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Preface
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The Red Wraith, my first novel-length historical fantasy, was always the story of Naysin, a Native American (or “original”) boy who becomes the conduit for magic’s reentry into an alternate version of Early America. But the early drafts included the points of view of several other characters. Eventually, I realized these extra tales didn’t quite fit. I still loved them, though, and vowed to make sure they didn’t stay forgotten on the cutting room floor.

One of the excerpts stands well enough by itself that I was able to split it off into The Battle Dancer (the first prequel in this collection). The other stories are too intertwined to separate without gruesome surgery, so I kept them together in The Ascenders (the second prequel in this collection).

Fair warning: what follows doesn’t fully conclude on its own—the ultimate resolution lies in The Red Wraith.

If you’re okay with that, read on.

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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Chapter One

Tay
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As recently as six months ago, the sight of Dzune’s terraced ingenuity would have taken Tay’s breath away.

Each level of the city was set a little farther back than the one beneath it, hollowed out of the desert valley like spoonfuls scooped from thick stew. The buildings were constructed from rich red brick, and everything was connected by a carefully maintained system of ladders. It was as striking as it was efficient.

But now the view just made Tay roll her milky eyes.

Her house tired her these days too; she didn’t go there except to sleep. When she was awake, she spent most of her time at street level, slouched against one wall or another and gazing at Mount Tsikomo and the Shrine of the Middle—the mountains she didn’t climb anymore.

Her remaining clients still managed to find her, though. Today, she’d suffered through reading fates for two particularly oblivious supplicants. Lusio, the first, had been concerned about his crops. The middle-aged man reeked of earth, and his footsteps were overly loud. Tay had seen that he’d wanted her to tap twice to indicate that no, his crops would not be blighted. So she’d tapped once for yes.

She’d only half-recognized the second client, a young woman who smelled like a mother—Tay had caught the scent of breast milk before the girl said anything about having a child. The woman had asked if her little boy would get over his cough. Tay had immediately tapped twice for no.

She never used to be this flippant with her fates, so callous with the use of her flash insights, the rapid images of what would—or might be—in a few breaths’ time.

But what good were they when they couldn’t predict something as mundane as someone falling off a ladder?

If she was lucky, no one else would bother her today. The pinto beans Lusio had left as payment would be more than enough food to get her through tomorrow; her appetite wasn’t what it used to be. Maybe she should move to a less accessible location: sitting near the town’s entrance wasn’t exactly out of the way. If she wanted to be left alone, she’d be better off finding an alley. Or even going back to her house—

A new prediction cut across her thoughts:

“What is this place?” the smoky-haired stranger will ask slowly, sounding more than a little awestruck.

Tay gasped and looked up. Her foresight wasn’t playing games with her: it was really him. The young man from her vision—the vision, the only one of consequence she’d ever had—was walking toward her, his mouth opening to voice the question she’d just previewed in her head.

“What is this place?” the stranger asked for real, in perfect Nahavo. His gray bangs partially obscured his eyes, but she could see that the left one was marred by a black-and-white tattoo—it looked like the swirling ink was swallowing his eyebrow.

She hadn’t been able to see that in her vision.

“Dzune,” she said softly as she reached for her rainstick. Even through her grief, she’d worn leggings and kept her hair short—too short to tie in a tsiiyéél bun—in preparation for this moment. But now that it was finally here, she was overwhelmed by shyness.

“Dzune,” the stranger echoed. “That means ‘pivots of time,’ yes?”

Tay nodded. He was younger than she’d thought he’d be, probably only eighteen. She hadn’t expected to be older than him—certainly not by two years.

“It’s impressive,” he said after a short pause, his tattooed gaze lingering on her as much as the town.

She’d anticipated the attention, but it still made her cheeks tingle. It didn’t help that the stranger was lean and handsome, or that he wore a breechcloth ... and nothing else. Hoping her blush wasn’t obvious, she shrugged and turned back to Mount Tsikomo.

“Tell me,” the stranger said as he considered the mountain’s peak, “is there a shrine nearby? With ... paths that run down from it ‘like fingers from a hand’? I was hoping to see it.”

Tay licked her lips in preparation for an attempt at clear speech. “You mean the Shrine of the Middle. Yes, it’s here.” Another failure: every s still sounded like a scorpion’s sting had swollen her tongue.

Fortunately, the stranger didn’t acknowledge her lisp. “Where?”

She opened her mouth to respond but closed it with a grimace, pointing to the Shine instead.

“Spirits and lakes,” the stranger murmured before gesturing to the taller mountain. “And that’s Mount Tsikomo?”

Tay nodded, smiling for what felt like the first time in weeks—maybe months. The salt trails on the stranger’s skin suggested he’d already done some hard hiking today. “A lot of visitors mix them up.”

“I suppose I should have asked someone before I started climbing,” he said ruefully, frowning at Mount Tsikomo.

She winced in sympathy.

“Would you mind showing me the way? To the Shrine?”

Tay hid her surprise—her flash foresight wasn’t giving her much to go on right now—and nodded again.

“Thank you ... I’m Naysin.”

She looked away and silently practiced forming his name before speaking it aloud. But she still butchered it.

“What’s your name?” he asked quickly, clearly trying to gloss over her embarrassment.

At least he was nice. “Tay.”

“Tay,” Naysin repeated with a smile of his own. “Thank you again.” He offered her his hand.

She took it and pulled herself away from the wall. “Follow me.”

* * *
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AN HOUR LATER, AS THEY climbed to the Shrine, Tay found herself thinking back to how she’d first come to hike one of Dzune’s holy mountains. And within a few steps, the two-year-old memory coalesced into a vivid recollection that was as strong as anything she’d experienced in a foretelling ...
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Chapter Two

Tay
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Trying to do with her eyes what she used to do with her fingers, Tay stared at Sunne’s cheekbones. There were stories and secrets in her face—as there were in every face—but the details were harder to draw out by sight alone. So Tay frequently supplemented with touch. No one seemed to mind. Her father said it only strengthened people’s belief that she had a direct connection to the Sun Father.

Giving in to the impulse, Tay ran her hands over the girl’s cheeks and studied the way her tanned skin indented, each finger leaving behind a brief deepening of color. After Tay’s awakening, she’d thought everything about her life would be different—nothing could possibly stay the same after that kind of change. But once the townspeople’s initial amazement had faded, they’d treated her much like they had before: as a gifted fate-reader ... and little else. Her awakening had only solidified that status.

In small ways, though, her life was absolutely altered.

For one thing, she could pinpoint individual noises with a precision that amazed her father. You hear better than anyone I know, he’d signed on more than one occasion. The same went for her vision: she could see details near and far that he had trouble discerning even when she pointed directly at them.

“The pale man, will he——?” Sunne finally asked, voicing the question whose answer she was willing to reward with a small ornate bowl. “Please, I have——.”

This was one of the things that hadn’t changed. Or at least, hadn’t changed quickly enough: Tay rarely understood every part of the questions she was asked. But asking for clarification wasn’t an option. She’d understood even less before her awakening.

At least tapping a reply into the ground was still sufficient. She thought Sunne wanted to hear that yes, the mysterious white trader—the first of his kind to visit Dzune—will come back for you, but expected to hear no. So Tay tapped twice.

A tear leaked from the girl’s left eye as her lower lip trembled. “Are you certain?”

Tay nodded reluctantly. She couldn’t do anything else.

Sunne whimpered once, placed the bowl on the ground, and left.

Leaning back, Tay tried not to feel too much like a fraud. It helped that she had other outlets now—she didn’t have to wait for people to come to her so she could play at reading fates. She could leave the house and ... take a stroll.

Rising to her feet, Tay stacked the bowl on her pile of offerings and hurried out the door. As she emerged into the sunshine, she was struck—as she’d been every time since her awakening—by the intricacy of her town’s architecture. It still felt new and overwhelming, but she’d already spent whole days studying every aspect of the view from her doorway. And in the last few weeks, she’d found the courage to venture further, walking first with her father and then on her own around the town and its outskirts.

Which was exactly what she wanted to do now.

Her doubts followed her, though, chasing her down each ladder and dogging her to the town’s edge. She couldn’t help dwelling on the story of the previous Pelkin, the priest in charge of determining the Sun Father’s desired dates for summer and winter solstices. The Pelkin was the holiest man in Dzune, but only as long as he was right. If he misjudged a solstice ceremony, he could bring disaster on the town and be exiled for his failure.

That had been Lonan’s fate. He’d been Pelkin when Tay was a little girl, loved and respected until a summer solstice festival was blighted by a shower of freezing pebbles. The Waweme priests blamed Lonan, her father had signed to Tay when she was old enough to understand. They said he’d angered the Sun Father by causing the ceremony to be held a day early. The only way to save the planting season was for Lonan to leave. So they dragged him off his petrified stump and cast him out of Dzune ... That’s why you can’t let anyone know I taught you the priests’ hand prayers. If they ever found out, they’d banish us too.

Tay had taken the lesson to heart in more ways than one. She’d been careful never to sign in anyone’s presence except her father’s, and she’d lived in fear that the Waweme priests would exile her for telling false fates. She hadn’t asked for the role of soothsayer—the townspeople had anointed her when she was just a babe, after her mother died in childbirth with the word “far seer” on her lips, a pronouncement confirmed (for believers) by Tay’s milky eyes.

But so far the Waweme priests—and the rest of Dzune’s clergy—hadn’t denounced her status as minor future-caster. They also hadn’t supported it, but she was fine with that.

Clucking her tongue, Tay forced herself to enjoy the view. Here, on the edge of town, the white-capped mountains were unblemished by buildings, free to soar toward the sky. She found the tableau just as enchanting as the one visible from her doorway. Maybe more so. It wasn’t as busy, but it was ... serene.

Powerful.

Majestic.

She was particularly drawn to the two peaks her people regularly paid homage to. Mount Tsikomo was the Pelkin’s calendar—he based his calculations off the length and angle of its shadow. The Shrine of the Middle was the exact center of the universe. Both mountains were taller than the rest of the range. Her father said that was because they used to be part of the same mountain, a peak so mighty the Nahavo began to venerate it above all things ... until the Sun Father unleashed a massive earthquake that split the mountain in two and reminded everyone where their first allegiance should lie.

Tay wasn’t sure her father believed the story. But true or not, the two mountains were important to her people, and she hadn’t visited either one yet. Now seemed as good a time as any to make her initial pilgrimage—she wasn’t ready to resume playing fate-reader, and it was still morning.

Setting off at a brisk walk, she reached Mount Tsikomo’s forested base within a half hour. Then things got harder: she’d become used to climbing ladders, but ascending a steep incline was a new type of exertion. She only made it a hundred yards before she had to stop and catch her breath, lungs burning and thighs screaming.

But she didn’t turn back. She even swore an oath that she’d reach the summit—today. Her father had once remarked that several of Dzune’s young men could make the hike in a few hours. If that was the case, then she should have no trouble getting to the peak by midafternoon.

Which she did ... after countless breaks and an enormous amount of swearing.

* * *
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THE WIND WAS INCREDIBLE. It was fresher than the air in Dzune, and its strength felt like an embrace. This—the smell and feel of the summit—was worth the climb by itself.

But the view held even greater wonders. Witnessing her town reduced to what looked like an intricate pile of pebbles was exhilarating. So was watching a red-tailed hawk swoop hundreds of feet onto a sparrow. And the sheer distance she could see was extraordinary: it felt like the ends of the earth were in sight.

Then there was the simple splendor of her people’s monument to the great mountain: a mound of loose stones stacked around a barkless spruce tree. It was modest but beautiful, a fitting tribute to the surrounding natural glory.

If only she had something of her own to offer.

Tay wrapped her arms tighter around her knees. She was so used to receiving gifts that she didn’t know when to bring one herself. But hadn’t the ascent been tribute enough? It was the hardest thing she’d ever done, and she’d already resolved to do it again after she climbed the Shrine of the Middle. Besides, what could she offer except the trinkets she’d acquired by faking fates? Were those appropriate? Or were they as inadequate as they seemed?

Rising, Tay began pacing around the spruce tree and its mound of stones. Offering or not, she was here; she might as well make the most of it. The Shrine of the Middle was supposed to have prayer sticks visitors could use to ask favors of the Waweme. But she couldn’t see anything as obvious here on Mount Tsikomo. Should she just ... say something?

She stopped walking and moistened her lips: “Ah wahnt ... ah wahnt tu tahlk bahter,” she finished hurriedly, embarrassed by her fledgling vocalizations even though there was no one around to judge her. She’d been practicing with her father. He said she’d come a long way, but she knew she still sounded like her jaw was broken. I want to talk better, she repeated with her hands—she was praying to the Waweme, after all. Surely the animal gods could understand their priests’ secret sign language.

After waiting a moment to see if anything would happen, Tay started walking again. She still felt like she needed to offer something. But maybe she was thinking too much in terms of tangible objects. A scene from that summer’s solstice ceremony—her first since her awakening—flashed through her mind: two men dancing around a night fire. They’d been honoring the masked gods, paying tribute with grace rather than things.

She could do that, at least.

Her first step was incredibly awkward—she’d never tried to move like this before, and her legs still ached from climbing. The second step wasn’t any easier. Uncertain, Tay paused again and refocused on the drumbeat in her memory of the solstice ceremony. She did her best to feel it, to hear it playing in her bones and echoing in her toes. To amplify the sound, she patted its rhythm on her thighs, syncing to each count until her feet moved on their own.

Laughing in delight, she began dancing—truly dancing—around the mound of stones. At first, she tried to mimic the two men’s ritualized style, but after a circuit around the mound she let her limbs move as they wished. They didn’t need direction anymore: her body was pulsing and twisting on its own. Supple movements; fluid turns. She felt like water. She was water. Graceful and flowing and strong. Floating downstream without a ripple ...

Her foot will snag on a loose stone, and she will crash to the earth.

Confused by the image that had overlaid her eyes, but reluctant to stop, Tay kept moving. She danced for another two steps and—

Tripped over a rock. Lost her balance, tumbled headfirst onto the mound, and hit her temple so hard she nearly blacked out.

As she recovered, Tay spent the next several minutes—and then the entire climb down—wondering if she’d just read her own fate ...
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Chapter Three

Tay
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Tay reached back to extend her hand to Naysin before he realized he needed the support. A second later, he stumbled and had to grab her fingers to steady himself.

“Thank you,” he said after an embarrassed pause.

“You’re welcome,” she replied without turning around.

Her flash insights had grown far more frequent since that first warning on Mount Tsikomo. They didn’t predict everything, but they usually kept her a moment ahead of everyone else.

They’d never caused her to look backward, though; she hadn’t experienced a full-blown flashback before. Was it the exertion? She’d mastered the Shrine’s slopes long ago, but climbing them still made her heart and breath quicken ... mildly.

Not like Naysin’s.

“Wait,” he panted reluctantly as they passed the halfway point. “Can we ... stop for a moment?”

Tay pivoted to face him, noted how sweaty he was, and nodded.

“I’d like to ... take in the view.”

The corners of her mouth twitched.

“And you’re ... humbling me.” Naysin threw up his hands in surrender. “I just ... need to catch my breath.”

“All right,” she said, still threatening to smile.

Chagrined, Naysin turned to appraise his (literally) breathtaking surroundings as he’d said he would. “Are there other paths?” he asked once his breathing returned to normal.

Tay nodded again. “One for each tribe.”

“And they all lead to the Shrine of the Middle?”

Another nod.

“So your tribes have the same priests ...?”

She opened her mouth to respond and then closed it so quickly her lips clapped together. No more lisping. Her right hand tapped her staff against the ground in frustration, and her left made a fleeting symbol by her side.

After a few seconds, Naysin snorted. “Do your people always swear near holy places?”

Tay looked at him in astonishment and gestured again with her hands. Can you understand me? she asked with rapid flicks of her fingers.

“Yes,” Naysin said before signing, Can you understand me?

Yes, she replied with wonder in her milky eyes. Who taught you that?

I’ve always been good with tongues. I guess that includes ... what do you call this?

She looked at her hands. The Waweme priests call it “hand praying.” I’m not supposed to know how, but my father showed me.

He looked at his own hands. I like it, he signed eventually.

Tay smiled uncertainly, still a bit shocked: how could a stranger from the east pick up hand praying so quickly? But she sensed now wasn’t the time to force the issue, so she turned back toward the summit and started climbing again. “Come on.”

She set a faster pace for the rest of the ascent. Naysin found his stride, though, and they reached the summit without him asking for another break. Awaiting them was a pool of water inside a ring of rocks. On one sat a clay vase and several brightly feathered shafts.

“Prayer sticks,” Tay began after seeing Naysin’s questioning look. Then she made a face and switched to her hands. You plant them in the ground and make a prayer to the Waweme.

“The priests?”

No, the Waweme—the animal gods. The Waweme priests serve them.

“I see.” Naysin gave the arrangement another skeptical appraisal and picked up a stick. “Like this?” he asked, gesturing with the stick toward the nearest patch of ground outside the circle.

Tay nodded.

After staring at the spot for a few moments, Naysin eased the stick into the earth, taking care not to snap its slender shaft.

“Now pray,” Tay suggested.

Naysin bowed his head, emotions crackling across his face. When he finally spoke a minute later, his voice was tortured. Tay didn’t recognize the words he used, but she could tell he repeated them three times, each utterance quieter than the last.

“Pour water next to your prayer,” Tay said gently when he’d finished. “So your wish will grow.” When Naysin looked back at her, she pointed at the clay vase.

Murmuring his thanks, he picked up the vessel, filled it with water from the pool, and slowly sprinkled the pure liquid onto his prayer stick, as if he were watering a sapling whose roots were still too fragile to withstand a heavy downpour.

But he wasn’t patient enough to wait for that young tree to grow. Five minutes after he’d poured the water, he stood to leave, his face distorted with despair.

“Sometimes it takes a while for a prayer to be fulfilled,” Tay said as Naysin turned back to the path.

He shook his head with a bitter laugh that was almost a sob. “It’s been six winters.”

* * *
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THEY TOOK A DIFFERENT path down—Tay didn’t think its Hopitu caretakers would mind, and it was an easier way, with an even more spectacular view. Naysin didn’t say anything during the descent, but when they reached the little mountain’s base, he cleared his throat. “Thank you again for guiding me,” he said. “I know you must have other things to do.”

She looked away. “Not really, but it was my pleasure.”

“So you don’t have things to do?”

“Not today,” she amended.

He paused again, obviously aware that he was being pushy, but unwilling to let it go. “What do you do on other days?”

I dance, she signed.

He didn’t seem surprised. “For fun?”

For ceremonies. I help the priests.

“The Waweme priests? So if it’s religious, I’d have to come to a ceremony to see you dance?”

There’s one tonight.

Shyness caught up with Naysin. “Would it ... be acceptable if I came?”

Tay smiled. You can be my guest.

* * *
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AFTER THE WALK BACK, Tay had to get ready for the night’s events. But she told Naysin he could explore on his own: Dzune was at peace with its neighbors, and visitors were welcome.

So were flashbacks, apparently. The second one hit as she began to rehearse her steps, the reverse foretelling conjuring up old nerves and vibrant memories with equal force ...
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Chapter Four

Tay
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“Yes,” Tay answered Mankel, wincing at her stubborn lisp—at least she didn’t sound drunk anymore. “I’ll do it. I’d be honored.”

The Waweme priest grinned. “You will begin at dusk.”

After he left, Tay drifted around her house. A year ago, she would have been terrified to have any contact with the medicine societies. She was still scared, but their representative hadn’t come to denounce her as a fraud and cast her out of Dzune. He’d asked her to dance in that night’s rainmaking ceremony.

She’d been practicing almost every day since her visit to Mount Tsikomo. Moving rhythmically felt ... good. At first, she’d tried to do it secretly, training in her house between client visits, or outside Dzune during her increasingly frequent excursions. But as her obsession grew, she’d stopped caring who saw her. If she wanted to dance on her way to the river, she danced. If she wanted to sway on each rung of a ladder, she swayed. If she wanted to spin with each step, she spun.

“You’re developing a whole new reputation,” her father had noted one night after returning home.

I know, she’d signed back with a smile.

Apparently the Waweme priests had been watching along with the rest of Dzune—she still couldn’t believe they’d asked her to join them, even if only in a small way. No words of rebuke, no hint of imminent exile. They just wanted her to dance. Maybe it was a political move, a gambit to bring the people’s fate-reader into the fold while she was on the rise.

Or maybe the dirty old men of the Waweme priesthood liked seeing her move.

She blushed, even though she was alone. But it was wrong of her to assume such motives of the priests. They wouldn’t impugn a ceremony by doing something like that. No, they must just want her to dance.

So she should relax.

Relax, she told herself again. This is a good thing. You’ll have fun, Father will be proud, and you’ll be able to bury your fears of the Waweme priests casting you out.

Not that they had as much reason as they used to. She wasn’t a fraud at reading fates anymore. Or at least, she wasn’t as much of one. Ever since Mount Tsikomo—

Her father’s head appeared above the base of their porch. The rest of him followed in small bounds as he finished ascending the ladder. He was home early, and he was beaming.

“Guess what?” she asked as she rushed over to him.

“Mankel told me,” her father said as he wrapped his arms around her. “That’s my girl.”

* * *
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“ARE YOU READY?” WYLER asked after she’d studied him for several moments, fascinated by the deep lines around his mouth and eyes, as if the Sun Father’s hand had grown heavy while chiseling the final details.

Tay nodded, deciding that she’d forgo her usual tactile investigation—she was still overly conscious of the setting. In the town’s center, just before she was to dance for the Waweme, the transaction seemed out of place. But Wyler had practically begged her.

“Good,” he said, but it was another minute before he could bring himself to ask his question: “Will I find love this year?”

Tay suppressed her smile—it was always better not to display emotion, even when the question was innocuous. She refocused on the details of the short man’s expression ... and watched it flicker with a ghostly outline of elation. “I’m happy for you,” she said as she tapped the ground once.

Beaming, the short man dropped the feather in her lap, nodded his thanks, and bounded up. Tay let her own smile reveal itself as she watched him all but skip into the gathering crowd. She hated when her answers disappointed people, but she loved bringing them joy.

And now she could do it without feeling like such an imposter. The same flash predictions that allowed her to be more graceful also let her read people with greater accuracy. If she saw that setting her foot on a rock would cause her ankle to buckle, she could put her foot elsewhere; if she saw that telling a man one thing would break his heart, she could tell him another. Seeing—or hearing, or smelling—things an instant or two before they happened made her feel ... real.

It was confusing, of course. The foretellings had come more and more often since that first warning on Mount Tsikomo, and distinguishing between the present and what was about to be the present wasn’t always easy.

Did he just say that? Or was he about to?

Did that girl’s face already fall? Or was that still to come?

Did that old woman just break wind? Or was the smell still incubating in her belly?

Tay smiled again. She wouldn’t trade it, even if it meant dealing with more fate-seekers: a husband and his wife were headed toward her now, their hands clasped together around something small. Another offering. Did she have time for this?

“No,” Mankel answered for her. The Waweme priest had appeared behind her without her noticing—she couldn’t foresee everything ... yet. “No more fates. You have other duties now. They can visit you tomorrow.”

She nodded reluctantly. Part of her wished she could delay the dance a little longer. But Mankel reeked of impatience, and she didn’t want to aggravate him further. So she shook her head at the approaching couple. “Come tomorrow,” she called to them as she stood, wincing inwardly at the disappointment she saw spreading across their faces twice: first as a forecast, then in actuality.

Looking away quickly, Tay focused on the Waweme priest. “What do I do?”

“When the drums start playing, you dance. Start there,” Mankel directed, jabbing a bony finger to the left of the central fire.

“That’s it?”

“We’ll begin shortly.”

Clasping his hands together, Mankel returned to a cluster of his fellow holy men. Tay watched him go, uncertainty rising in her like a geyser. She’d been expecting to have a ritualized set of steps to follow—the ceremonial dances usually had a predetermined look. Instead, it sounded like she was being asked to improvise.

At least there was going to be another dancer: one of the men from the last ceremony was readying himself on the other side of the central fire. He wasn’t wearing his mask, but his twisted build and sinuous movements were unmistakable. If she could keep him within her field of vision, she should be able to preview what he was going to do.

Of course, it would only take one slip for her to look out of place.

There wasn’t time for a better plan, though: the drums started beating as soon as she was in position.

The other dancer didn’t do anything for several counts, so neither did Tay. But when the drums reached their first crescendo, she saw the outlines of a sudden change in his stance. She did her best to copy the motion when it came. Her imitation wasn’t perfect, but it was close. Her timing was a little better on the next movement and the one after that—two strong, purposeful steps forward—but then the other dancer started moving faster, and she lagged badly on the third step and missed the fourth all together.

Mercifully, the man paused as the drums faded to a low rumble. Her father had said there would be several rounds of this, with each burst of dance punctuated by a sudden lull. Tonight’s ceremony was supposed to symbolize a growing storm: the drums were the rolling thunder, and the dancers’ movements the strikes of lightning. As the storm drew closer, the pauses would diminish, and the bursts of drumming and dancing would lengthen. Eventually, after a pause no more than an eye-blink in duration, the storm would arrive with a frenetic sequence of uninterrupted movement.

The progression had sounded thrilling when her father described it that afternoon. But now ... Tay didn’t think she could keep up. The drums’ volume was increasing again, and the outlines of several movements—a step, a spin, a jump—ghosted across the other dancer. She was able to do two of the actions in time with him, but she botched the third badly enough to elicit murmurs from the crowd. Her next insight predicted a four-step sequence, of which she managed two.

Another pause. Thank the Sun Father.

Trying not to panic as she held her pose, she scanned the crowd for her father. He’d moved since she last saw him. Why would he move? She needed him, needed to know where the one person who believed in her stood, because it felt like the world was crumbling underneath her, and she didn’t know what to do. Why hadn’t the Waweme priests given her more direction? Didn’t they know she’d struggle if they tossed her into the ceremony without any practice? Did they want her to fail?

Her eyes lighted on Mankel, and his smug smile indicated that the answer to her last question was yes.

Tay nearly drowned in a wave of anger. The priests had stooped low, to the level of the snakes one of their societies held in such esteem. By playing politics with a rain ceremony, they were making a mockery of everything they stood for. And what was worse, they were going to get away with it. To everyone around the fire, it would look like she’d defiled the ritual ... a failure the Waweme priests could use as a pretext for discrediting her, or even—

There, several people to the right of the still-smiling priest: her father was signing to her, risking everything by flashing his fingers above the crowd: Listen.

Before she’d finished asking herself what she was supposed to listen to, she realized what he meant: listen to the drums. Listen to their beat. He’d said the same thing earlier in the day. “Your movement is smooth as flowing water, but you don’t know how to dance to someone else’s rhythm. To do that, you have to listen. You need to hear the beat—like you said you did that first day on Mount Tsikomo. Then you’ll know when to move, and the grace the Sun Father gave you will take care of the rest.”

Tay smiled her thanks and took her father’s advice one step further: she started listening for the drums before they were struck.

It worked perfectly.

Now she could anticipate not only what the other dancer would do, but when he would do it—he (of course) always moved in time with the beat. Hearing it in advance let her sync her movements to his like a reflection: she stepped as he stepped, she whirled as he whirled, she jumped as he jumped. There were no more discordances, no more missteps. Only beats and motion as the drums’ rhythm penetrated her core and vibrated her spine: it was like knowing how someone’s pulse would feel before she touched their wrist.

Her fear gone, Tay threw herself into the cycle of starting and stopping. After a few more repetitions, she came to what felt like the last pause ... and then pre-heard the drums grow wild. They were going to shed their order and just beat, faster and faster without any cadence to tie one hit to the next. In response, her male counterpart would abandon his discipline, shaking and spasming as if the end of the world had come.

So as the drums let loose, she did the same, allowing her body to buck and careen as it wished. Now there was only one common element to her movements and the other dancer’s: they were both racing around the fire as fast as they could go, engaged in an endless chase instead of stylized fits and starts.

“Rainmakers,” a voice chanted from somewhere beyond the fire.

Despite her frenzy, Tay recognized the voice as that of one of the Ashiwanni: the rainmaker priests to whom Mankel and the other Waweme priests were technically subordinate tonight.

“Come back from the rim of the world, oh great Uwanami,” the voice continued over the drums, “so that mighty rivers may cover the earth. So that stones may be moved by torrents, and trees uprooted and swept away. Great rainmakers, come and wash the sand of the earth across the land.”

The beat didn’t change—it was still a maelstrom—but she felt compelled to push herself harder, to dance faster even though it didn’t seem possible.

“Cover us with your heart, so that all seeds may develop.”

She jumped, dove to the ground, rolled, and came up running.

“Shower us with your sweat, so that our children may have all things to eat and be happy.”

She whipped her arms behind her as she kicked higher than her head.

“Drench us with your tears, so that the people of the outlying villages may know joy and prosperity.”

She jumped again, landed on her hands, and righted herself with a cartwheel.

“Oh great Uwanami, grant us rain.”

She arched her back and spun.

“Let us inhale the sacred breath of life.”

The drums stopped.

The other dancer stopped.

Tay stopped.

But her foretelling didn’t.

As the people of Dzune waited in silence and she struggled to control her breathing, an image overtook her mind—and it had nothing to do with rain:

The sun will beat down on an impossibly green hill. Atop it will sit a young man, legs crossed and head bowed. His hair will be multicolored, a swirling mix of black, white, and gray ...
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Chapter Five

Tay
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Recollections of climbing as she climbed, reminisces of dancing before she danced.

What an oddly introspective day.

At least recalling her first true foretelling made sense: it had shaped her life ever since.

Tay tapped the ground once to indicate yes, and Elu, the townsperson sitting in front of her, laughed in delight. “Thank you,” he effused. “I’ll bring you piki bread tomorrow—two loaves of it.”

She nodded and waited for the next in line to take his place and ask a question. The Waweme priests let her read fates now before every ceremony; they’d grown tired of saying no. It was a small victory, but Tay still savored it whenever she saw one of the elders look disdainfully at her hopeful clients.

Naysin sat opposite her, mimicking her pose by crossing his bare legs.

“Ask a question,” she whispered with a smile. “Yes or no only.”

He raised his eyebrows and started to sign a remark about her festive clothing.

“Not here,” she hissed, grabbing his hands before he’d finished forming the first word. “I don’t know what that means, remember?”

He looked like he wanted to bury his head in the dirt. “Forgive me ...”

“It’s all right,” she whispered again after taking a quick look around. “I don’t think anyone noticed.” She let go of his hands and forced another smile. “Do you have a question?”

Naysin hesitated, then looked intently into her milky eyes. “Will I learn how to control myself?”

Tay’s gaze lingered on his black-and-white tattoo. She sensed—not through her foresight, she just knew—that he’d asked something similar of the Waweme at the Shrine of the Middle. He seemed tortured by the question ... but what was it he couldn’t control?

Cocking her head, she tapped the ground once. “That means yes,” she said softly.

He swallowed hard before nodding his thanks and moving out of the way.

Shortly thereafter, Tay answered her last question and stood. It was time: dusk approached, and the central fire was beginning to send shadows flickering across the town’s multilevel architecture.

The ceremony was short but powerful. A drum began beating; Tay danced alone for what seemed a pleasant eternity. The drum became wild; two masked men—Taci and Tiwa—rushed the fire. Tay joined them in a frenetic race; they launched her into the air; the whole town joined in as she landed.

It was the perfect way to culminate the twenty-day solstice celebration.

Until Naysin ruined it.

“Get away from them!” he yelled in an inhumanly loud voice. “Get away from them!” he repeated as he sprinted into the throng and took hold of his startled target, a smallish man with a sweaty brow: Meli.

Several grasping hands tried to divert Naysin from his purpose, but somehow he blew them back, as if he’d exhaled with the force of a god’s breath. The rest of the crowd—including Tay—were too stunned to prevent him from manhandling Meli away from the fire and tossing him to the ground.

“He’s diseased,” Naysin shouted, still projecting his voice. “He has the plague. I’ve seen it before.”

“The Waweme healed me,” Meli protested. “I feel better.”

Halian—the head of the Waweme priests—emerged from the crowd. His voice resonated with an authoritative bass. “Meli speaks the truth: he returned from his travels with symptoms we’ve never seen before, but each of the twelve medicine societies said prayers for him, and his rash has lessened. Your concern is misplaced, stranger.”

Naysin shook his head. “Sometimes the rash diminishes before it explodes into pustules. As I said, I’ve seen it before. It kills. And it spreads.”

“Be that as it may,” Mankel said as he appeared to Naysin’s left, “medicine is the province of the animal gods and their servants. And we deal with our own. Leave Meli to us, and you may go without fear of reprisal.”

“You can’t heal him,” Naysin said, still shaking his head. “None of you can ... But I’ll try.”

The priests—three in front now, with several more moving to surround him—continued to argue that sickness was their domain, but Naysin ignored them and laid his hands on Meli. Everyone went silent, sensing that something was about to happen, that maybe they hadn’t imagined Naysin tossing members of the crowd back with an invisible force.

Something did happen, but it was barely
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