole line of links out behind us.”

      Dragging the bodies up the cliff “sausage style” worked, but it was a hard slog. They chivvied the bodies out of the cave, then hauled them up the ledge all the way to the summit. Afterward, they washed off and collapsed on the grass next to the corpses, which somehow stank even more in the open air than in the cave.

      Finn said sarcastically, “Thank you for ruining sausages for me. I’ll never be able to eat them again.”

      Green Woods warriors found them. The warriors ignored Kavio. They admonished Finnadro to see the Healers (both men were covered with scrapes from the rocks), took away the bodies to deliver them to the Deathsworn, and left Finnadro a drinking horn.

      Finn tipped back the horn and grunted approval. “Beer. Very strong beer.”

      He held it out to Kavio.

      Kavio reached out for the horn and hesitated. A weird sentiment shivered down his back, an almost-memory of Finnadro offering him food and drink…

      “Finn,” he said slowly, excitedly, “I remember something… I remember…”

      …a whisper of fear, of pain, of rage, a whiff of pus and piss and blood, a muffled scream heard in the dark, screeching louder and louder in his mind as the memory bobbed to the surface, not a happy memory, but something horrid and obscene, naked terror on a frozen face, a bloated corpse, a rack, a whip, a flame, a pit…

      Umbral slapped the drinking horn to the dirt and constricted his fingers around his torturer’s throat.

      Kia

      Navigating the tortuous veins of rock, Kia had become hopelessly confused. She wasn’t accustomed to tight, dark spaces, she didn’t like the way the limestone scratched her skin (though the cuts healed quickly), and at last she had to admit that she was humiliatingly lost.

      Her only goal after that was to find her way back out, but instead, that was when she tumbled into the bunyip’s lair. The stink of the bunyip, and the rancid pool, made it unmistakable, but she had missed the battle. A part of the cavern’s roof had collapsed into the brackish water, possibly burying the bunyip. Or the monster had escaped again. There was no sign of it, nor of the human warriors, nor even of the victims, which the bunyip usually liked to have floating in its pool.

      A black miasma, terrifying for a reason she could not name, drifted on the floor of the chamber. It had no smell, and more of a shadow of a color than a color, but she was careful to keep to the edge of the chamber. It reminded her of the Death magic that Xerpen had summoned—maybe it was some lingering foulness. She didn’t let it touch her. It thinned and dissipated while she watched, but she still did not dare creep where it had lingered.

      She saw another exit from the room, and noticed bits of fiber scraped on the rough limestone. So, the humans went that way. It must be the path out. They would have already taken the treasure. She’d failed. Maybe she could fight them for the treasure, but even if she won, word of the fight would reach Vessia.

      Kia growled and kicked a stone on the ground in her frustration. The smooth white stone glittered and landed again with a clink. Startled, she bent to pick it up. From afar, it looked like any river stone, smooth but dull. Close examination revealed it was far more than that: a precious stone—an oblong opal, satin as swan down, incised with a faint impression like wings in the stone. Millions of colors sparkled deep in its heart, so the wings seemed to ruffle and flutter when she tilted the opal.

      She couldn’t believe it. She’d found it. A treasure beyond beads, beyond pearls, beyond gold. Not a stone at all, but a rainbow.

      Xerpen had stolen a set of wings and thrown them into the chasm: Dindi’s wings.

      Kia closed her fist around the rainbow opal. Mine now.
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to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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