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    For Fable and Indi

      

    

This story mostly stands alone, but if you haven’t read the previous books in the series, you might want to check out these short recaps to orient yourself:

	Book 1: https://www.nickwisseman.com/synopsis-of-the-red-wraith

	Book 2: https://www.nickwisseman.com/synopsis-of-the-black-resurrection


Original peoples (Europan names for these tribes are in parentheses):

	Chata (Choctaw)

	Dine (Apachi)

	Dzune (Puebo)

	Hellani (Illineye)

	Hodensee (Irqouis)

	Huanca (Quecha)

	Kiksha (Chicksaw)

	Lepane (Delware)

	Lnu (MikMak)

	Metica (Aztek)

	Matowak (Montauk)

	Pekout (Peqwat)

	Roanack (Croatan/Sectan)

	Tsalgi (Cherkee)

	Wampanog (Philip’s Indians)


Afrii peoples:

	Alladan

	Foim

	Hausan

	Kongan

	Mandinkan

	Oyon

	Whydan
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Prologue
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The ransom was written in the wind.

Genadi glided back to appraise his handiwork. Lines of yellowed leaves hovered in the breeze, their blades limp from the remembered pressure of the receding snow. The leaves spelled out a message—a terrible, righteous message—but it wasn’t quite right. If he wanted Europa’s rulers to pay his bounty, he’d have to strike a better balance between reason and threat.

He let the leaves drift back to the ground and looked about for inspiration. Spring wasn’t yet in bloom, but Angland’s coast was as cheerful as he remembered: whimsical water, rugged cliffs, and sheep speckling the landscape (both with their white wool and their brown leavings). The sight should have been calming. For anyone else, it probably would have been. Yet Genadi couldn’t forget how he’d spent his days here anticipating or enduring pain. There was no beauty in that.

A figure moved into view over the nearest rise—likely one of the local shepherds. Perhaps he felt Genadi trespassed on this land. Perhaps he wanted to fight.

One could hope.

“Morning!” the shepherd called in earthy Anglo. His clothing was correspondingly coarse, but his bearing spoke of self-confidence. “Are you lost, friend?”

“Am I your friend?”

The shepherd stopped and peered at Genadi, eyes narrowing. “A Mohammedan, are you?”

“Bulgar, actually.”

The shepherd squinted harder, likely looking for a brand. “All the same. Never seen one of your lot this far north. Not loose, anyway. Maybe you’re not lost so much as you’ve run off from the Higgins’ estate?”

Genadi’s lips twitched. “So the Higgins are still the local lords?”

“Aye. They pay good coin for my fleece. I expect they’ll pay better for lost goods.” The shepherd tipped his knotty staff forward as if merely brandishing it would decide the matter.

Genadi smiled in full now. “Tell me, ‘friend,’ can you read?”

“A bit.” The shepherd’s tone was equal parts proud and defensive.

“Good. I could use some advice. What do you think of this?” Genadi gestured at the ground, and his yellowed leaves rose back into the air, rustling faintly as they floated into their previous alignment. He rose with them. “Pretend you were a noble—one of the Higgins, say, grinding those that toil for them to dust. Would you be inclined to pay what I asked?”

The shepherd’s staff fell to the ground while his face went whiter than the sheepskin draped over his shoulders. He blinked once at the leaves, then again at Genadi. “Warlock,” the man murmured.

More leaves swirled up, funneling around Genadi’s dangling legs, over his chest, and along his arms as the wind grew chill and a sheep bleated from the next hill.

The sound broke the shepherd’s paralysis, and with a cry of his own, he found the courage to draw a knife and hurl it at Genadi. The shepherd’s aim was true, but the blade spun through Genadi’s chest without making the slightest impact, resisted only by the leaf it impaled on the way out.

Blanching again, the shepherd edged backward. “Ghost,” he amended in an even softer voice.

Genadi did nothing as the man spun on his heel and fled. No need for a fight after all—it was enough to be seen. Seen and feared.

No need for reasoning either. The first line was already perfect:

The seasons are mine. Only blood and treasure will reclaim them.

Nodding, Genadi caused each leaf to fur with frost and sent them fluttering toward the Higgins’ estate. Once they’d faded from view, he conjured another gust to carry him south. His old masters would be the first to hear his demands, but not the last.

There were many other slavers to hold to account.
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Part I: Nantes
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Chapter One

Robine
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In perhaps the greatest irony of his life, Naysin burned with fever.

Grimacing, he edged further from the blazing campfire. Six moons ago, atop the earthen peak of Saint’s Summit, he’d immunized the original people—the Hellani, the Kiksha, the Metica, and all the rest, including his Lepane kin—against disease. The cost had been terrible: fully one in ten of those he’d “cured” had perished on what had come to be known as the Day of Black Pus (so called because of the corruption that oozed from their pores). But those who’d survived would never suffer so much as a cold again, much less the plagues that had devastated their populations at far greater rates.

Not Naysin, though. He’d neglected to immunize himself. And now he was so sick it felt like his insides would erupt into flames at any moment.

Showing no mercy, Tay nudged him back toward the fire. “Nice try. Stay where it’s warm and keep your poncho on. I didn’t make it for decoration.”

“Why? I’m hot as a fire on my own.”

“Until you catch a chill again, and I have to massage your skin to stop your shivering.”

Naysin forced a mischievous smile. “Was that so bad?”

Tay rolled her eyes. As always, the motion highlighted her pupils’ milky coloring. Her foxlike hearing—sharper even than a blind person’s (or in her case, a formerly blind person’s)—had returned after the Day of Black Pus. And her equally keen sense of smell had never left. But her sight remained limited to what she could see through Xihuitl, a cantankerous, greedy gull. The bird was perched in a nearby tree, glaring at Naysin as he scooted marginally closer to the fire.

“Did the gull tell on me?” he asked.

“In his way, but I heard you first.”

The precise nature of Tay’s connection to Xihuitl remained unclear. The gull had formerly belonged to Quecxl, the Metican shaman whose healing powers had enabled the cure. Quecxl had called Xihuitl his nahualli, or animal twin—something similar to the guardian spirits Naysin’s kin put so much stock in. Tay thought the bird might be a minor reflection of her people’s gods, a living totem the Metican had somehow blessed with breath and flight. Whatever the truth of the relationship, it seemed to have transferred to Tay, perhaps through the links she’d established with Quecxl and the other shamans Naysin had summoned to Saint’s Summit.

She offered him her hand. “Can you stand?”

“Are you going to drag me if I don’t?”

“It’s possible.”

Gritting his teeth, he gripped her hand and pulled. It didn’t get him anywhere. He’d meant to haul himself up, but when it became clear he couldn’t straighten his legs on his own, Tay raised him high enough to lean on her shoulder.

“You’re getting worse,” she noted quietly.

“It’ll pass. I just hope it doesn’t go on to you.” He hadn’t immunized Tay either. Most days he was glad of that. His dreams were already filled with too many shadowy forms writhing on the ground and leaking black sludge. And if his beautiful, deadly Dzuni girl had been among the one in every ten who’d never gotten back up ... But if she became as sick as he was now—weaker than he’d let on until just a moment ago—would he regret his oversight?

She walked him to the furs she’d arranged beside the fire. “You’re sure you can’t do something about this? I know healing on your own is hard ...”

“It’s still nearly impossible without Quecxl. Maybe more so—I don’t know that I’ll ever get back to what I was before Saint’s Summit. And anything I managed would probably leave me so tired I’d be worse off.” Naysin squinted as the fire’s heat assaulted his face. Then he chuckled.

“What is it?”

“You’re being a mother hen again. It’s like Saint’s Summit all over.” Except in that case, he’d been dying. Truly dying—gutshot, with little chance of recovery. “This is nothing compared to that. I’ll be fine. And really, I deserve worse.”

She swatted him on the head. “Stop it. We’re not doing that again.”

Not out loud, at least.

She was good at guessing his thoughts, though—her second swat was harder, but she softened it with a kiss. “You’re not allowed to brood about it either. It’s done. We’re an ocean away from all that.”

He nodded. Not because he agreed with her; he only had to close his eyes to return to the Day of Black Pus. But they’d come to the coast of Francia for something else. “You still can’t see her?”

Tay shook her head. “Your mother got the cure too—and endured it. I’m sure of that. But trying to pinpoint her energy among everyone else’s is ...”

“Impossible. I know. Thank you for continuing to try.”

“Of course.” She grabbed a spare fur and huddled into it.

He winced. “I’m sorry I can’t keep the cold off us right now. When I’m better—”

“Shh.” Tay held her hand up, then rippled her fingers into the hand-praying signs she’d first shown him all those years ago in Dzune. Someone’s coming.

Is it my fathers? Enki and Enmul—the spirit of the first trapped inside the sand-and-stone body of the second—had kept their distance since Saint’s Summit. Naysin hadn’t noticed any sign of them in days. There was no reason for them to know creating the cure had diminished him. And even if they did, the old manitouk must realize they still had little chance against him when he was healthy; not with their magic neutered and inaccessible. If they’d noticed his illness, though, and guessed how much further it limited him ...

It’s not them, Tay signed. The footsteps are too light. Xihuitl flew off his perch and circled up into the sky. Tay reached for her rainstick and leaned forward, no doubt gazing through the bird’s eyes. Xihuitl sees a pale man and a teenage girl—probably a farmer and his daughter.

That sounds innocent enough.

Tay shrugged but didn’t set down her rainstick. It looked harmless, carved with a subtle bird motif that evoked summertime in a different land. Yet twisting either end would produce a bone blade sharp enough to shear off a limb. Hopefully, that wouldn’t be necessary.

They’re coming this way? asked Naysin.

Tay nodded, throwing off her fur as she rose. Can you shield your face?

He frowned. The swirling, black-and-white brand surrounding his left eye was a telltale back in the “New” World. So was his smoky hair. But perhaps the legend of the Red Wraith hadn’t traveled this far. I’d rather not spend the energy.

It’s either that or you climb a tree and stay there until they’re gone.

Fine. Naysin breathed out, then in and gathered the necessary Kug to himself. Its essence would be invisible to the farmer and his girl, as it was to Tay and virtually everyone else in the world. Yet the lines of order allowed him to construct a small illusion, a softer, unmarked version of his face and hair. Instinctively, he matched this expenditure with an equal amount of Mir, using Kug’s chaotic counterpart to wash himself with a cooling breeze. The long-ingrained habit of keeping the two energies in equilibrium wasn’t as vital as it used to be; the headaches that resulted from an imbalance had lessened since his fathers lost the power to amplify them. But they still hurt, and he was uncomfortable enough as it was.

They’re about twenty paces away, Tay signed.

I can hear them now. The man was singing a wordless song with a pleasing rhythm. The girl chimed in on what passed for the chorus.

How do you want to handle it?

Without standing up.

Tay glanced back so she could roll her milky eyes at him again.

Don’t worry, I’ll be pleasant.

Maybe I should have made you climb that tree.

Maybe you should let me do the talking.

Tay grunted and pointed at the deer trail that ran through their campsite. A moment later, as Xihuitl reclaimed his perch above them, the man and girl rounded the nearest bend and came into view.

“Papa,” the girl said as the song died in her father’s throat. “Regarde.”

Grudgingly, Naysin reached for the extra Kug he’d need to translate the duo’s dialect and added the same measure of Mir to his private breeze. It had been several moons since he’d spoken with anyone but Tay—and even longer since he’d spoken in Franc.

The man gave Naysin a puzzled look. Tay was right—he seemed like a farmer: simple clothes, weathered face, and powerful hands. “We mean no trouble,” he said. “I hope you don’t mind us passing through your camp.”

“Not at all,” Naysin replied. The quicker this encounter was over, the better. Even tiny quantities of Kug and Mir were tiring for him right now.

The farmer nodded and motioned for his daughter to follow him. But while he kept his focus on Naysin, she seemed entranced by Tay. It made sense. Her multicolored poncho and feathered leggings undoubtedly clashed with the local fashions, and her short hair was probably almost as unusual.

It might cause some excitement when word spread, but that was fine. Naysin had no intention of lingering long enough for rumors to catch up to them. If only the two Francs would walk faster. The strain of maintaining his mask was increasing at a ridiculous pace; he’d felt diminished for a time after Saint’s Summit, but nothing like this. He was growing dizzy just sitting here.

And in yet another irony, the effort turned out to be a complete waste.

When the farmer and his daughter drew even with the campfire, she finally glanced at Naysin. Her mouth opened and her hand crept up to trace a circle around her right eye—as if she were mirroring his brand, the mark she shouldn’t have been able to perceive. More shocking still was the faint cone of Kug flickering in front of her face.

Naysin bolted up, then cursed his instincts as the sudden rise set his head spinning even faster. Even so, the giddy rush wouldn’t normally have pushed him over the edge. But he was falling before he realized exactly how feeble he’d become, and seeing darkness before his head hit the ground.

* * *
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“YOU WERE RIGHT,” TAY observed when Naysin woke. “You’re bad at standing now.”

His mouth was too dry to reply; it felt like someone had stuffed a handful of sand down his throat.

“Here.” First, she kissed him. Then she tilted his head up and held a wooden cup to his lips. When he parted them, she dribbled in a few drops of acrid water and pulled back so he could swallow.

After several rounds of this, he judged himself hydrated enough to attempt a question: “Where are we?”

He could see they were in a small, one-room house that smelled vaguely of livestock. The fireplace radiated a heat he was glad of—his fever having swapped itself for chills again—and the blankets and furs piled atop him pressed down with a comforting weight.

But he had no idea where this cozy house was.

“Sabien—that’s the farmer who came through our camp—insisted we stay here while you recovered. He even offered you his bed.”

Naysin raised his eyebrows. “And you agreed?” It was hard to imagine Tay trusting a stranger so quickly. She must have been truly worried.

“He said his wife knows herbs. And I didn’t think another night in the cold would do you any favors.”

Probably not. Naysin caught another whiff of the water—was that rosemary he was smelling? Was it stronger on this side of the world?—and pushed it away. “Lucky me. What’s her name?”

“Jaqueline.”

“Sabien and Jaqueline ... You’re able to understand them on your own?”

Tay shrugged and sat on the edge of the bed. “A little. I’m not really sure how. But you’re so good with languages—maybe you’re rubbing off on me?”

“I guess it’s possible.” Saint’s Summit had connected them in all sorts of ways. Or perhaps he’d just extended his translating weave to Tay without realizing it? Either was fine, as long as she didn’t get sick too. Gingerly, Naysin raised his head and looked around the house, studying it in detail this time. “It’s the next morning, then?”

“The next afternoon. You’ve been out almost a full day.”

He grimaced. Spirits and lakes, what a waste. “Who’s the artist?”

Delicate drawings adorned the dried-mud walls and much of the furniture. Sketches of animals mostly; Xihuitl, watching from a shelf, was flanked by images of an owl and a hawk. But several lords and ladies danced behind the table, and a battle scene raged above the door.

“The girl,” Tay said. “Robine. She was working on that wolf this morning.”

Naysin followed Tay’s finger to the snarling, half-finished maw in the far corner. “She’s good.”

“Very. Speaking of her ...”

Robine stepped into the house a moment later, opening and shutting the door quickly. Even so, enough chilly air entered with her that Naysin shivered. He wondered whether he should try to hide his brand again but decided it didn’t matter. The girl had already pierced his disguise with her cone of Kug, and the mask had lapsed while he’d been unconscious, so Sabien and Jaqueline must have seen it now too. Resurrecting the deception would only result in more questions. Hopefully, Sabien had thought its initial absence a quirk of the light.

Upon finding Naysin awake, Robine stepped toward the bed and then stepped back, perhaps torn between asking him about his illusion and making an excuse to go back outside.

“I like your drawings,” he said. If he could lower her a guard a bit, maybe they could speak about each other’s magic.

“Thanks,” she murmured. She didn’t move closer until Tay gestured at a chair, though.

Naysin tried to guess the gangly girl’s age as she sat. Fourteen winters? Fifteen? No older than that. “Your family is very gracious for taking me in like this.”

“It’s no trouble.”

“Even so. I intend to repay your hospitality once I’m able.” He hesitated for a moment, trying to find the likeliest path. “Could I show you one of my carvings?”

“If you like.”

Naysin started to rise, instantly regretted it, and lay back down, closing his eyes until his head stopped swimming. “Tay, would you mind getting the raccoon out of my pack?”

“Sure.” She was already off the bed and opening his bag. After a bit of rummaging, she handed Robine the wooden figurine he’d finished just before taking ill.

“It’s well done,” the girl conceded.

“Thank you. Not as good as your drawings, but I enjoyed making it.” There was a time when he’d crafted without using his hands, paring down each piece with blades of Mir and strengthening the joins with patches of Kug. But whittling with anything other than a physical knife felt like cheating now.

“What’s a raccoon?”

“You don’t have them in Francia?”

Robine shook her head.

“They’re like a squirrel crossed with a cat.”

She smiled—that was progress. “I bet they’re clever.”

“Very. Too clever for their own good sometimes.”

“I like that kind of clever.” She bent her head to study the figurine’s back. “Are their tails really so big?”

Now he smiled—she sounded like she already knew the answer. “No, I took some liberties there. Well, my knife did. I didn’t realize the proportions were off until it was too late; the body was already too small.”

“Couldn’t you have trimmed the tail down?”

“Probably. But I didn’t see it right away. You seem to spy the truth of things faster than me.”

Too direct—Robine stiffened, then started to pass the raccoon back.

“Keep it.”

She nearly dropped it. “Are you sure?”

“As I said, I want to pay your family back for your hospitality. That’s just a start.”

“It’s not necessary.”

“Please.”

“All right ... I guess. Thanks.” Robine considered the figurine again, then tapped the tiny Franc letters he’d carved into its base. “What’s that say?”

“‘In memory of Jehan.’ She was someone I knew who liked raccoons.”

Tay stirred at this. Not in a way that seemed jealous—she knew how much guilt he carried over what had happened to Jehan. But it must have been odd to hear the fur trader’s name again.

When Robine looked up, she was biting her lip as if considering something. A moment later, she blurted it out. “Can you read a message for me?”

“Sure.”

The girl nodded and hurried to the shelf Xihuitl had claimed. They eyed each other skeptically until Tay clucked her tongue and the gull flew to her shoulder. Then Robine set the raccoon on the shelf and removed a small cup and stick.

Next, she strode to one of the few empty sections of wall but seemed to think better of marking it. Instead, she grabbed the top pieces of wood from the stack by the hearth and lined them up next to each other on the floor, creating a rough canvas for herself. Finally, she dipped her stick in the cup—which looked to be filled with ash—and began writing. From the way she kept pausing to cock her head and furrow her brow, Naysin assumed she was transcribing the words from memory.

Her accuracy was impressive. Only a few letters seemed out of place, and none in a way that caused him any real confusion.

“What does it say?” asked Tay. Her Franc was passable—especially considering her lisp. But her newfound skill with languages didn’t seem to apply to reading.

In this case, that might be a good thing. The message was horrific.

“Please,” a vaguely familiar voice said from the front of the house. “If you can read it, we might as well hear what it says.”

Naysin cringed almost as much as Robine at the sight of Sabien standing in the doorway with crossed arms, his gaze as cold as the air streaming in around him. Had her father told her to forget seeing the message she’d just recreated on the firewood? If so, it was too late. “It’s not fit for a young lady’s ears.”

“Fifteen is old enough to hear truth.” Sabien moved to let in a woman—Jaqueline, most likely. Mercifully, she shut the door behind her. “If you please.”

“All right.” Naysin cleared his throat and sped through the message: “It says, ‘The seasons are mine. Only blood and treasure will reclaim them. To buy back your spring, seven priests must carve a broken cross into their foreheads and throw the bloody knives into the ocean. To buy back your summer, five merchants must allow themselves to be shackled and whipped at the water’s edge. To buy back your fall, three nobles must melt themselves into a carriage of gold and drive it into the sea. And to buy back your winter, one royal must tar his heir into a ship and set it adrift. I’m watching.’”

Xihuitl squawked when Naysin finished, but no one else said anything. “Where did you see this?” he asked eventually.

Sabien grunted and stepped towards the annotated wood. Only after he’d thrown the pieces in the fire and watched flames cloak each one did he answer: “Two days ago, by the sea. We were on our way back from town. Robine said she saw a swirl of leaves that looked like writing. I told her to forget it, but it matches the stories. The Amber Revenant’s come to Francia. May God have mercy on us all.”
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Chapter Two

Poachers
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That night was the bitterest Tay could remember.

She was no stranger to cold. After sunset, heat fled the deserts around Dzune almost as fast as the light. And in the years since she’d left her home to be with Naysin, they’d endured harsh winters together. But her first night in the Travers’ little house was icier than them all.

Sabien and Jaqueline slept on the hearth, with Robine snuggled between them under a heap of blankets. Tay clung to Naysin and his feverishly warm skin. At one point, Sabien rose to let in the family’s cow. The chill admitted by the door’s opening and shutting made Tay’s furs feel thinner than a spiderweb.

The next morning when Tay and Jaqueline went out to gather firewood, they noticed several tall trees whose trunks had split open, burst by frost.

“It’s too late for this,” Jaqueline muttered. “It should be spring already.”

In the afternoon, a neighbor came by to ask if he could borrow Sabien’s plow head, his own having bent when he tried to till the frozen earth.

Sabien said no. “I understand your impatience to plant your crops, but the ground is hard as stone.”

“Tardy planting makes for a tardy harvest,” the neighbor warned. His breath reeked of something fermented—probably homebrewed spirits.

“You won’t hasten anything by denting my plow head too. Patience, man. Come back when it’s time.”

Tay didn’t comment on the weather—speaking Franc was still challenging for her. But she could understand it better than she would have thought possible. She wondered if the same was true for the shamans she and Naysin had called to Saint’s Summit; the bonds of the summoning magic were fraying, but they remained strong enough that Tay could occasionally glimpse what the other survivors were doing.

Only if she concentrated, though. And she didn’t have a chance until evening. Until then, she spent most of the day tending to Naysin or trying to earn their keep. Fortunately, he seemed slightly better after dinner, falling into an easy sleep that calmed his breathing. So after helping Jaqueline wash up, Tay stoked the fire, sank cross-legged on the rough-hewn hearth, and closed her eyes. It shouldn’t have changed what she could see—her milky eyes remained as useless as they’d been for most of her life. But for reasons she still didn’t understand, lowering her eyelids suspended her connection with Xihuitl, just as opening them would restore it.

Tay started by picturing the other shamans—they were always easiest to locate. Their images came quickly tonight, but not their surroundings; Tay saw only darkness behind them. Chase, the Anglo who could command fire, was trudging up an incline. Isaura, the Espan who could wield water, was cradling something against her chest. And Amadi, the Afrii who couldn’t die, was sleeping.

Then Tay tried to find Naysin’s mother. This was as hard as ever. There was no lingering summoning magic to trace, no shared experience to serve as a guidepost. Tay didn’t even fully know what Kanti looked like. Naysin hadn’t seen her since he was twelve, and the ten years since had fogged his memory of her; his description had been vague. The only feature that sounded distinctive was a tattoo, black and white like her son’s but swirling around the opposite eye. Yet Tay would need a clear sighting to make that out, and most of the original people she’d routed Naysin’s cure to on the Day of Black Pus appeared to her as shadows—when they appeared at all.

She’d come close the previous moon. After searching for most of a day’s walk, she’d found a woman with the right mark on her face. The rest of her had been hazy and indistinct, but she’d been drumming on her thighs, a habit Naysin remembered his mother indulging often. Sadly, there had been no background to this vision either, no clues to where Kanti might be. Just confirmation that she was alive. Promising, but Tay needed more. Maybe if she ...

A tentative voice will ask, “Tay? Are you all right?”

Curse of the cannibal demon. Tay suppressed a grimace and opened her eyes. As her flash insight—her oldest talent and the one she needed least right now—had predicted, Robine was gazing at her worriedly. Xihuitl’s vantage from the shelf he’d adopted also revealed that the girl was clutching a small object behind her back.

“Tay?” Robine asked in real-time. “Are you all right?”

“Yes.” There would be no seeking out anyone else’s likeness now; her concentration was broken, and she’d need quiet to get it back. “I’m fine,” she added after spending a moment searching for the right words. They came out more fluently than they would have even just a short while earlier. Naysin’s magic had to be involved.

Embarrassment will flicker across the girl’s face, and she’ll turn to leave.

“Oh,” Robine said. “Sorry. I thought ...” She started to turn, but Tay was already reaching out to take the girl’s free hand. Her palm had several calluses; the Travers must not spare their daughter any chores.

“I’m fine,” Tay repeated. “Sit with me.”

Visibly relieved, Robine nodded and copied Tay’s cross-legged pose. Nothing unusual there. Yet that morning, while everyone else had been outside doing chores, Naysin had said he thought Robine had used Kug to see through the mask he’d created to hide his brand. They hadn’t discussed the matter since, but Tay hadn’t stopped wondering. Had they stumbled on another shaman? Was she aware of what she could do? Perhaps it had something to do with her art? Her drawings were so lifelike ...

“How’s Naysin doing?” the girl asked.

“Better. Staying here saved his life, I think.”

“I’m glad we could help.”

“Me too.”

Robine will open her hand and present a small disc.

Tay smiled as Robine exhaled and unbent her fingers, exposing a knot of wood she’d decorated with one of her intricate drawings. “Can you give this to him when he wakes up? It’s a thank you. For the raccoon.”

On the knot was the face of an animal that looked like a striped muskrat. “Pretty. Is it a Franc raccoon?”

“Sort of. It’s a fitch.”

“Good name. Is it clever too?”

Sabien snorted from his chair on the other side of the hearth. “Not that I’ve seen. Mostly they’re just smelly.”

“It’ll be a perfect fit for Naysin, then,” Tay said. “But you can give it to him yourself when he wakes.”

Robine nodded shyly. But if she did anything after that, Tay didn’t see it. In the cooking area, Jaqueline had opened a barrel that smelled of salted fish, and Xihuitl had turned his head to watch her count the contents. Tay willed the gull to turn back towards the hearth. Xihuitl squawked in protest—if the bird had any connection to a spirit, it wasn’t a cooperative one. After several moments of withstanding her silent urging, he compromised by flying to a shelf that allowed him to monitor both Robine and Jaqueline.

Sabien marked Xihuitl’s change of perch by sipping from his mug of cider. He didn’t seem entirely comfortable with the bird’s presence, but he hadn’t spoken against it either. On the whole, the Travers family seemed remarkably unbothered by the gull’s insistence on remaining near Tay. (It probably helped that she cleaned up his messes immediately.) And their hospitality had been nothing short of amazing. She’d never met a more welcoming pale family. That all might change if the bird stole a fish, though. She sent him another mental warning.

“Where will you go?” asked Robine, drawing Tay’s attention back to the hearth. “Once Naysin’s recovered?”

Under the guise of considering her words again, Tay weighed the risks of candor. There didn’t seem to be any, so she answered honestly. “We’re looking for his mother.”

“What’s she doing in Francia?” asked Sabien.

“She was taken as a slave when he was young.”

“Ah. I’m sorry.”

Tay nodded. The Franc man’s regret seemed genuine.

“You’ve traveled far to find her.”

That was an understatement. From Saint’s Summit, she and Naysin had walked for several moons to reach the ocean, then spent almost as long in the canoe he’d fashioned to carry them over the water. It hadn’t been as stifling as she’d thought it would be. Every morning, Naysin had hardened the water around the canoe to give her space to train with her rainstick. And he’d shielded them from the sun and waves whenever they grew too intense. But the journey had still been long.

Sabien swirled his remaining cider. “No one’s heard of the Revenant where you’re from?”

“No.” Just about everyone had heard of Naysin—the Red Wraith was infamous from one end of her homeland to the other—but the tale of an angry spirit seizing control of the seasons was new to Tay. According to Sabien, few had believed the initial stories coming out of Angland. But with spring delayed across Europa, people were starting to mutter that the priests should meet the Revenant’s first demand by requiring seven of their number to brand themselves.

To Xihuitl’s dismay, Jaqueline closed the fish barrel and sighed. “Sabien, will you check on Carine? I’d like to keep her closer tonight in case you need to bring her in again.”

Sabien drained the last of his cider and stood. “I was thinking the same. Cows don’t like this cold any more than we do.”

Tay’s stomach rumbled as Sabien went out, but she ignored it. The Travers had plainly spared more food than they could afford. Once Naysin could see to himself, she’d go hunting for something to replace what they’d consumed. Hopefully, they had deer here, or something similar.

Robine turned the fitch disc over in her hand. “Naysin said you can tell fortunes?”

Tay barely stopped herself from rolling her eyes. It had been years since she’d played at reading fates for anyone but Naysin. She’d get him back for this later. “A little. Would you like me to tell yours?”

“I think so.”

Tay sat up straight. “Ask me a question—yes or no only.”

“All right.” Robine turned the fitch disc over a few more times before continuing. “Will I become an illuminator?”

Robine will wait with bated breath, gripping the fitch disc hard enough to whiten her fingers.

Tay didn’t need her flash insight to guess that the girl wanted a positive answer. She tapped the ground once. “That means yes.”

Robine smiled hugely.

“But I don’t know what an illuminator is.”

Jaqueline hooked a chair with her foot, slid it next to Sabien’s, and plopped down with an armful of sewing. “An illuminator illustrates books.”

“I see.” Tay gestured at Robine. “You’d be great at it.”

“Thank you.” The girl glanced at Naysin, who still slept. “I like his tattoo. What does it mean?”

Tay stiffened. Was the question as innocuous as it sounded? Or did this have something to do with Robine’s mysterious cone of Kug? Either way, the truth—that Naysin had been exiled from his tribe, cast out for being the spirit spawn of Kanti’s desperate coupling with Enki and Enmul—wasn’t something for her to share. “It means he’s a great warrior,” she said instead. “Even if he’s smellier than a fitch.”

Robine didn’t laugh. Instead, she glanced at her mother, and Jaqueline frowned.

Tay tried not to do the same. She didn’t think she’d fouled any of the Franc words. So why did it feel like she’d failed a test of some kind? And why did her flash insight always abandon her right before she said the wrong thing? “I’m not actually sure what it means,” she tried. “His people lived far from mine. You’d have to ask him to be certain.”

Robine seemed ready to accept this when a shout from Sabien cut her off: “Thieves!” he roared from just beyond the house. “Leave my cow be!”

As she sprang up, Tay cursed herself for losing focus. Now that she listened, she could hear several pairs of footsteps outside—seven, maybe eight men in addition to Sabien. She could also smell blood on the wind.

Four quick strides took her to the corner where she’d left her rainstick, and four more to the door. On the way, she willed Xihuitl to check on Naysin. Still sleeping. Good. She wouldn’t wake him if she could help it.

And then she was in the cold.

She couldn’t see anything yet—Xihuitl remained behind her. But she could hear a cluster of men panting in front of her, maybe ten paces ahead, and another group rustling to her right, at perhaps fifteen paces. The blood smell was coming from the first group, and a cow smell from the second.

The whoosh of a weapon cleaving the air confirmed Sabien’s location; Tay was already sprinting toward the first group when Xihuitl burst through the door and restored her sight.

He didn’t fly high—just far enough up to give her a literal bird’s eye view. From that vantage, she could see Sabien flailing his ax at four men while another three tried to pull a stubborn Carine into the forest. The thieves’ clothing looked as ragged their weapons. But one of the bandits had enough skill with a pitchfork to disarm Sabien, and another lunged at him with a rusty short sword.

Tay caught the blade on her rainstick. She’d already tagged the other two thieves in this group as she slipped between them, smacking their faces with rapid backswings of her rattling instrument. Reversing the second strike’s momentum had let her intercept the short sword before it reached Sabien. The same motion took her over his fallen ax, which she levered up with her foot and tossed back to him.

Despite the speed of her onslaught, the thieves still seemed to think they had a chance. But Tay was in rhythm now, and her flash insight informed every movement.

The pitchfork will fake up and then thrust down.

The short sword will parry by sweeping from left to right.

The club will swing in an overhead arc.

The spear will jab forward.

Before, having these types of insights had felt like being the only participant in a ceremony who knew the steps. While everyone else looked wrongfooted and out of sync, she saw exactly where she needed to be to dodge the next strike and counter with her own. But this was her first real combat with Xihuitl acting as her eyes. And from his perspective, the whole scene appeared choreographed, a sequence in which each action, fluid or not, provided the opening for the next. She finally understood what Naysin meant when he referred to her fighting style as a performance: her battle dance.

Tonight’s show was brief.

Once Sabien’s assailants were all moaning on the ground, Tay turned towards the thieves struggling with Carine. She stared at them, knowing her eyes probably shone even whiter in the fading light.

“They’ve got another witch!” the biggest thief shouted when he met her gaze. “A grown one!”

In answer, she twisted the ends of her rainstick. Its hidden blades emerged as smoothly as they always did, gleaming with the sheen Naysin had added when he reinforced the musical weapon back near Dzune. The thieves considered her for a moment longer before releasing Carine and fleeing, their brethren from the first group crawling and stumbling after them.

“Like Joanne of Arc,” Sabien murmured from beside her. “Thank you.”

Tay recessed her blades and held out a forearm for Xihuitl. “It’s the least I could do. Are you hurt?”

“No.” The farmer looked down at his chest as if unsure whether he’d spoken true.

Yet the smell of blood receded with the thieves. “Here, Carine,” Tay said softly as she approached the cow. “Let’s get you inside.”

Carine lowed loudly but allowed Tay to take hold of the rope the thieves had used as a makeshift halter.

“Thank you,” Sabien repeated.

“Of course. Do you know the thieves?”

“One of them. His winter’s been especially hard. I imagine he’s starving.”

As they returned to the house, Tay waved to Naysin.

He was leaning against the front door, arms folded behind him, but when they drew close, he shifted one of his hands to sign. If I’d thought you needed help ...

You’d have what? Fallen on them?

Something like that.

Tay grinned. It’s good to see you up.

He nodded and opened the door for them. She decided not to comment on how much he seemed to rely on it for support.

Once inside, Tay led Carine to a corner layered with fresh straw and fit the cow with a proper halter while Sabien reassured Jaqueline. Naysin sat on the bed. Robine set aside a musket—which she seemed to handle as comfortably as she had her drawing stick—and offered Tay a cup of hot cider, its sides pleasingly warm. She murmured appreciatively. Her adrenaline hadn’t stopped her from feeling the wind.

Later, Jaqueline came over to embrace Tay and say thank you, but there wasn’t much other conversation until she suggested setting up a watch for the night. Naysin volunteered to take the first shift.

“You need your sleep,” Tay objected.

“All I’ve done for two days is sleep.”

She pointed to where he still sat on the bed. “You should keep at it until you’re better at standing.”

He immediately stood and executed a slow spin. But it seemed labored, and when he sat back down, he did so heavily. “Compromise,” he offered. “We take the first watch together.”

It wasn’t efficient—they didn’t need two people peering out the tiny glass window Sabien seemed so proud of. But Naysin swore he wouldn’t be able to go back to sleep soon, and Tay would probably be reliving the fight for a while yet.

I’m feeling a little better, he signed after the Travers lay down on the hearth and their breathing slowed. If you’d like, I could make it so Xihuitl won’t feel the chill outside. He could watch for you from the roof.

Thanks, but I can hear well enough from here. Tay straddled the chair she’d set against the door. The chair had a slight divot in its seat—the type of indentation a sharp object might make when fumbled and dropped. What are we going to do about Robine? The raiders called her a witch.

I heard. It would help to know what kind of shaman she is ... I’ll ask Sabien tomorrow. Before we leave.

Tay shook her head. That’s too soon. You can barely walk.

I’ll be fine by morning.

We’ll see.

He smiled in a way that suggested he thought he’d won the argument.

Tay smiled too. She knew the truth. When we do leave, where will we go?

I suppose that means you haven’t had any more luck finding my mother?

No, but I can try again. Tay started to close her eyes, then reopened them. If you see anything outside ...

He leaned nearer the window. I’ll let you know.

She nodded and closed her eyes in full.

As before, she warmed up by picturing the other survivors of Saint’s Summit. And once again, their images came to her devoid of context. But she could still tell that Chase was walking—descending something this time—Isaura was making a stirring motion, and Amadi ...

Amadi continued to sleep. And his image was dimming as if the sun had set on it.

“No,” she whispered.

“What is it?”

“Amadi’s not breathing. I think he’s dead.”
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Chapter Three

Debts
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The next morning, Naysin woke to conflicting sensations: the ache of hunger and the numbness of disbelief.

Dealing with the hunger was easy enough. Jaqueline made a hearty breakfast she wouldn’t let him or Tay help prepare. But there was no simple remedy for disbelief: Amadi—the Black Resurrection, a man who’d survived everything from throat-slitting to being burned at the stake—had passed from the world. Tay was sure of it. And the Red Wraith still owed him a great debt.

In the aftermath of Saint’s Summit, Naysin had been too drained to show his full appreciation for the shamans whose powers he’d used so grievously. He’d done what he could, though. For Quecxl, he’d built a modest cairn. And for Isaura and Chase, he’d fashioned small images of their children. Yet for Amadi, he’d left only a message—a pledge to aid the slaves the Afrii had worked so hard to free.

It had been too large a promise to fulfill then, and Naysin still wasn’t sure how to go about it now. But there was no question of keeping his word. The cure he’d fashioned that day had been based largely on Amadi’s ability to self-heal, and other than Quecxl, the Afrii had endured the most pain in the process. This wasn’t an obligation dissipated by death.

Naysin sighed, louder than he’d intended. He also had a longstanding obligation to his mother, with no idea how to fulfill that either ... The Travers he could repay quickly, at least. He wasn’t at full strength yet—or whatever passed for that now; the illness’s aftereffects would probably linger for days. But he judged himself capable of helping Sabien collect firewood, even when the Franc opened the door to reveal calf-high snow.

Jaqueline muttered something that ended with “never this late in the season.” Sabien just squared his shoulders and led Carine out to her paddock.

Naysin followed once Tay had finished wrapping him in extra layers.

“Only for a little while,” she said as she yanked her poncho down over his own. “Then come in. Don’t wait until you’re chilled through.”

“Yes, Mother Hen.”

After ducking a playful swat, Naysin opened the door and tracked Sabien by his footprints. He found the farmer behind the barn, hacking at the lower branches of a dead tree.

“Everything on the ground is buried,” Sabien panted, his breath steaming the air.

Naysin gestured at the farmer’s ax. “I can take a turn with that if you’d like.”

“It’s fine. Just hold the end of this branch so it doesn’t jump.”

Naysin nodded and pressed down on the limb in question. “Do you get snow like this often?”

“Almost never. Almost never go through the woodpile before spring either.”

“And you think this is the Revenant’s doing?”

Sabien grunted. On his next swing, the ax finally cleaved through the branch; Naysin set it next to the three the farmer had already chopped. After wiping his brow, Sabien tapped a fifth branch. Naysin braced himself against it.

“I’m not quite sure how to ask this,” he began. “But—”

“She’s nothing like him,” Sabien interrupted.

Naysin cocked his head. This was a more direct transition than he’d intended, but now that they were here ... “You mean Robine? I didn’t think she was.”

The farmer landed his first strike on the new branch. His ax bit deep. “She sees the truth of things, that’s all. And hears it. Filters out the falseness.” Another swing. The impact sent a sliver whirring by Naysin’s face.

He didn’t flinch (much). Or shy away from the farmer’s honesty. “So that’s how she saw my brand?”

“And that Tay is blind without that bird.” Sabien lowered his ax until its head rested in the snow. “I didn’t want to help you, but Robine’s never met anyone like herself before. And after last night ...”

Naysin shook his head. “That was all Tay’s doing. You don’t owe me anything.”

“Maybe. But people are starting to talk about Robine.”

“Because she can see through their lies?”

Sabien grimaced. “I should never have taken her to the market. She just makes bargaining so much easier; no one can inflate their price without her knowing.” He raised the ax again. “If the Church hears about her ...”

Naysin raised his hands as well. “Let me.” He didn’t take the ax, though. Instead, he placed his hands back on the branch and slid them to the cut Sabien had begun. After taking a deep breath, Naysin injected the weakened part of the wood with Mir, further disrupting its structure until it was soft enough for him to squeeze his fingers through.

“Robine didn’t see everything about me,” he said as the limb fell to the ground and Sabien swore softly. “But I’ll do what I can to help her.”

* * *
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ON THE WAY BACK TO the house, Naysin firmed the snow beneath him with Kug, both to balance the Mir he’d expended and to make walking easier. He was already tired, and he’d have to conserve every bit of his remaining energy to hide that fact from Tay.

Once inside, he set down the branches he’d helped Sabien trim to length. Then he glanced at Robine, who was sketching something on the underside of the table. What could he do to help her? There wasn’t really anything to teach her. Even if he could figure out how her Kug cone worked, she already knew how to use it. No, the important thing was finding a way to protect her.

Inspiration struck when Tay came over to reclaim her poncho.

“You’re sweating,” she noted.

He shrugged. “The snow’s deep.”

“Oh, are you bad at walking now too?”

“Probably.” He looked directly into her milky eyes. “I’m going to try something. Please just let it happen.”

She returned his stare for a moment before nodding.

Recalling the feeling of how he’d weakened the branch for Sabien, Naysin strode to the nearest wall and rested his hand against it. Instead of softening the mud-and-wood structure with Mir, he did the reverse, slowly strengthening it with Kug. The wall had a certain amount on its own, of course, but he coaxed its latent energy into a sounder alignment, then supplemented until the whole had tightened and every gap had closed.

Once he’d treated everything within reach, he moved two steps to the right, repeated the process, and moved two more steps. He was staggering by the time he returned to where he’d started, but Tay lent him her arm so he could bolster the roof. And by the time he was ready for the window and the door, she was all but carrying him.

He finished, though. And as he collapsed on the bed—after sending a matching amount of Mir outside to sweep the snow away from the house—he had the satisfaction of hearing Jaqueline say, “Dear God, it’s beautiful.”

* * *
[image: image]


“YOU’LL NOTICE WE ENDED up staying another night,” Tay pointed out when Naysin opened his eyes.

He managed a rueful chuckle. “As you predicted.” But what he really wanted to know was whether he’d ever fully regain the reservoir of strength he’d spent on Saint’s Summit. “Thank you for not stopping me.”

She shrugged and gestured to where her rainstick leaned against the wall. “I saw what you were doing. You made the house stronger.”

“And warmer.” He kicked off the blankets and furs she’d lain over him. “Maybe too warm.” From what he could see through the window, it looked like there had been more snow overnight. But inside, the house felt like summer—insulated so snugly that no tendrils of cold could penetrate and compete with the fire.

“I think the Travers appreciated it. They also liked what you did with Robine’s drawings.”

He hadn’t set out to pull her pictures into the dried mud, or to make them gleam as if they’d just been traced with wet paint. Enshrining her art had been a side effect of securing the house; there would be no erasing the sketches now. But as long as the Franc family didn’t mind ... “Where are they?”

“Smoking the deer I caught while you were sleeping away another afternoon and evening.” Tay took his hand. “How are you feeling?”

“Humbled.” He sat up—no dizziness. “But well enough to travel.”

“We’ll see. What’s our heading?”

“We’ll see about that too.”

Jaqueline fed him an even larger breakfast than the day before, featuring a venison steak and two cups of fresh milk from Carine. Afterward, while Tay readied their packs, Naysin showed Sabien how he’d reinforced the door and the board the Travers used to bar it.

“Your house will be able to withstand an attack now,” Naysin emphasized. “Just get inside and lock the door. No one will be able to take your daughter.”

Sabien tried to hide the depth of his gratitude by gazing at the changed walls, but Naysin noted the tears running down the farmer’s cheeks.

“I can see the bones of what you do,” Naysin said to Robine a short while later, after she’d gifted him a small wooden disc graced with one of her (original, unvarnished) drawings. “You’re tapping into an energy someone told me is called Kug.” That felt like one of the few things Enki and Enmul hadn’t lied about. “I don’t fully understand how you’re using it, though. I’d like to—it’s a great power. But you’re already wielding it better than I could hope to show you.”

Robine blushed.

“It must be hard,” Tay mused. “Knowing everyone’s lies, seeing how false people can be.”

The girl nodded, sobering quickly.

“So what I will tell you,” Naysin continued, “is to be subtle. Don’t flaunt what you can do. When you go to the market with your father, let the traders think they’ve tricked you now and then. Not in a way that loses you real money, but make them believe you can in fact be fooled, that you don’t have some mysterious insight they can’t reckon with—aside from grabbing a torch.”

Sabien grunted his assent. Good. That advice had been for him as much as Robine.

“Tay said you were searching for your mother,” the farmer said as Naysin and Tay collected their things.

Naysin looked up. “Her name is Kanti—Kanti of the Lepane. She has a mark like mine over her right eye.”

Sabien shook his head. “Yours is the first I’ve seen like that.”

“But you’ve seen other slaves?”

“Of your kind? Not many. People have more Afrii now, I think.”

“Here maybe,” Tay said. “Back in the ‘New World,’ the markets for both still boom.”

Sabien grunted. “I don’t doubt it.” He walked to the window. “If you were looking for some nearabout, I’d check the Farons’ estate—they’re north of Brest. I remember the king gifting them Hodensee slaves when I was a boy. Maybe they still have them.”

Naysin committed the noble’s name to memory while Tay asked for directions. Then everyone said their goodbyes.

“What does your tattoo mean?” asked Robine after he gripped her shoulder in farewell.

Tay smirked. “I told her it meant you were a great warrior.”

Naysin laughed, then laughed again when no coughing fit followed—his chest was finally clear. “I doubt she needed her secret sight to see through that. No, the mark just means I’m a bad shaman who ruined a harvest ceremony before I learned how to control my magic.”

The girl considered this for a moment. “Are you the Amber Revenant?”

“Robine,” Jaqueline warned, but Sabien squeezed her forearm. Had they all been wondering this?

“It’s a fair question,” Naysin allowed. “But I’m not him.”

Robine nodded at this, and her parents visibly relaxed. That they’d helped him despite their suspicions was remarkable.

They might not have if they’d known his full history. “Some people would say I’m worse.”

“I wouldn’t,” Sabien said gruffly.

Naysin smiled. “Thank you. I’m trying to be better.”

“Then stop him. Bring back the spring.”

Tay raised her eyebrows at Naysin. Did she doubt his ability to take this on while searching for his mother and a way to honor his promise to Amadi? More importantly, was she wrong to? Likely not, but ...

Naysin pivoted slowly to take in the house—with its gleaming drawings of beasts and battles, the tiny pile of firewood, and the fish barrel whose contents Jaqueline had recounted after breakfast. The Travers deserved more. “I don’t know that I’m strong enough anymore,” he said as he stepped towards the door. “But I’ll try.”
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Chapter Four

The Farons’
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Tay willed Xihuitl to fly another circuit above the Farons’ opulent estate. He seemed annoyed by the wind but complied anyway. “What’s your plan?” she asked Naysin.

He rubbed his hands together. He’d been able to keep the cold off them for the bulk of the journey from the Travers’ house, but for the last little while, he’d had to take a break from shamaning. As usual, he was pushing himself too hard. “I don’t know yet. Any suggestions?”

Was it worth reminding him not to get his hopes up—that the odds were very much against finding his mother on the first slaveholding property they’d come across in Europa? He’d bristle, but ... “Hold on—Xihuitl’s thinking with his stomach again. All I can see is trash.” The gull had spied the steaming tip of a garbage pile and winged down to it. Now he was poking through the snow and pulling out morsels of the Farons’ choicest scraps. Only after sustained mental prodding was the bird willing to abandon his find and spiral back up into the sky.

“Your fathers have picked up our trail,” Tay reported soon after. Xihuitl could make out Enmul’s massive body-for-two trudging through a clearing they’d passed through some time ago. “Are we ever going to do anything about them?”

“You’re the one who said they still had a role to play.”

Tay grimaced. She rarely had visions of things that would happen further than a few breaths into the future. But sometimes events—like those on Saint’s Summit—came to her several moons or even years in advance. One such glimpse had shown Naysin’s fathers standing next to him on a massive stone bridge, with fire above them and water to either side. Enki and Enmul hadn’t been fighting their son, though—they’d been supporting him. Yet she regretted sharing that image. Naysin kept citing it as evidence that his fathers should be allowed to shadow them. “I still don’t trust them.”

“Neither do I, but they’re not my biggest concern right now. Do you think we should go in the back?”

“Of the big house?” Tay mulled this over. The Farons’ estate was comprised of several brick buildings. The largest was clearly where the Franc family lived, but was that really the best place to find their slaves? Or should they check the more-modest structures first?

A bowl’s worth of snow will slide off an overhanging branch and onto Naysin’s head.

If he hadn’t been recovering from an illness that had left him bedridden for days, Tay might have let the snow hit him and laughed when he fixed her with an accusing stare. But given his continued frailty, she thought it better to take his hand and pull him to the right. He didn’t resist—she’d yanked him out of harm’s way plenty of times before.

He thanked her with an absent kiss and pointed at one of the smaller buildings. It took Tay a moment to determine which one; despite all the training she’d done since Saint’s Summit, she sometimes had trouble aligning her orientation with Xihuitl’s when he wasn’t sitting on her shoulder. “What if we try that one?” said Naysin.

“I was thinking the same. Let’s see where this person goes, though.”

A small figure—a boy?—had emerged from the biggest building, bursting into the courtyard and then struggling mightily to maintain his pace in the (for him) thigh-high snow. A few breaths later, a man emerged wielding a whip. Behind him came a woman, throwing her arms up and screaming in protest.

“Go,” Naysin said.

Tay was already running, darting out of the sheltered overlook they’d chosen for surveying the estate and sprinting down towards the courtyard. Her first steps sank deep, but after that, the snow supported her weight as easily as packed earth. Naysin must have hardened it. Even so, she wouldn’t get there fast enough to prevent the whip from falling on the boy.

But Xihuitl could. Like a gray arrow, the gull zipped in front of the man’s face, then wheeled around and repeated the warning.

Sputtering, the man—pale and angry, as Xihuitl had seen from above—stumbled to a stop and tried to lash the gull. But the bird stayed out of range, cawing raucously in what she’d come to think of as his “Stupid man-thing!” laugh.

By that point, Tay, running from memory while Xihuitl’s sight was directed elsewhere, had crossed paths with the boy—an original, although of what tribe, she couldn’t tell; his clothing was Europan. “Stay behind me,” she murmured in Franc, hoping he’d learned that tongue.

“He didn’t mean it!” the pursuing woman—an old original—shouted in the same language, but at the pale man. “Put the whip down, Blaise! Lashes won’t teach him to love your god!”

Blaise, eying Xihuitl, held his hand up to the old woman. “You forget yourself, Teres. He’s mine to discipline as I see fit. And you, get out of my way.” This last was to Tay, who’d set herself in between the pale man and the boy, rainstick out but unbladed—for now.

She gestured at his weapon. “Put your whip down and I might consider it.”

He snarled. “I’ve had enough savage insolence today. Move or feel the lash yourself.”

Tay merely gestured at his weapon again.

Blaise will growl, bend his arm back, and crack the whip.

But as the pale man began his strike, Tay readied her counter, twisting one end of her rainstick to produce its blade so she could sever his slender cord before its tip came within an arm’s length of her. And by the time the whip’s front third had flopped onto the snow like a dead snake, she’d twisted her rainstick the other way, hiding its deadly edge too quickly for a brute like Blaise to make out what had happened.

He noticed her reinforcements, however. Naysin, approaching at a trot, had finally caught up. Blaise looked from him to her, swallowed, and ran back towards the big house.

Teres hurried to the boy. “Are you all right?” she asked.

He nodded, his expression alternating between stoic and terrified.

Naysin knelt beside them. “You’re slaves?”

“Yes,” Teres said. “You’re not?”

He looked at the boy. “I was when I was young. Blaise is your master?”

“Only the Farons’ steward. He’s quick with the whip, though, and slow to let go of a grudge.” The old woman put an arm around the boy. “Thank you for what you and your friend did, but it would be best if you left before he returns with the guardsmen.”

Naysin shook his head and stood. “Do you sleep in the big house?”

“No.” Teres pointed to the smallest building on the grounds.

“Then go there and wait until we’ve spoken to Blaise. You won’t have to worry about him again.” Naysin turned and stalked towards the big house.

Tay flashed Teres and the boy what she hoped was a reassuring smile and then darted after her charge. “I guess we’re starting with the big house after all,” she said lightly.

But he didn’t respond, and his strides remained just as stiff.

Time to be
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