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Daina was bursting with unfinished business and resentment. 

The drums were hammering away. It was the Tine, one of the oldest tunes the Faruns knew – a call to blood, fire, freedom, movement. It called you to dance, move, reduced life to a set of simple choices: Give in. Dance, sing, fight, drum. Give in. If any doubts plagued you, if any resentment or unfinished business invaded the simple world of the Tine, give yourself to the fire. 

Ten thousand Farun clan members, the most to have traveled here in a generation, had given themselves to the world of the Tine. Circles of dancers weaved in and out of each other, wild and warlike but never interfering with each other. Atop tall solid wooden towers drummers slaved away on the grand drums that drove the Tine. Sweat, blood and screaming song dominated the ground and in the center rose a fire the size of a village square. The flames dwarfed any tower and any house, turning winter night into summer day. Fire was a hideous thing, one that longed to destroy things, break them. Make all that was something nothing. Scorch the body and burn the soul until nothing remained. It was a force of anger and rage, of hate and revenge. It called her.

It was also a thing for healing, for destroying that which should be removed, making clean things by breaking and burning the filth. It called her, and she had neither the strength or desire to resist it. Now was the time to settle.  

Getting there should be difficult, with thousands of half-beast bodies weaving in and out between her and it. But the Tine knew her purpose and the dancers parted before her and closed behind her, driving her onward even if she had not wanted it. Naked and hairless she walked through the mass of writhing bodies. She carried nothing with her to the duel but her will and the tattoos of her patrons. Bear claws adorned her hands and fingers and the moose antlers of the grand patron covered her chest in a web of dark lines. On her forehead was the stylized third eye of foxes, cunning and knowing. Raven wings spread across her back.

She emerged in the space before the enormous fire. It had long since consumed any wood used to get it started; now it simply burst from the ground itself, fuel drawn from the blood of the earth and the Tine. She couldn't see the other side but knew with certainty that Aisma was waiting.

Theirs was a rivalry that stretched beyond reason. For a decade and more, they had fought each other in all arenas but the physical. Friendships had been ended, loves sabotaged. It was a wound in both of them, one that had festered and grown quite beyond what had ever started it. Daina had tried letting go, but it was deep in her and it grew, whatever she did. It was a disease, a poison, a black thing. Filth fit only for the fire.

Both had come to their high devotees, admitting thoughts of murdering the other. They had conferred, talked and finally an opportunity for the flame had presented itself, and so the duel had been arranged. Aisma was the enemy and under the Tine, they would settle.

They entered the fire in lock-step.  

First her skin burst and the screams of her echo joined the song of the Tine as hungry flames licked at her soul. Her skin blackened and curled, exposing charred flesh and white bone and Daina's screams turned to delirious, exalted laughter. Black wings burst from her back. Her fingers withered only to be remade as thick, curled claws. An eye drilled itself through her skull and peered into this world of flame and Tine. At her breast the antlers withdrew only to explode from her neck and head, sending chunks of skull flying. Muscles tightened and grew all down her torso to support. Her laughter only grew and she kept walking.

She emerged from the unending fire reborn. Muscle, veins, fat and skin grew around her, remade what the flames had taken and making her whole again. Where she had been calm the fire now filled her. It burned within her, pounding to the tune of the Tine. It was old and ravenous, a hunger that could never be sated. It wanted neither peace or understanding. It wanted blood, and it wanted pain. Far to her left, Aisma emerged, both guided to the place of their duel. She had taken blessings from a full four patrons, as Daina had.  

Aisma's mouth had extended halfway to her ears, viper fangs glittering with venom. Clear blue cat eyes gleamed in her narrow face. Her legs were bent, hairy and strong, filled with wolven power. Her hands were bear claws like Daina's. A great circle had been formed around them, hooting and screaming clansmen eager for the spectacle to come.

There was no formality, no honor. The fire burned within them, eating and driving them to power above what either had ever possessed. They were at each other immediately. Aisma crouched and leaped, power sending her far into the air. Daina braced herself and met her with her antlers, bursting into her at the last moment and tossing her aside like a rag-doll. At the first clash, the world disappeared in a split second. As Daina hauled her to the side, she saw nothing but the face of Ramani, who she had loved dearly. She heard the whispers, rumors of Daina’s conduct, whispers that had poisoned the relationship beyond repair. She’d found no one instead. She’d been alone. 

Aisma, who had whispered, twisted in the air and grabbed Daina's wing, tearing feathers and landing inelegantly right next to her, rather than being flung into the crowd. The pain called her back immediately and she attacked, claws tearing at her scalp and ears, forcing her to release the wing and retreat. Even so, it was torn and hobbled before it ever saw use. Again a memory flared before her, fire gorging itself on her emotions. Friends. Dada, the goof, Shiv, arrogant protector, Raim and Ratch, the squabbling siblings. The memory flickered as they went at each other again. They rammed into each other, Aisma bursting forward and Daina meeting it head-on, bulging with muscle. Aisma nimbly evaded the antlers, coming in lower than Daina had expected and burying poison fangs deep in her shoulder. She screamed as her body was bathed in pain and her vision was taken by memories. Four friends. She hammered Aisma's head as the memories flooded her. Gone. Gone. Gone. Gone. Two driven off, two tired of the ever-growing rivalry. In the years since, she’d found no one new. She’d been alone.

A fang snapped and Aisma withdrew in pain. Daina followed. She was on borrowed time now, the poison making her insides scream. She hugged Aisma tight, wings buffeting her attempts to rake her back and slammed her into the ground. The moose gave her strength and weight and she hammered down, slamming into Aisma's ribs every time, snapping and crunching until they bent inwards. Again her vision flooded but it was just her and Aisma. Nothing but Aisma. Nothing but hate. Nothing but pain. But for the object of her hate, she was alone.

A powerful kick knocked her off-balance and forced a temporary retreat but the damage was done. Daina might be poisoned, but Aisma was bleeding everywhere now, shattered ribs poking through the skin. She struggled to breathe. As Daina prepared for a final encounter, though, the poison in her veins spread through her entire body and started growing in intensity. She would be as done as Aisma in a minute. A fang remained stuck in her shoulder, grinding at her bones and sending spears of pain through her.

Aisma went in, more carefully this time. Daina moved forward, her wing settling to protect the wounded shoulder as best it could. Seeing the telegraphed weakness, Aisma went for it. But punctured lungs and crunched bones depleted her strength and her attack was slow and weak. Not that Daina had much more, the poison was burning away her power. But she could still focus what strength remained and did, charging Aisma. She barely evaded, burying her claws in Daina's bloody shoulder and fending off the battering wing with her body. Just as Daina had wanted. She had one thing left that would remain after they both had spent themselves. Her moose and bear patrons made her dense and heavy. The fire roared in her ears as she did it. 

Biting down in anticipation of pain, she slammed her wounded shoulder into the ground, burying Aisma in feathers and muscle. Pain exploded, blinding and overwhelming, making the world black for a brief second. She almost rebelled against herself, but the fire had her, screamed at her to crush and break, destroy and devour, so she did it again. Beneath her, bones crunched and Aisma coughed blood, lungs too empty to scream. But as Daina tried a third time, her muscles convulsed, pain and poison overwhelming her and she collapsed next to her enemy. But she'd done it. Mere seconds before the Tine and the flame relinquished her, it happened to Aisma. As her patron gifts withdrew or simply fell off, Daina felt the same within her. Power snuffed out in an instant and darkness claimed her. The last thing she saw was a flash of her parents, departing the house and leaving her alone.

The healing houses of the salamander patron were famous far outside the Farun clan, and for good reason. Blessed with the exhausting but eminently useful power of regeneration, the salamander patron was a treasure and the backbone of the Farun's success. Built around springs of purewater, cool water of great power that soothed and healed the echo and the soul, a healing house contained one or more pools maintained and empowered by herbs and the care of salamander devotees. Seats with straps were built into the sides so patients could remain in the healing waters for their entire stay, no matter their injuries. The air was hazy with smoking herbs that dulled the mind and muted pain, leaving patients dazed and sleepy.

Daina woke halfway through her first day. Moia, a withered and tiny woman well into her second century of service, was massaging the holes in her skull, slowly coaxing new bone growth out of the edges. Her salamander tattoos, dense black things that covered her arms and hands, writhed as she worked. The water around her was filthy with humors and poison still leaking from her wounds. The absence of her echo hit her almost immediately. The flames had claimed every last drop of power from inside her, squeezing her echo until nothing but its shivering core remained. It felt like being abandoned by your team, your allies, because of your own actions. A mix of intense loneliness and the inescapable knowledge that it was your own fault. She almost burst out of the water immediately, determined to search inward, to plead, coax and apologize until her echo emerged from its hiding place deep within her. All that happened was a twitch of her arm and a slurred mumble. She'd been dosed with waning heartbloom, paralyzing poison.  

"Lie still!" Moia snapped. "Idiot girl." She was slowly coating the edges of the blasted bone in the sticky mucus that coated the skin of salamander devotees and helped with the healing. The feeling of fingers touching the inside of her head, even muted as it was now, felt intensely wrong. 

"What's it all for, anyway?" Moia muttered. "Mixes playing at dueling, using the purification of flame to mangle themselves. Idiots."  

"For peace." Daina tried to reply, but it came out a vague gurgle.  

"Lie still!" Moia snapped again. Had Daina not had multiple gaping holes in her skull, she would have been slapped. Instead, she slipped into silence, searching inward for her soul shards, the storage for all the power of her tattoos, whose use her echo enabled. As a living breathing human, her soul was scattered in shards throughout her inner world, to be joined and whole only in death. Her echo, a separate being formed from the power of her tattoos, could manipulate them much easier than she could. Activating her tattoos, directing her power, it was all much easier with the echo around, like a second mind to assist with those tasks. They were dead and dark now, drained of power. Another reminder of her abandonment at her own hand. She moved them carefully, drawing lines between them so that they'd settle into sacred geometric constellations meant to feed and strengthen the echo. She prepared a feast for it as best her state allowed her and still it didn't emerge. The quiet of the lines and points that should be rushing rivers and deep lakes made a mockery of her attempted peace-offering.  

"Stop that." Moia said. "You have hurt and drained your echo. If food healed wounds, you'd be in the care of wolves now, wouldn't you? Idiot girl. Lie still."  

So Daina closed her eyes and lay still. Inside, her loneliness jumped at her, hammering away with every attack it had. Look what you did to yourself. Look what you did to others. Why would anyone speak kindly to you? You should have restrained yourself, you should have never taken the duel. Look at all you did, think of the time and resources spent on you. They hate you and they are right to. You are a leech on your clan. Your pain is your doing and all you deserve.  

She lay there, desperately wishing to be alone with her misery, to rise above her situation and all the people and their problems and angers she didn’t understand. To fly above it all and be free. She stayed exactly where she was, but sleep did eventually claim her.

It was a full two days before Moia stopped dousing her with waning heartbloom, finally letting her move around a little. Not that she felt a great need to. Her right shoulder was still shattered and any time she moved it the tiniest bit, thousands of needles would drill into her and leave her biting her lip to avoid screaming. But her skull was mostly whole. The new bone was still flimsy and needed days to strengthen properly, but at least there was no danger of gray matter just sliding out. Deep inside her, she finally felt her echo stir and unfolded itself the tiniest bit and she jumped at the chance to help it, to feed it, to apologize. Two days of nothing but black thoughts grinding her down to the best of their abilities and she was desperate for the companionship she had taken for granted. But there was a ways to go yet. Rather than the splendid, fey-looking echo she was used to, its entire body had been burned away and curled around its core. As it was, it looked like old coal and ash. She had drawn from the meager power storage of her soul shards and made a feast for it. But lacking hands and a mouth to eat with, and lacking eyes and ears to register the food, nothing happened. She was reduced to sinking deeper into the soothing water. As the echo regained its mind and some power, this would go faster and faster. So Daina distracted herself by looking around, observing guests coming and going.  

She was not the only one to need healing after a duel, but she was one of the worst off. Off to her side, a small group of wolf devotees had torn each other to shreds as the dance had become truly wild but their wounds were superficial, their echoes powerful enough to protect them from the worst. Looking at them, it was hard not to feel a spike of anger, of jealousy. They were laughing and joking in low voices, occasionally sending her looks either amused or spiteful. Further away several mixes, ones like herself with tattoos from multiple patrons, soaked quietly in the pool, never moving. Wolves were of the upper patrons, rulers compared to mixes, and powerful. There was nothing one mix, however jealous or righteous she felt, could do to a pack of them.

The Farun clan was composed of eight tribes, one for each patron, and then the mixes. Tribeless and with stunted echoes, they were mostly suffered to exist by the upper patrons and used when needed by the lower. Daina had been a mix from birth; her mother and father being devotees of the bear and moose, respectively, and Daina had inherited their marks. She didn’t really mind the luxuries her mixed birth had cost her, but living in fear of the uppers was painful. Terrifying. 

A remnant of the fire sputtered within her. A wild urge to scream and beat at them, to break them and tear their whole clan from its throne. She closed her eyes and breathed deep, disregarding the pain, until the spark died again.

Aisma looked worse for wear than Daina. Her rib cage was still restoring its intended form and her eyes were gaping holes. Cat eyes took up the whole socket and left no space for the flames to rebuild. So, they had to be regrown completely afterwards. She lay next to Daina, breathing raggedly.

"Did it work?" Aisma's voice was a croak, but still managed to give off that defiant pride which had once irked Daina so much.  

"It did for me." Daina looked inward. All the memories were still there, but their significance was gone, burned from her mind. Looking at Aisma now she felt... Not much of anything. Guilt, induced by her lonely thoughts, compassion for her state, but none of the hostility that had plagued their lives. Thinking back on her own transgressions, ratting Aisma’s homes out to the wolves no less than four times, she felt none of the burning anger that had driven her, nor the deep wells of shame that had followed. She didn’t feel much of anything.

"Same." This croak was even weaker and Aisma said no more. Daina fell back to growing and nurturing her echo's world within her, keeping everything ready for when it reformed enough.

Another two days, and the wolf devotees left, strong and whole. With Moia helping, the healing had been redirected to work on Daina's shoulder but it was still a long way from fine. Within her, though, her echo had finally awoken. It was still weak and had only formed enough of itself to start tearing into the feast of power prepared for it. But it was waking up and as it did, the thoughts that had drenched her in despair were banished further and further to the dark corners of her mind. With the burden on her lessened, she could turn her focus to helping the healing in her own way. Power helped the healing of the body, even if it couldn't match the salamanders powers. Besides, Moia could work more efficiently with Daina to guide her as she collected bone splinters and corrected misplaced muscle and sinew.  

Next to her, Aisma was smiling to herself, her echo presumably having woken as well. Her left eye grew out yesterday and the right would be coming along. Her lungs and rib cage were still hurt, but it was the kind of hurt any echo could handle in time, especially submerged in purewater. At this point, Aisma and Daina were the longest-staying patients in the healing house and as soon as they were well enough to be kicked out, they would be. Moia had even complained about the cost of feeding them, though Daina doubted the thin herbal soup they received twice a day was that big of an expense.  

Moia finished her work and left them alone. Other patients drifted in and out of the healing house, but stayed in the shallow pools or simply saw a devotee. The deep pool was reserved for serious injuries and for now, there were no one else.  

"No guests." Aisma breathed. "Why?"  

"What?" Daina turned her head, delighting in the absence of shattering pain. "Why have no guests come?"  

Aisma nodded.  

"My parents are on a mission," and had been since early last year. Longer than anyone should have been gone. "And well, I guess... Not a lot of others left." She didn't elaborate. Aisma knew. "You?"  

"No parents. No one else." Silence fell again. 

“So uhm,” Daina tried. “How are you doing?”

“Breathing hard,” Aisma answered.

“Yeah, erh,” Daina chuckled softly. “Sorry about that.”

“We were fighting.”

“True, I suppose.”

Silence.

“You?” Aisma asked. “Poison gone?”

“Yeah, I think,” Daina quickly answered. “Hurt worse than the fire, though.”

Aisma made a wheezing sound that might have been laughter.

“Viper venom wins wars,” she said like it was part of a rhyme, or a song. 

“It’s brutal,” Daina said. “Let’s not do this again, okay?”

“Deal.” The silence stretched so long Daina was sure the conversation was over.  

"Raven.”Aisma breathed. “Fox. Why? You have moose. Why are you slumming?"  

Daina didn't answer immediately. This was something of an insulting question, calling her patrons slumming it. Even now, Aisma's haughty tone made it through her hacking, brief sentences.  

"Daina?" Aisma asked as the silence stretched.  

"Not a real choice," Daina answered. They'd spent a lot of energy burning through their resentment. Daina wasn't going to be the one to break the deal immediately, and the question appeared sincere. "Neither bear or moose like mixes very much. I could have gone two or three down either path, become more or less a devotee, but I'd never be more than a mix with dreams above my station. Up there they don’t care much for nuance. I saw some people try to live that life. No honor, no future. So my mother recommended the fox. Fits well with most other patrons, and aura sight is always useful. Besides, there's a place for mixes there. Raven was a trial though. Flying has always been my dream. Had I been born pure, I still would have sought it out, I think. I think they were mostly concerned for themselves. Birthing a mix is one thing, but the child of a moose devotee seeking out the raven? I think that's the reason they were sent away."  

"You said mission."  

"Been more than a year now. Mission my ass, they wanted my parents gone but they'd done nothing to merit exile."  

Silence again.  

"Sorry." Aisma said softly.  

"Not your fault," Daina muttered but it was nice to hear nonetheless. "My turn. You always sound like the rest of us are less than you, like you could beat any of us. It used to irk me to no end. Why?"  

Aisma turned her head to stare at her. It was a bit of a test, to be fair. When given the same dilemma as Daina had just had, would she restart the conflict?  

"Gotta." She said finally. "Wolves hate me. Pollution, they say. Cur of a mongrel whore, all that stuff. Show weakness, they pounce. Be alone, they pounce. Almost died twice."  

"I'm sorry," Daina said.

"They would hate me and hunt me without you. Not your fault."
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After a week of lying in the pond, Daina was ready to stand and wear clothes again. Her shoulder was whole again, aside from intense, throbbing soreness. Her muscles ached and protested after a week of inaction, but a regular stream of power, helped by her echo, would keep her steady. 

With her echo to guide her energies again, everything flowed more naturally. Sacred geometry, runes, tattoos, infusions, these were all attempts to imitate what an echo and soul did naturally, intuitively. Using these, the echo's work could be supplied with power from outside. With training, the human's willpower could work alongside the echo to direct power more efficiently. Naturals though they were at the work, the echo could rarely keep up with a dedicated human and the two needed to work in tandem to achieve the greatest results, along with copious outside power sources. The human body was more a conduit than a container and so, power must be stored elsewhere.  

The Farun clan had made their long strings of beads their main power containers as well as their trademark. Everyone was meant to make and maintain their own bead strings. Daina had done so obsessively ever since she learned how much was required for her dream of flight. When Moia returned their clothes and possessions, she relished the return of her long strings of beads.

Her clothes were as plain as Farun clothes came; shorts and a vest in linen and mismatched fur, and shoes with wooden soles. They came with copious lengths of colored linen, denoting her patrons. Farun tailors spent a lot of time making sure the correct colors were always available to everyone, one of few luxuries the upper patrons provided to everyone. The fox red she wrapped around her feet and ankles up to her knees before sticking on her shoes. Bears technically dressed in gold, but yellow sufficed for mixes. She wrapped her hands in that, like gloves. Finally, she wrapped her torso and arms in raven black mixed with moose white. As the grand patron, moose dressed in platinum and white gold but in general white symbolizing the purity of power was fine, even for devotees. 

Tradition dictated that as a mix, your most prominent or important patron was displayed most prominently, that was to say on your torso and arms. Denying Moose that position was out of the question. But she had mixed with the lowest patron, Raven, and this stain on Moose’s honor should not be hidden. Likewise, Bear naturally deserved the other prominent spot on the hands. In summer she would wrap her reds around her waist as a belt but in winter it was simply too cold. So this relegated Fox to her position of least honor, wrapped around her feet. To devotees, none of the colors were forbidden, and many used black for their feet in a show of contempt.

She’d sown multiple beads into her linen strips, to help her keep everything in its proper place, but the vast majority were in her long bead strings. Those she wrapped around her wrists, to hold all the cloth in place. A few iron bracelets helped as well. Another set of beads went around her waist like a belt, and even more hung from there in little loops. The rest she hung from her neck, looped multiple times and ending in a heavy cascade of beads that almost covered her chest. 

Most of her beads were birch wood, cheap but abundant and painted in the most vivid colors she could afford. Hidden among the birch, however, were multiple pale ash beads, a much more potent kind. She had found eight moonstones so far, a favor for one of Skri’s servants had earned her two old opal beads and a careless moose devotee had dropped a deep-red ruby that hummed with power. They all required maintenance and would gradually lose the ability to hold power. She only used her ruby sparingly but even then, it held maybe half of what it had when she found it. There were ways of restoring them, bringing them to optimal capacity but they were involved rituals done by specialized jewelers and someone like her could never afford that. When her good beads ran out, she’d swap them to a pawner for some full ones, even if they were worth less.

Aisma wore green with yellow on her torso and arms, for Viper and Bear. Around her hands she wrapped Cat’s blue and, in a blatant display of provocation, wrapped her feet in wolven gray. 

She had gone a different route with her bead collection. She simply wore a belt of beads tinted a clear white, showing off multiple white moonstones won in duels and crowned with an ice-blue aquamarine in the center. Higher quality stones allowed more power of higher quality and Daina had had to tear her eyes away from the belt. The aquamarine was a truly rare sight in the lower houses, normally reserved not just for the people of the upper houses, but the high families themselves. It seemed an inherent mistake to display one’s wealth like that; devotees of the upper patrons did so because they could expect honor and respect from their fellow clansmen. Four-way mixes like them were a different story and it seemed she was begging to be robbed. 

Being a good head taller than Daina and thin as a stick where Daina was round and stocky, Aisma looked eminently breakable.  Her sharp, jagged viper mouth tattoo that dominated the lower half of her face and the soft, curvy cat eyes tattoo that took up the upper half didn’t help matters. It made the bulging green of her eyes stand out in a sea of dark lines, and she looked at everybody like she was challenging them. Of course, that was how she had acquired most of her beads; everyone thought she was easy pickings and had no problem betting beads on it. Her aquamarine had been honorably won from an overconfident moose last summer. It had been the talk of the neighborhood for a full, insufferable week. Daina was much less of a fighter and had no problem admitting only the raw strength of her patrons had saved her during the duel, let her eke out a draw; Bear and Moose were the highest patrons for a reason, and the fire didn’t lend itself to sophisticated fighting.

Drowning herself in near-worthless beads made Daina look poorer than she was. With Raven as a patron, she had quickly learned that while the patrons’ servants did look out for each other, there was always at least one eye on the glittering treasures. Raven had an unduly bad reputation, but the itching for shiny and precious things was very true; since she gained her as a patron, she'd felt it herself.

With her vast collection of beads, Daina's solid frame bulked out even more, making her more like her parents, both dense figures simmering with devotee power. Thus, the two girls left the healing house for the first time in a week, stepping into the cold winter night; Daina jingling and heavy with beads and power, Aisma walking on the balls of her feet and towering above her, making as little noise as possible. They had both clad themselves in thick winter cloaks; heavy leathery things stuffed with fur and essential for keeping the cold at bay when you were dressed mostly in linen strips.

In the gloomy winter night, the capital of the Farun clan, Dia Farun, was almost hidden from view. Up here in the higher houses, built on four great hills and surrounded by the vast sea of the lower houses, the streets were cobbled and smokeless torches relieved the gloom somewhat. Mixes like them weren’t technically forbidden from being here. Most herbalists, the few great infusers the clan had and other specialists lived up here, after all, and they weren’t about to refuse trade. But it was wise not to linger. Daina found herself immediately back to clicking her beads, a habit she’d had for as long as she could remember. Four beads in a row click-click-clicked one way, then the other.

"So... Goodbye I suppose," Aisma said, her hesitation a weird contrast to her demeanor.  

"I suppose. See you arou-"  

“Excuse me?” A wolf devotee emerged from the gloom, wrapped in a heavy winter cloak. White rabbit fur poking from within the cloak, closed with silver clasps adorned with red opals. He himself was a small, thin guy with an almost apologetic look in his eyes. Aisma made no secret of her hands forming into claws as she stared daggers through him. Activating tattoos wasn’t dangerous when the Tine wasn’t supercharging everything.

“Yes?” Daina asked carefully.

“I mean no harm,” he said immediately, hands up to show he was not transforming. Aisma didn’t react at all. “Are you the two who did the cleansing duel at the Tine?”

“We are.” Aisma said. “And we are fully well and recovered.”

“I mean no harm,” the wolf repeated. “I simply wondered something...”

“I think if we went somewhere less dark, my friend would be less suspicious,” Daina said.

“Oh no no,” the wolf clearly had no intention of being seen with two mixes. “I just wondered, er, how you set that up? I know someone I’d like to meet in a duel like that.”

“Oh, I see,” Daina said. Aisma might have relaxed a small fraction but it was hard to tell. “Well, we told our high devotees and the-”

"Hey, look at the rich mongrels!" The call was followed by a wolfish whistle.  Further down the road a pack of six wolves came walking, yelling and laughing.

"Rich my ass, it's wood and paint. It's the wood queen and her pet worm!"

"A fat bird and a thin worm leaves a healing house. It’s like the start of a joke."

"It is a joke. They’ve been lazing in there all week."

“Is that Tari? What are you doing man, making friends with a worm?”

“N-no no,” the wolf immediately took two steps back, his face red with embarrassment. “Just, you know, ran into them, they tried to start shit, you know.”

The wolf pack howled with laughter.

“Sky and stone, Tari, you scared of a few mongrels? Quivering at their little claws?”

“No way, no way!” Tari responded. “Who’s scared of wormbreeds and fowl?” He stepped around and joined the group, though his face burned with shame.

"Maybe we go to the lower houses together, huh?" Daina suggested quietly. Aisma nodded, though her eyes were nailed to the closest one and her claws were stretched and ready. Her mouth opened wide as her viper tattoo squirmed with anticipation. Maybe they could take out one wolf devotee. Maybe. But six? No chance. They hurried past the group down towards the lower houses, where mixes and devotees of the lower patrons, Cat, Fox, Viper and Raven, lived.

In the darkness, the lower houses always looked ominous. Small winding streets disappeared between numerous flat, long houses and shadows hung heavy. The night was cloudy and only Sorrow, the largest of three moons, was out. True to its name, the lower houses was the lower part of Dia Farun, surrounding the four high hills of the upper houses like a sea of bleak mediocrity looking up at their jeweled and honored masters. Daina's parents had been relocated here not long after her birth and she still lived in the enormous, rickety house her Dad had spent her entire life building. She didn't know where Aisma lived anymore. 

Gloomy as it was, it felt safer to be out of the realms of the upper patrons. Wolves were much less likely to shout ‘worm’ and ‘whore’ at a viper when she might have twenty friends within earshot. However, at this time of night the main street was deserted of even foxes; all but the shadiest business could wait until the temperature rose a little.

Daina and Aisma hurried down the southern main street, Daina struggling to recognize her surroundings in the dark.

“Uhm, Aisma?” She asked. “Would you mind keeping an eye out for the house with two white dragons on it? I can’t see anything.”

“Sure,” Aisma’s eyes flicked blue as she activated her cat’s eyes and looked around. “It’s back there, we passed it one street ago.”

“Ah, I gotta head that way, my parents house is that way.”

“Alright,” Aisma nodded. “I’ll see you around.”

“Yeah, see you.”

"There they are! Should've run faster, shouldn't they?"

"Or further. They should have put more effort in."

"Gotta make our fun some other way."

Daina looked around frantically for the source of the voices. Aisma was less animate, but her blue eyes settled on something in the shadows on the other side of the street. Daina opened her third eye. Auras sprung up all around her, outlining living beings and echoes close by. Only three stuck out: Devotee auras. Two across the street, one practically next to them just around the bend of an alley. Some of the wolf pack had followed them. She immediately skirted away from the close one.

"Not a lot of fun in us," Daina tried. "We have no wealth and have broken no laws."

"The wormbreed has," one of the wolves stepped out from the shadows across the street. She was tall and sinewy, her hair rich with multi-colored opals. Her aura was teasing, playful. Cruel. "Snakefuckers breach all laws of decency."

"Not that you're much better," the wolf next to them stepped out as well. He was short and dense and radiated anger. His aura was stained with black hunger and red rage. He was not here to have fun. He wore few visible beads, but his aura was dripping with power. "Moose tattoo and you take the raven? It eats the flesh of its friends, and you join it with the ruler patron?"

"Spit on our laws, reap the rewards." The third wolf joined his companions. He was almost as thin as Aisma and like his stocky friend, he wasn't here to bully. Genuine anger, even a hint of hurt stained his aura deeply. How could someone so deliberately defy the order of things? This was a true believer. "Taking a week of salamander time costs more than you have ever given the clan."

"We are ready to give to the clan whenever it calls on us." Daina bowed her head, hands clutched in supplication and, hopefully, hiding the red ruby she was clutching through her cloak, furiously draining of all its power.

The opal wolf spat on her exposed scalp, stepping right in front of her. The others joined her, forming a rough circle around them. In what moonlight the clouds let through, their gray attires adorned with silver made them look like vengeful ghosts.

"Like what?" the thin wolf asked and stepped closer. His vest was soft, silvery silk and studded with onyx beads. "What have you stolen to have something of value, raven?"

"Nothing anyone would want back," Disgust dripped from the opal wolf's voice. "You know what ravens do to hide their crap."

"Oh I know," the thin wolf said, dark eyes never leaving Daina’s face. "I’m not touching anything she has. Let the guards sort it out instead."

"Wood girl," The stocky Harn stared suddenly at Daina. "What do you think yo-"

Out of time.

Daina stomped the opal wolf's foot with all her might, funneling power into her leg. Her wooden sole struck through soft leather boots, connecting just where toes meet foot with a satisfying crunch. A quick step and a shove and the wolf crashed backwards, pain and surprise mixing on her face.

Aisma needed no longer to catch the hint. Her mouth opened almost to her ears as she charged into the thin wolf before her. He put his hand up in defense and she happily bit into it, blood and muscle spraying everywhere as she tore his lower arm open.

That was as long as their surprise earned them.

Power billowed behind them as Harn activated his tattoos and sprang forward. A clawed hand grabbed Daina by the neck just as she was about to bear down on the opal wolf, claws tearing through her cloak and flung her backwards. Bead strings split and her wooden treasures flew everywhere. She struck the nearby wall and sank to the ground, her world a painful carousel.

"Are you okay?" Harn asked.

"Get the worm!" The opal wolf bellowed at him and he jumped back, turning to Aisma. With the thin wolf's arm torn open she was pushing through, snapping at his throat, claws tearing his shirt, onyx beads flying everywhere and depriving him of their power. Clawed hands tore at her sides, spreading blood everywhere but he was losing strength fast. Power could do nothing against blood loss.

Harn threw himself at Aisma. As he tore her from her victim, blood trailed her mouth. In the moonlight she looked truly monstrous, blood dripping from long fangs filling a grinning mouth that was much too wide. Harn punched her hard, sending teeth flying. 

Daina didn't look but from the opal wolf another explosion of power erupted. They were running out of time. These devotees exceeded them in training and power and now, they had a proper cause to fight. Daina charged Harn, hands forming into bear claws as she did. He saw her coming and raised an arm in defense but Aisma surged in power as he did. She grabbed his neck with her own bear claw, tearing his attention from Daina just as she crashed into him and sending him sprawling on top of his wounded friend.

"Run!" Daina screamed, taking off down the street. Aisma was right behind her. Harn and the opal wolf stopped to check the thin wolf, trying to stop the bleeding, asking how he was.

Less than a minute into their run, howls of rage joined the girls' wild flight.

Daina pushed power from her beads into her legs as she ran. She hadn't been topped up to begin with and she'd put a lot into the brief fight. Aisma kept up, her mouth contracting so she looked less terrifying. Their claws turned to hands. They spent all their energy on running. Inside her, Daina's echo worked hard, straining as it did. It hadn't recovered from the Tine yet and they had gone from nothing to fighting very quickly. But rest had to come later. They turned off the road, weaved between buildings and into the dark forest looming over the lower houses. The tall trees pressed close to the houses wherever they could.

Darkness enveloped them immediately and Aisma's eyes went blue. The forest didn’t lose is leaves in winter. Seasons were the domain of the sky and the forest did not bow to it. Daina slowed until Aisma was in front and focused on following her. Cat eyes had no trouble with darkness. Her own fox eye could only see Aisma’s aura so she followed that. It was streaked with fear and anger in equal measure. They turned and twisted, slipping down smaller paths and through bushes. Daina soon had no idea where they were but she felt no safer. The devotees had all been stronger and better trained than them, and had better beads to boot. They could smell their way and chase them until they ran out of energy. And the wild sprint was already becoming a run, soon to just be a jog. Aisma had less power than Daina and had spent more tearing into that guy. Not that she minded, though his family might. He was awfully well-dressed.

"Stop."
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Aisma and Daina both skittered to a halt in a small clearing. There was nothing except a flat-ish stone off to one side and black trees leaning back, letting in the moonlight. They looked around, not even realizing why they had stopped until the speaker stepped into the moonlight. It was a fox standing almost four feet at the shoulders and somehow blacker than the darkness between the trees, its four immaculately maintained tails flicked lazily. Red stripes lined its shoulder muscles, spine and around its three eyes, one in the center of its forehead. It smiled widely, revealing a set of unsettling human teeth.

"Sit down, friends. Nothing to fear here."

The girls scrambled to the ground. Daina would feel less terrified facing the three wolves again. This was Fox, one of the eight patrons of the Farun clan. Getting an audience with one could be rare enough, meeting one by accident even rarer. A patron usually didn't prance around in the flesh, much to the relief of their many servants. As with other creatures much stronger than yourself, their patronage and protection was best enjoyed from a good way away. Everyone knew what kind of diet gave an animal teeth like that.

"Now, what are you two running from, hm?" Fox asked. Aisma had gone pale and none of them answered.

"Don't play dumb." A cat emerged from the darkness. Unlike Fox, it was a normal sized tabby cat with swirled stripes and a metallic blue sheen. It went for the stone immediately and curled up on it, as if going to sleep. Daina tried her hardest not to stare, while Aisma’s eyes looked like they were about to fall out of her head. Two patrons? Fox sighed theatrically.

"Always business with her. You'd think a cat would like to play a bit more."

The tabby did not deign to answer.

"Well then, to introductions. Call me Fox, esteemed and honored patron in your humble clan. Beloved and envied, my council is sought by all and Moose labors day and night that I won't take my services to other clans."

"That's a lie."

"May one not dream?" Fox shrugged off the cat's interruption. "And this, as you may have guessed, is Cat, another of your loving and caring patrons. This one loves all things great and small, known to cry at flowers cut and rage at every life lost."

"Also a lie."

"My companion has no appreciation for the dramatic. No will to build our legends, and she rebuffs all attempts to raise us in the eyes of our servants. So Cat, my dearest friend, would you rather do the introduction?"

"Fine." Cat raised her head slowly. "In a minute."

Daina gave a small yelp and skittered to the side as something big crashed through the underbrush and into the small clearing right behind her. The two wolves had found them. Fully transformed, they looked more like beasts than people, all hair and muscle, claws and fangs. Their echoes followed, dense green wire-frame wolves that passed through their masters without issue. Close up, they were formed of triangles, lines and circles, a geometric construct more than a real being. Aisma was on her feet immediately, bear claws forming. Daina just stared, panic building like a great pressure in her chest, strangling all thought and movement. She struggled just to stay in the clearing, to not give anyone cause to notice her.

Like with other mixes, her echo couldn't really think on its own. It was more like a mindless servant, eating and resting when it needed to and silently obeying at all other times. Devotee echoes were whole, full. They could appear outside your body, talk to you. That hurt Daina more than she liked admitting. A devotee echo was a companion, training partner and part of your life. And now, terrifying beasts and extensions of your vengeance. Usually they’d stay inside during battle, to direct power, but it was hardly needed here. Not against two mixes.

"Please stop that." Cat said quietly. Aisma stared in disbelief as her claws withdrew themselves and her fingers reformed. Daina didn’t even need her fox eye to see the power draining from her and into Cat. The wolves stared at the two animals for a second before confusion turned to horror.

"W-We apologize deeply, w-" Harn stammered. His eyes met Cat's for the briefest second and he stopped completely. Fear radiated from his eyes but he remained still and stiff, eyes locked on Cat. Beside him, the opal wolf's echo turned and jumped her, teeth sinking into her neck. She gave a shocked scream and wrestled it as she fell to the ground, her transformation reverting rapidly without her echo to help it. Fox chuckled at the scene, hungry eyes watching the girl being devoured by her own echo.

As she thrashed and fought for her life beside him, Harn didn't move a muscle. He did, however, start aging rapidly. Eyes locked on Cat, he passed through his thirties, forties and sixties in a matter of seconds. His increasingly ravaged body curled up under the weight of age but his eyes remained locked. As his body raced into the hundreds he slowly tumbled forward, his head skewed in an increasingly unnatural angle to maintain eye contact. Aisma gave a choked, panicked sound as he almost landed on her, scrambling out of the way while his body turned to dust. 

Daina just watched. She bit her lip until her mouth tasted of iron and dug her thumbs into her thighs with all her might. Pain nullified the pressure, distracted her mind from the hundreds of horrifying ways she might die. As long as she held it, she wouldn’t run screaming into the forest.

Beside her, screams turned to gurgles. The echo wolf passed her, a pained and horrified expression on its face. Fox accepted it eagerly, his mouth a gaping maw as he bit off the echo’s head in one bite. Slurping and sucking, he absorbed the whole echo into himself, then smacked his lips happily. The gurgling became silence. Suddenly Harn's death looked like the merciful one.

Cat lowered her head again and closed her eyes, a satisfied purr escaping her. Fox just smiled widely.

"I-is that- I-" Aisma stammered. Daina realized with horror that Aisma was still using her cat eyes and scrambled out of her line of sight.

"Is- is that..." Aisma breathed deeply, forcing her panic out of her voice. "Is that something cat eyes can do? Will I do that some day?"

"I can do that," Cat answered. "You never will."

Aisma breathed a sigh of relief and Daina felt herself relax the smallest fraction. She scampered back to sit in front of the patron echoes, carefully avoiding the blood and ash, trying her best to look dignified and respectful rather than about to throw up.

"We must keep our secrets, you understand," Fox smiled like he'd just been caught munching on a baby. "Who'd respect us if they knew my friend here had to sneak about and practice this for years before it worked properly?"

At this, Cat raised her head and stared coldly at Fox.

"Anyway," Fox smiled even wider, bright white teeth in dark red flesh. "I believe my esteemed friend and colleague wished to take over."

Cat kept staring for a few silent seconds, teeth bared, then turned to the humans.

"My colleague here so unduly divulges our secrets because we will be taking oaths from you by the end of this. N-"  

"What oaths?" Daina blurted out and immediately regretted having a tongue. Deep blue eyes fixed on her. For half a second, Daina felt her body go rigid, her eyes bound to Cat's. Then Cat released her and Daina drew a shivering breath. Where before her mind had been lost in a maze of fears, unsure of what to do when everything could possibly lead to her death, it now focused on just one thing. Cat could, and would, kill her. She welcomed the clarity but her hands were still shaking.

"Whichever ones we require of you. Now, unless there are more interruptions?" Silence hung in the air. Daina didn't even breathe. "Let us get to the matter at hand: We are going to overthrow the higher patrons."

Daina and Aisma stole glances at each other. What did she say? Was she serious? The higher patrons, Moose, Bear, Salamander and Wolf, were the primary powers in Farun, exceeding the lower patrons by leaps and bounds. The grand patron, Moose, was responsible for the taming of the forest and had overseen the emergence of the Farun clan as one of the biggest of the northern clans. The lower patrons were closer to servants, halfway bound into service by oaths and threats. 

Overthrow them?

"Pardon?" Aisma asked. The word came out more as a squeak. Harn's ashes stuck to her cloak.

"We are going to overthrow the higher patrons." Self-satisfaction dripped from Cat's voice. That, apparently, had been the correct reaction. "They have grown fat and careless. An opportunity to reverse the order of things approaches and we will take it."

"H-how?" Daina ventured another question, bowing deeply as she did. She wasn't reduced to ashes so she continued. "I- we are deeply grateful for your help with the wolves, our debt to our patrons grows ever deeper. But how can we assist you? Devotees are stronger, better trained, their echoes whole. How c-"

"Ah yes, devotee echoes," Fox smacked his lips as if remembering something delicious. "Definitely an entirely different kind to mix spirits, definitely. Absolutely no way to awaken a mix echo, nuh-uh. The higher patrons would never keep something like that from you." He gave an exaggerated wink.

"Wh-" The girls looked between each other and the patrons. Cat stretched lazily.

"We are bound by oaths," Cat replied. "including an oath of secrecy. And so Fox cannot directly tell you what we trust you can infer from his subtle hints."

Daina found herself leaning forward, murdered wolves forgotten. Could she truly awaken her echo?

"But if your oaths bind you," Aisma ventured carefully. "How can you ever rebel? I thought an oath of obedience was part of it."

"My friend here is an oath-breaker," Cat replied. "When he's not prattling on, he's hard at work fraying them. As for me," her eyes glittered with pride. "Moose could never bind me fully. He doesn't know the words.”

“W-why us?” Daina asked. “We’re not- who are we to earn your favor?”

“You were here,” Fox said. “We saw two mixes flee their oppressors into the forest. We have other business tonight, but why refuse an opportunity offered?”

"You honor us with your attention and we stand ready to serve." Daina bowed again, hoping that was the right thing to say. She found she had grabbed a twig from the ground and was breaking it into a hundred pieces. She stopped, forced her hands still.

"None of that," Cat said. "This is a delicate operation and we will not have you joining in fear, slipping off to go crying to Moose at first opportunity. We will have your oaths freely given or we will tear this night from your minds."

"Your choice does us great honor," Daina said, careful not to bow. "May we confer and return to you?"

"No. Our time is precious and the night is short. You will assent now or not at all."

"Then I will join you," Daina said, automatically slipping into formal ritual-speak. "My echo is mindless, hurt by my ignorance. If you have the means to awaken it, I will follow you. My dream is flight but my higher patrons bind me. If you can unshackle me, I will follow you."

"We don't," Cat said. Fox winked at them again. "But we accept your promise nonetheless. Flight will be yours and it will not be the only favor we bestow upon our faithful. We need you ready and able, after all." Her eyes shifted to Aisma.

"I dream of killing wolves," Aisma answered. "If I may gain the power to face them in open combat and emerge in victory, I will follow you."

"Killing is a precious power," Fox smiled widely, looking behind them at the dead wolves. "In whatever way you prefer, it is sparsely given. Yet we will reward our faithful and our plan requires blood. The power to lay low your enemies will be yours. We accept your promise." He trotted over to look them both in the eyes.

"Now," he intoned. "Swear on your life and your mind. On your echo and your health. Swear to serve us as our faithful and we swear to grant you the gifts fitting of our faithful. Swear that your highest desire is our plans fulfilled and we swear to grant you what you find most precious in life, blood..." He looked straight at Aisma. "And freedom." His eyes turned to Daina.

Beneath his words, energies churned. An oath was forming. Daina's echo had gone still listening to the currents underneath what was said, details and stipulations, limits of required obedience, limits of freedom permitted to them. It was a puzzle to unravel, Fox's every word carried many others unsaid, ready to sear itself into her being. These were deep oaths. Daina tried as quickly as she could to make sense of it, to look for the small script or some limit that would twist them into mindless service. It was impossible to know but distrust through silence might quickly become the more dangerous option. Yes or no.

"I swear it." Aisma said.

"I swear it." Daina said. With her current patrons, she might practice and pump power into her wings for years to even glide somewhere. And her echo would remain without a mind. But if they truly could help her, she had to try. The words settled deep within her, suffusing her entire being. An oath was almost a living thing, not unlike the echo her tattoos granted her. It wrapped around her heart and her mind, settled inside her.

"Splendid!" Fox replied. Cat even ventured a satisfied nod. "Excellent, I love it when this goes well! Now, off with you. The night stretches on and you are not the only recruits needed for this project. There is an abandoned longhouse in the far south of the lower houses. Nightfall, in one month. Don't be late."

The girls scrambled to their feet, bowing low as they backed out of the clearing. Daina almost stumbled over the dead opal wolf and as she gingerly stepped over the body, the opals in her hair glistened. Iridescent opals were for upper patrons only, a rare treasure never afforded to those below. Harn had been reduced to ash along with all his possessions, but these... Without looking, she felt Fox's smile spread wide.

"Raven will be so proud!" he exclaimed. "She'll flutter and screech when I tell her what a good little moose has come into her service. Take them and hide them well. But remember, little grave robber, sharing is caring." 

Daina wasted no time. The raven in her dove for the treasure, relishing the shine and the power. She got her eating knife out and cut off the wolf's hair. Sixteen opals, a greater treasure than she had dared dream. Even after giving half to Aisma, she was flush with riches. She gave the wolf a quick check, but either she carried all her wealth on brazen display or the rest was well-hidden. And they had been told to leave. Bowing again, the girls left the clearing as the patrons disappeared back the way they'd come. Before she left, Cat flicked her tail and the remaining corpse collapsed into ash.
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"So that was a bit more than I expected, to be honest." Daina said, laughing joylessly. She and Aisma had bee-lined to the Speared Boar, one of the lower house inns open at this hour, and collapsed by a corner table in the near-empty main room. They'd picked this one for its viper devotee owner. No wolves here.

Aisma was an orphan of wolf and viper parents, a dangerous combination. The two patrons were never more than an unkind word away from open war. It was no wonder she'd been left; the parents were likely to be lynched for such a child. She had to know of places like this.

Daina was clicking her beads like it could undo the night’s events, sweating and wishing desperately to be alone, but she couldn’t. Aisma looked exhausted, deathly pale and eyes wide with fear. She had not reactivated her cat eyes on the way back. She didn't laugh along.

"I'm going to see if they have any stew left, you want some?" 

Aisma didn't respond. Daina got her some anyway. Her Mom had always said hunger was one of the big sources of misery. Besides, she remembered how being served melting cheese on hot bread had always helped her when she was upset. She swapped fifteen birch beads for two bowls of stew so thick you could balance your spoon in it, and a pitcher of pale yellow wine.

When she returned with the food, Aisma dove into hers immediately. She only stopped to down a cup of wine.

"I should never have taken the cat as patron," she muttered in between gulps.

"Well, she did say you wouldn't learn it," Daina tried carefully. She'd never seen Aisma raw before.

"That doesn't- there was no honor there," Aisma hissed quietly. "She just ended him! No honor at all. Might as well have caught him sleeping." She returned to downing wine.

"Maybe not," Daina muttered into her stew. The smell was reminding her how hungry she was. She forced herself to focus on the conversation. "But think of it this way: If you hunt a rabbit, do you treat it to a fair duel?"

"They're too far above us, I know," Aisma shoved stew in her mouth. "Gods honor gods. It's still not right."

"Nothing is right," Daina said. "The strong rule and live, the weak serve or die. Right doesn't matter." The Farun clan protected its members from outside threats. When they were strong, they expanded their territory and brought riches and glory back home. When they weren't, they withdrew and waited for better times. All in service to the strongest in the clan. People like Farun Hirdan Moram, the greatest bear champion in living memory. His claws were scythes, he crushed the metal armors of the south with his will alone and his hair swam with beads Daina didn't even know the names of. The treasures of the clan went first to those like him, so that his power grew ever further beyond his peers. What remained went to the less illustrious upper patrons. Nothing made its way further down. 

Beads were, after all, hardly even. Made from everything from ordinary wood and pebbles to gems and living heartwood, beads were infused with power by dipping them in blood, searing them in fire, suffusing them with smoke from special herbs and playing the Fein, a much newer melody than Tine, but just as important to the clan. Base material and, to the more precious beads, cut, determined how much power they carried, how they recharged. In the eyes of the main families of the upper patrons, even this opal treasure wouldn’t be worth stopping to pick up.

"I know," Aisma slowly regained her composure after devouring her stew. "I'll need to get used to it, I suppose, honor won't-" she hacked, struggled with a word in her throat. "-do the thing." She finished.

"You got something stuck?" Daina asked.

"Couldn't talk about the- a thing. You know. Guess there's an oath of secrecy in there somewhere."

"Ah," Daina nodded. "There's still honor to be had in life. Even with this unusual turn. You will fight equal and greater enemies than yourself and you will reap honor from your victories. You honored yourself tonight against the wolves, didn't you?"

"Not much honor in running," Aisma muttered.

"Not much honor in three fully trained devotees jumping two half-trained mixes just out of the healing house, either. 'In living, honor presents itself,' my Mom used to say. And you saved us both, I think, back there. Harn would've stopped us dead. You faced a stronger opponent in battle. You lived, and you saved me. That's honorable, is it not?"

"I didn't fight alone," Aisma muttered into her cup. Her ears had gone red. "That is such a bear thing to say, by the way."  

"I guess it is," Daina chuckled to herself. Was Mom even still alive? She moved on quick. "Alright, we're both honorable. We faced a stronger enemy on their terms and we lived. My point is, living with honor is your choice, not Cat's. We serve our patrons, we are not their slaves."

"Alright, I get it," Aisma downed the last cup of wine. "I- look, thank you. I appreciate the speech and all and you're right. My life, my choice and all that. But no more of that, okay? Until a week ago I hated your guts and now we're having a heart-to-heart on honor over a cup of wine. This is all a bit much and I need to, you know, digest everything for a bit. How much do I owe you?"

"Don't worry about that."

"No. How much?"

"Well, you drank most of the pitcher, so nine birch beads?"

"Alright," Aisma sighed deeply and got up. "I'll get you those for- for the next time we see each other." With that she strode off, gone in the night within seconds. Daina sat back, a bit shocked at her departure but honestly not ungrateful. A lot had happened and Daina had hidden herself behind the logic of the situation, gotten through the conversation that way. Now she was alone, she could work on her own thoughts. She gave her hands a good shake, half under the table. It helped divert her energy, lower the pressure in her chest that always grew in these situations. 

She knew other people didn’t like it, that her habits put her in danger of someone thinking she was possessed. Maybe she was. Her unusual, sometimes flailing way of dealing with the pressure always building inside her, her rhythmic clicking of beads and her tendency to inflict pain on herself in times of great stress were all behaviors she shared with those invaded by spirits. But there was no other mind inside her, and no fox had seen any disruptions in her aura. She took a second to draw several deep, shivering breaths, then returned to her own half-eaten stew. 

What had happened? Were they rebels now? Traitors to the clan of her mother and father? Did it matter? Where she had been casually resigned to her position at the bottom of society, forever locked out of the gilded halls of the upper houses because of a mixed birth, she could feel anger growing. Was it truly possible to awaken a mixed echo? The worthlessness of a mix when compared to a devotee was baked into Farun life, and based on facts like these. With an awakened echo, devotees could simply do more than a mix. There was more beyond that, more heights to aspire to once your echo awoke, Daina knew. But she’d never bothered to learn it and no one had told her. Why tell her of all the glory and power that she could never have?

But now, two patrons had sworn, had made an oath, that this was a lie. A mixed echo could wake. If this was possible, how much else was? How much had her parents suffered for a lie?

Dia Farun was beautiful in the daylight. It was a great, flat city in the classic style of the northern clans. Every house was built by its family and adorned with figures of their preferred patrons, and added to as the family changed. Even from ground level it was a marvelous chaotic mix of talents and motives. Sometimes it divided into quarters with specific styles; the viper quarter in the southern lower houses was famous for its tiled roofs in the shape of scales. The infusers’ quarter around the southern main street kept numerous wooden ravens and foxes outside shops and as statues for good luck. 

The upper quarters, on and around the central four hills of the city, kept it all similar. Moose Hill had its beautiful tiled roads, made to look like an intricate set of antlers underpinning it all. Wolf Hill had heavily stylized wolf jaws everywhere. Most of the time, though, one building would be adorned wildly different from the next. With twenty thousand clan members in the lower houses alone, and almost five in the upper houses, plus the thousands of temporary residents always coming and going, someone was always moving somewhere, new families taking over old houses and adding their own touch. Daina loved going around, looking at the new figures, the new ideas the families came up with, and appreciating the classics. The house with the two dragons had retained that motif, chalked white, for as long as Daina had lived here. Life under the upper patrons could be rough, but there was beauty in life, too.

A few years ago a carpenter named Yaklai had made a name for himself by carving elaborate silhouette figures along the ridge of a house, casting great shadows down onto the roof. These days it was all the rage, and the more inventive ones now had little shadow plays play out as the day progressed. They were her favorites and she was trying to save up to have someone good do it on her house. Her Dad was an eager builder but had little talent for motifs like that, so it was a bit sparse compared to others. He would have- would love to see it adorned like that.

As she headed to work, she made sure to stop and rub the head of both a carved fox and raven for luck. They had both been rubbed to a mirror shine over the years. The crowds were especially awful today, everyone rushing here and there and especially clustering around the statues. By the foot of the raven statue, two dogs fought over a scrap of meat. They were thin and bone-white, scaled backs marking them as a northern breed. Deprived of their traditional power-heavy diet, they hadn’t grown anywhere near their full size. These were hardly larger than normal dogs.

She didn’t relent, though. Rubbing the statues was an essential habit to her, a necessary part of any good day and given last night, she needed a good one. As soon as the two dogs moved off a little, one trying to run off with the meat but caught by the other, she took her chance.

Daina earned her beads by working during the day as the assistant for old Mani, one of the many infusers in the infusers’ quarter. Some nights, she and a group of other fox mixes used their aura sight to keep an eye on the higher houses; bands of bored devotees from up there sometimes wandered down to the lower houses looking or the kind of fun that would get you caught and punished up there. All tribes were expected to manage their own members and dote out punishment as necessary. In practice, though, upper tribes visiting violence and theft on the lower ones were almost never punished.

Infusing was the art of binding power in objects by using geometric shapes to trap and direct power, then give it purpose through runes. Several talented infusers supplied the high families with precious and involved infusions ranging from living statues powered by bound spirits to advanced security measures that could vaporize any thief.

The vast majority of infusers lived in the lower houses, supplying lesser items to the many families around them. Raven devotees, especially, loved it; the art of making treasures out of nothing was made for them. 

Mani mostly prepared logs that emitted heat without burning and sometimes wind repelling tar for coating houses. She made special items to order, but these were her best selling items by far.

"Good morning, Mani," Daina entered the shop, happy to be out of the bitter wind that had greeted her that morning and gave a small, respectful bow. Her newly bald head was awful for this weather. She couldn’t wait until her unruly, black haystack grew back. "You've started early."

The shop was a cluttered, gloomy mess. It opened into the workshop which was taken up by a big work table, suitable for six people but used only by the two of them. Every corner and floor space not needed for walking was taken up by boxes and barrels filled with tools and supplies of rare woods. In two of the corners, small tables had been placed so more could be stacked on top of them. In the back of the room, next to the door leading to the even more cluttered storage room, a fire roared with a black iron pot hanging over it. It always smelled of burned wood and tar.

Mani was a devotee in respected standing with Raven, and a sight to behold. Long black feathers sprouted from her arms, making them look like wings. Her hair was feathers as well, flowing far down her back. Her fingers and toes were sharp and talon-like. She was covered top to toe in pitch-black linen and a long, equally black dress. This could happen, these permanent physical changes, if one was bathed in patron power far beyond what the body could handle. Touched, people called it. Depending on their story, it could be a source of pride or shame, but it was usually a guarantee of respect and peace. Adding that to the authority granted to someone who had stopped counting their age at a hundred, and Mani could do whatever she wanted. Daina often wondered if Mani’s long hooked nose had been a part of the changes, but never dared to ask. Besides, Mani never talked about it, calling it simply a ‘professional risk’ and leaving it there.

“Ah, she lives!” Mani exclaimed. “Stone and sky, it is the last time I let you take time off for a party, girl. I’ve been waiting on you for a week!”

“I can only apologize,” Daina said, bowing again. “I wasn’t really there for the party, though.”

“Pah,” Mani cawed. “So skipping work to go fighting makes it better then? You should have just gone to the party, spent your youth better. Would’ve been back here sooner, too. Hangovers only last a day or two. Wouldn’t have fallen so far behind on orders.”

“Next year I’ll just drink and dance, I promise,” Daina said, smiling. “Are you really that dependent on me, Mani?” That last comment had been dangerously close to a compliment.

“Rot!” Mani sniffed. “Your runes flow into each other and you spend half your life dreaming. I need help making logs in the deep of winter and you start thinking you’re holding the purse strings. Don’t sit down! You’re heading back out. Here,” she tossed Daina a small purse of beads and small rune plates inscribed with orders. “I’m running low on herbs, and all sorts of other things. Almost like someone neglected their duties for a week. And come back quick! We need to eat and there’s orders to fill. Go, girl! Away with you!”

“Yes Mani.” Daina hurried back out. On her way to their various suppliers, she stopped by the place where she and Aisma had been attacked by the wolves, just in case any of her beads, or that wolf’s onyx, hadn’t been picked up yet. No such luck, but Daina wasn’t surprised. It had probably been picked clean by the time they’d made it to the inn.

She was loaded with packages and struggling to hold them all, much less maneuver through the crowds when she got back. Restocking Mani’s shelf of exotic herbs had her running all over the upper houses, and two of the herbalists had been on Wolf Hill. Given last night, that had cheered her like a death sentence but she’d hurried through it, wrapping her cloak tightly around her and nothing had happened. At least, the trip had ended with two orders of vegetables fried in animal fat and wrapped in rye pancakes. It smelled like warmth and a full belly.

“Finally,” Mani cawed. “I was starting to wonder if you’d run off with all my beads.”

“Never, Mani,” Daina replied absently, more concerned with unpacking her enormous load. “You know where I live, after all.” Also, she had a pouch full of iridescent opals hidden in her vest.

“Pah, youth;” Mani scoffed. “No humor, always trying to keep themselves covered. Come, pass that package over here. Leave the rest on the table, I’ll sort them later. There we go.” She grabbed the singled out package, one of the ones from Wolf Hill and opened it, sniffing deeply.

“Ah, hard to beat Patron’s Delight,” she sighed happily and dropped a healthy dose into the pot, where water was boiling away.

“... You had me get tea?” Daina asked. She had no idea if or how dangerous Wolf Hill was going to be to her the next few days but she’d been about to find out for the sake of some tea.

“Duties pile up, girl!” Mani waved her off. “Might as well learn it now. Stay off work and duties pile up!” The deep and round smell of the tea was already filling the workshop, fighting off the tar.

“Some of that better be for me.” Daina muttered

"Of course girl, I see the moose in you! Can't work without being pampered, can you? Go get us cups and plates."

With hot tea, a full belly and an opportunity to return to routine, Daina felt much better. Mani entertained her with an endless stream of gossip of all she'd missed while in the healing house. Hirdan Ghainam, the son of Moran and splendid heir to the Hirdan family's glory, had tried to demand the beads off a lesser bear and gotten two thorough thrashings for it. One from the bear in question, another from his father when he heard about it. Two wolves had run afoul of Cat in the forest last night and been reduced to ashes for it. Daina focused intensely on her work while Mani told that story. One of the wolves had apparently been locally famous for her opal display. Finally, she turned to talking of two lovers who'd run off together, leaving their furious families behind.

"Ah, young love," Mani sighed. "Another treasure wasted on the youth."

“It’s tragic,” Daina replied, focusing on her log. The wooden logs were shaped like normal firewood, with two broad flat sides, sanded down to be perfectly smooth. These were being meticulously filled out with runes. One side made it so the log could contain power on its own, the other side used that power to create heat. They would last three days before they burned out. It was possible to make them rechargeable. Daina had suggested it once and Mani had given her a good slap for it. Apparently, repeat customers were better for business.

Daina usually handled the power-storing side of them, etching the complex runes into the wood with a fine pick. It was easy enough to do; three triangles and a circle in a specific constellation, all made up of rune lines, created the basics. It was something like the simplest possible version of an echo; a stick figure to a human. In this case, though, it only stored power. Expanding the constellation, she’d add rune lines that allowed power to be drained from there, as well as manipulated. Had this been the only part of the logs, Mani would be out of business. Anyone with a basic education in rune scripts could decipher this, and the rest could just copy it. Daina’s parents had made sure Daina was very well-versed in runes, one of the surest ways for a lower house girl to earn a good keep. The other side was still beyond her, though: Mani made it more complicated than it had to be. She curled the script, hid the important constellation in a tangled web of unnecessary shapes. Some of it were her own inventions, little constellations whose only purpose was to make copying impossible. Daina was pretty sure she could make her own logs at this point; they wouldn’t last three days and they’d be easy to copy, but she could do it. The thought always made her smile. She wouldn’t spend her life as an assistant. She might never fly like she wanted, but she could become an infuser, make her parents proud that way.

“So, did it work?”

“What?” Daina had been lost in her thoughts. Had she missed something Mani said?

“Pah with you,” Mani leaned across the table to look at her work. “Don’t put the runes so close, girl. You have plenty of space! I said did it work?”

“I think it’ll still work,” Daina said. The runes weren’t that close. “I’ll make the rest more spaced, though.” It just looked so dumb with these big spaces between runes.

“Not that, girl. Wake up. If it wouldn’t work you’d be redoing it now. I meant your fight. Did it work?”

“Oh, right. Yeah, the duel worked. Nothing bad left, just as it was supposed to. We kind of got to start over. It was really weird looking at her and not wanting to strangle her, but yeah. We even got talking in the healing house.”

“Well at least something came of it, then. Good. That kind of anger does no one any good here. Distracts from life, distracts from work.”

“Yeah, that’s why I did it,” Daina muttered. “It was impacting the logs.”

“Don’t be smart, girl. Infusing requires focus! Distractions and daydreams will cost you fingers one day.”

“Sorry, Mani, I’ll focus more. It’s just hard not to think when the brain has nothing to do.”

“Think about the runes,” Mani scoffed. “Sky and stone girl, that’s what focus is. Mind on the task at hand. Fill it with what you are doing, not what you could be doing.”

The lecture continued on and off for the next hour. Mani would scratch the runes with her talons while she talked, never missing a single line as she did it. Daina genuinely tried. Sitting and thinking of the runes as she etched them just seemed like pointless busywork. She swore it made her slower, too. She started overthinking every line. 

One advantage was it stopped her thinking too hard about last night. What would her oath mean to Mani? Would they be enemies? It was a ridiculous thought, Mani was ancient and never left her workshop if she could help it. No way was she going to be fighting for the higher patrons. Then again, her physical transformation meant she’d been involved in something some time in the past. Would they call her in like in the old stories? One last job for the old master? She could definitely fly, which was rare enough even among raven devotees. Some great infusers could create skins for skin-shifting into animals, including ravens, but that was different. As far as Daina knew, Raven had lost the lore of the Seeing Sky when she-

Mani slapped her.

“Focus, girl! Sky and stone, daydreaming while I’m trying to teach you. Ungrateful youth! A plethora of blessings and you waste them! I swear the young will be the death of the clan. Focus.”

And so daily life returned. Daina got through the day and the next two weeks without getting slapped too often and for a while, she could almost forget she was now a rebel. She didn’t see Aisma again, but then she never did normally, either. Once her shoulder stopped throbbing, it was as if nothing had happened, except that she didn’t spend days stuck on a hateful line of thoughts about Aisma’s latest injustice anymore. Instead, she thought about the oath. In her spare time, she tried to unpack it as best she could. She knew nothing of the Binding Wills, the lore of oath binding, so she was reduced to guessing and she hated that. She had no way to know whether her guesses were right.

The winter only got worse. Thousands of visitors to the Tine had been trapped in the city by the winter storm that constantly threatened to collapse on them and bury the entire city. Daina had to constantly cycle power for warmth when she was outside, an annoyingly difficult exercise of moving power around without using it. Being bald really didn’t help things either. Long days at the workshop was a blessing while the weather got worse and worse, except for the supply trips that still took her to Wolf Hill from time to time. Night-watching was almost unbearable, but so few people were willing to do it that the pay for actually sitting there had gotten really good. With one of Mani’s logs on loan, Daina could wrap herself around it and make it through her shift. She still froze her face off and thawing afterwards was a painful experience, but she was making good beads doing it. The more she got, the closer she came to flying.
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Daina entered the workshop to a small pile of half-finished logs by her seat. The weather was getting worse but her hair was mercifully growing back in. It was growing just long enough to help keep the heat.

“There you are,” Mani didn’t look up from the one she was etching. “Wolf came by last night, after your supply run. Wanted ten logs by today, paid extra for being quick. Means we’re in a hurry though, Thraidir’s order is due today as well. Get to it.”

“Excuse me?” Daina had hung her cloak and stomped the snow off, but stopped in the middle of flexing her fingers to work out the stiffness. “Wolf came by? The patron?”

“A wolf, girl, wake up,” Mani answered. “Now hurry up. And keep your runes spread, we don’t have time for errors.”

It was just past noon and they were halfway through the tenth log when their customer arrived. He was a thin, tall wolf, dressed in a soft silvery silk vest studded with onyx beads. In daylight and without his two friends, he looked practically dashing; long black hair spilled smoothly over his shoulders. Long lines of ruby beads ran down his hair in even rows, flanked by fine braids. His eyes were a sharp, icy gray. He had a large wolf tattoo across his lower face, done in fine, smokey lines. His hands were tattooed as well. All his clothes were silk, leather and fur. Daina almost choked on her tea as he entered and curled over the final log, hoping against hope he wouldn't see her.

"Excuse me, I'm here for the logs?" He asked Mani pleasantly. At least he spoke pleasantly to devotees.

"Yes yes, of course," Mani started stacking the logs on a small table and tying them together with leather strips. "My assistant is just finishing the last one but it won't take a minute."

"Oh, no worries," the wolf looked straight at Daina and smiled at her as though they were old friends. "I have no doubt she's quick." Daina stared holes through her log as she worked, spending power just to keep her hands from shaking. She really needed to fill her beads up, she hadn’t recharged them since her last night watch. As she was finishing up, the wolf suddenly looked at Mani.

"Actually, do you have some of those scent-stopping necklaces?" He asked.

"Oh I think we do," Mani said, giving the workshop a quick look-around. "In storage, if nothing else. What are you needing?"

"Oh just a basic one," he smiled broadly. "We’re going to do some hunting training and I want a leg up on the others." He chuckled to himself and Mani dutifully cackled along.

"Shouldn't be any trouble, none at all," she said as she disappeared into the back storage room. "Won't be a minute."

For a few seconds that felt like an hour silence hung in the room.

"What happened to my friends?" The warmth and politeness was gone from his voice.

"I don’t know, we just ran," Daina said. The log was finished and she had to face him as she handed it to him. He had bracelets of silver studded with rubies. "Didn't exactly wait to see where they went."

"You outran them, then?" The wolf caught her eyes. His eyes were wild; mourning, rage, disbelief. "And they never sniffed you out?"

"Nope," Daina shrugged. She flared power to keep herself still. "We were wearing scent-stoppers."

"Oh, were you now?" The wolf said in a low voice. "Because we followed your scent, you know."

"I'd stolen some from here. Kept them stashed nearby." Daina leaned on the table in a way she prayed was casual. Her legs were shivering.

"Aha.” He said thoughtfully, eyes briefly running her over. “Well, you see, you're not the only fortunate one. Imagine my surprise when my herbalist told me of a mix decked in wooden beads who bought herbs for an infuser down here. Got me her name and everything.

"Now," he leaned forward, spearing her with wild eyes. "There are some troubling rumors about two wolves who died in the forest. I’m sure you heard. Ashes, they say. Now, I'd be quite cross with whoever murdered my friends, you can imagine."

"From what I heard, Cat did it." The fear in Daina started turning to anger. Not like she started it, was it? "Maybe your friends threatened her?"

"Maybe," the wolf sniffed deeply and smiled a dangerous smile. "Maybe Cat wasn't involved at all. Fire makes ash too, doesn't it? Maybe someone got lucky and tried to get rid of the evidence. Someone who works for an infuser. Someone who left Shain's hair all over the place trying to get her opals."

The hair. Fuck.

"It would be very poor form if we let some mix attack us, kill two wolves and then walk about with stolen treasures. But that doesn't apply to you," he sniffed again, then straightened and stepped back as Mani's scratchy, tabbing steps drew nearer. "After all, you just ran, didn't you? Ah, thank you so much." He turned a smile and kind look to Mani as she re-entered the room. "How much will it all be?"

Mani counted and haggled while Daina withdrew, busying herself with the fire and adding water and Patron’s Joy to the pot, driving her power supply dangerously low trying not to spill anything. By the time the wolf finally left, they had the most carefully arranged fireplace in the whole city.

"Now," Mani said, grabbing Daina's shoulder and spun her around. "Tell me what that was."

"You heard?" Daina said.

"My ears aren't what they should be, but I could smell the blood in the air clear enough. Talk. What happened?"

So Daina talked, telling Mani all she could. She left out Fox completely, made it sound like they'd come upon Cat by accident. Who knows why she spared her and Aisma? Aisma did have a cat tattoo, that was probably why! The lies were painful, she hated them, but what else was she to do? She talked fully of the wolves that had caught them in the dark, though, how they'd defended themselves and taken off when they could. She made sure to emphasize she hadn’t actually stolen anything. When she was done, Mani said quietly for a second.

"That’s a very fine story," she said finally. "But you’re lying to me."

“I-I- I’m not, Mani!” Daina’s nerves spilled over in an instant. “I’m not! We didn’t kill those wolves, how could we? They were ash! And how were we going to fight them anyway? They’re devotees, they had their echoes, they were drowning in beads! We- I’m not even much of a fighter at all. We’d be dead!”

“Now that I trust,” Mani said. “Fighting devotees would've gotten you killed. You were right to run. But you reek of opals, girl.”

“I- What? I do? You-you can smell that?” Panic rose to a crescendo within her.

“I can,” Mani tapped her ever-present feathers by way of explanation. “Been sensitive to powerful beads for a while now. Wolf noses can, too. They can smell if you’re stronger than them.” She got up and circled the table, standing right next to Daina. They were of even height but at the moment, she felt enormous. “I like you girl. But I’ll not be lied to. You try that again and you’ll be out of here before you’re done talking. Now speak.”

"I-," Daina shuddered, drew a few deep breaths, then threw out her arms helplessly. "I can't tell you. I can't. I can't speak of patron business, can I? Fox was there too, it- We were forbidden a-and I saw what happened to the wolves. I can’t just- I- I can’t, Mani. Please believe me, I would tell you if I could! But I- yes, I did take the opals. I did. I cut them out of her hair and gave half to Aisma."

"Good. Truth feels a lot better, doesn’t it?" Mani gave her a reassuring smile and the mood in the workshop loosened enormously. "Don’t worry, I don’t care about the opals. Waste not want not. I hope they're beautiful." She shuffled back to her seat and Daina sat down, taking a deep relieved breath. She shook her hands and scratched her scalp painfully, rocked back and forth hugging herself. Within her the pressure, seconds from overwhelming her, abated a little bit. Mani refilled Daina’s teacup while she wound herself down.

"But you have to hide them,” Mani continued once she had calmed down a little. “I promise you that young man smelled them too, wolf nose and all. Bury them with fey-leaves for a week, that'll kill the smell. I have some on the shelf. Get some for that Aisma girl too. A present is no present if it gets her killed. But girl, he knows. I'll bet you he knows and this is ill news for you. That was Farun Bhuat Kafir."

Daina tried sitting down, only to find she was already sitting. Her world was spinning. Fuck. The Bhuats were the wolves’ answer to the Hirdan family. Not as illustrious as the great bear champion, but definitely part of the top cream of the upper patrons. Three of the last five high devotees of the wolves had been a Bhuat. She hadn't heard about Kafir specifically, but it didn't matter. She was screwed. Had Harn been family? Had Shain, the opal wolf? Were they Bhuat? Maybe not, he had called them friends, not family. Even so.

"Drink some tea, girl, you're getting pale," Mani motioned to the steaming cup. "Now, here's what's going to happen. We don't know what that mangy fleabag is going to do, if anything. With Cat involved, his family may just tell him to let it go. Even the high families don't provoke patrons if they can help it. You may be lucky. But you may not. I have a hidey-hole deep in the back where you can go sleep if things get real bad. Ravens only down there, I've made sure of it. On your oath that you'll take nothing from there! Understood? Good. Now get back to making logs, I have something I need to put together and we need to get our stock back up."

Daina nodded vigorously to everything said. The meeting had knocked her completely off her footing and the promise of a place to hide was welcome. Her parents' house wasn't exactly inconspicuous. A rickety three story house in an area where very few houses even had a second floor. She’d have to be really careful. When Mani left she shook her hands again forcefully, wandered back and forth in the workshop and pinched herself hard. When the mounting pressure had lessened and she could breathe clearly again, she got back to work. This time, she focused hard on her runes.

Only a few days later, Daina managed to run down Aisma. One of the Farun’s numerous tournaments in personal combat was taking place, and if Aisma wasn’t going to be in it, she’d certainly be watching. Just making it far enough in one of these would earn you the title of champion, high champion for the winner, and entitle you to a cut of the riches the Farun took home from harvesting and raiding each year. 

Of course, mixes were excluded from earning the title itself, but they did still have their own brackets with a good price in beads at the end. And the initial fights were open. Ostensibly, it was to make sure that only the best went on to the real tournament, but since winning earned you the means to win again, that part was almost entirely formal. Potential high champions were years-long projects by rich families to take the spot of aging fighters, and flatly never came from the lower ranks. Instead, initial fights were more of a free-for-all where mixes and devotees alike could try their hands against established champions and each other. Once the real tournaments started, mixes and devotees would separate and side-bets would be set up based on how well fighters did in the initial fights. Aisma was bound to be there somewhere.

And indeed she was. Daina found her name by asking about participating fighters. She was competing, with just one match left between her and a spot in the mix tournament. After that, she was one of a number of mixes fighting Farun Dhamna Hanis, the high devotee of the vipers and the only champion from the lower houses. 

Since she was somewhere in the fighters area preparing, Daina decided to just watch the fight and catch her afterwards. She paid the five beads for the ticket and managed to find herself a seat far towards the back.

The arena, one of about twenty small ones scattered about the lower houses, was centered on the small fighter’s square, flanked on all sides by row after row of raised benches, so a few hundred people could watch at a time. On two opposing sides, the nearest area was taken up by low buildings holding the fighters area. The others were the medical house where salamanders in resplendent purple robes adorned with bronze jewelry shuffled about. 

It was about twenty minutes and two fights before Aisma came on. She moved and stretched while the arena was being readied. Gravel was being reapplied and snow was scooped up so the constant snowfall didn’t end up disrupting the fights. Her opponent was a short, bulky bear mix with strong viper arms meant for grabbing and crushing. Vipers were the only devoted warrior tribe among the lower houses. Their arm tattoos together with their mouths were why. Viper arms turned scaled and green, bent where they shouldn’t and crushed with unbelievable strength. Even the nails grew into small fang-like claws. Viper devotees even had poison in their claws. He didn’t have a viper mouth, thankfully. Grabbing and biting would make short work of any opponent. The bear mix stretched as well, looking terrifyingly dense compared to Aisma’s wilted frame.

“Fighters, on your marks!” the judge called. The two fighters took their positions on two red crosses painted on the ground, about five yards away from one another.

“Prepare!” The judge called, and they both activated their tattoos. They both settled on two. Aisma went for her legs and mouth. The bear mix bulked out as his chest tattoo activated and his arms and fingers grew longer and stronger as he activated his viper tattoo. Each tattoo you activated started draining your power. Not only that, the more tattoos you activated, the more each one drained. For the unawakened, like young devotees and mixes, activating three or four was unsustainable. Besides that, not all tattoos drained the same amount. Moose and, reportedly, salamander tattoos were heavy drains on their own. Their effects were great, too, but they required care to use. Bear tattoos, by contrast, were surprisingly light on the power drain, though they were immensely effective. They were very efficient and suitable for when the battle went long.

“Fight!” The judge called and stepped back as Aisma launched herself at her opponent full-force. The bear stepped back, pushing aside her attacks as he did but unable to do much on his own. She tried to break through his parries but without strengthened arms of her own, it was an uphill battle. Finally the bear saw an opening and struck at her face, intending to blind her and stop her attack.

She opened her mouth and her fangs scratched his hand deeply. It wasn’t as good as when she and Daina had fought, the bear pulled back too quickly. But his hand was hurt and, if Daina had guessed correctly, poison was flowing through him now. Having a bear body like his, it wouldn’t hit immediately, but it was a very good start.

Apparently the bear mix knew this as well, because he went on a full offensive, using his bulk and strength to force her back. She let herself be pushed back, using the strength and speed of her legs to stay at arms length of him, skipping to the side and biting him twice more. Outside of the consuming anger of the Tine duel, she was a much more elegant and slippery fighter. Slowly her opponent was worn down, pain increasingly apparent in his face as the poison took hold. As he slowed, Aisma switched her legs for her claws, swiping his arms aside and scratching at him when she could. 

Soon enough, the poison had done its work and there was little left of the battle. Only the bear mix’s pride kept it going until he sagged to the ground and the judge called it.

Aisma wasn’t exactly drowning in applause; it hadn’t been a spectator-friendly way to win a match, but it had worked and she raised her arms in triumph as the judge announced she had made it to the mix tournament. 

Daina caught her as she staggered out of the fighters’ area and collapsed on a bench. It had been an elegant fight but up close you could see she was drenched in sweat.

“Hi Aisma,” Daina said, immediately feeling awkward. How did they even greet each other? They weren’t exactly friends, but not enemies or strangers either.

“Oh hi Daina,” Aisma replied, shifting a bit so Daina could sit. “Did you see the match?”

“Yeah, I caught it,” Daina sat down and smiled. “Biting and then letting the poison do the work seems familiar somehow.”

“It’s good, isn’t it?” Aisma laughed. “I just have to not get crushed as I do it and I can win most fights.”

“Well, you were pretty quick as well, that’s gotta help,” Daina said. “That had to have taken a lot of power.”

Aisma shrugged casually but her eyes narrowed in suspicion.

“I just meant that- are you carrying your opals?” Aisma still didn’t answer so Daina hurried along. “Look, remember back when- the wolf you bit? He came into the workshop where I work. He had my name and recognized me. He’s pretty out of it about his friends, and he thinks we did it.”

“Ooh,” Aisma relaxed visibly. “I mean, there have been a few wolves sneaking around, keeping an eye on me. I thought it was just their usual viper hate.”

“It’s Farun Bhuat Kafir.”

“Never heard of him.”

“But the Bhuats, surely? There’s at least two Bhuats in the champion group right now. They’re a high family.”

Aisma shrugged. “Wolves are always after me. They never catch me. I appreciate the heads up, though.”

“Well, it’s more than that,” Daina said. “They can smell opals.”

“What?”

“Apparently so,” Daina touched her nose. “Wolf noses and so on. If you’ve been carrying yours you probably smell like them too, so they can sniff you out that way.”

Aisma looked at her, brow furrowed. “So I gotta leave the opals behind then? Dump them, sell them for birches?”

“Apparently burying them with fey-leaves helps,” Daina said. “For a week, that kills the smell. Mani, my employer, has allowed us to use some of hers. I’d bring some but I’ve been looking for you for a few days and they make your echo hurt if you carry them around too long.”

“Huh,” Aisma looked thoughtful. “Are you aware of how much you sound like you’re trying to ambush me?”

“I- what?” Daina sputtered. “I d- I have- I’m not going to rob you! How could you think that?”

“Well apparently there’s a problem with this big treasure only you know I have that could get me in danger unless I come with you to this place you know about to fix it.” She was actually smiling as she said it.

“I gave them to you!” Daina said, incredulous. “And I- this is an offer, Aisma. I’m offering you a favor. Leave your opals somewhere safe if you need to, and just come pick up the leaves. That’s fine but just- how can you think I’m a robber?”

“Hey, I’m sorry,” Aisma held up her hands for peace. “Sorry, alright? I didn’t say it right. I don’t think you’re out to rob me. I trust you want to help. I just – how do I say this right? What you said just came out that way and I thought it was funny. I just tried making a joke, okay? Didn’t go as planned.”

Daina sat back a little, taking a deep breath.

“I’m sorry I overreacted,” she said. “It just took me by surprise, I should have known better. Not like you’d tell me you thought I’d rob you, I guess.”

“No, this is my fault, “Aisma tried a tired smile. “It was my joke and it didn’t work out at all. So, I apologize. Maybe I’m still kind of getting used to you not being an enemy.”

“Maybe,” Daina said, shuffling a bit in her seat. She had no idea how one progressed a conversation from here. “So, uhm, do you want to come get some fey-leaves?”

“Yes I do.” Aisma said. “And thank you for the offer. I just have to be back here in two hours, to do my match with Hanis. Can you believe I got a spot at fighting him?” She looked at Daina with wide, incredulous eyes as they got up and walked towards the workshop.

“Congratulations,” Daina said, glad to move on from the weird joke. “But, and I don’t mean this rudely but, you don’t have a chance, do you? He’s one of the best fighters in the clan. Isn’t he the next favorite as a high champion once Marin retires or something?” He’d be the first lower house high champion but hopes were rising. If anyone could do it, it’d be him. He was a living legend. To think of what he could do with the resources Hirdan Moram had.

“Him or another Hirdan. But no, of course not, he’ll wipe the floor with me,” Aisma brushed it off. “It’s just a show match, he fights like sixteen of us every tournament, gives us pointers and such. But it’s Hanis. He’s an incredible fighter. Who knows what I can learn if I get to talk to him a bit, get to fight him. Did you see his match against Borin last year?” Daina shook her head, and as they walked, she was treated to a minute analysis of the entire battle, often with shadow boxing reenactments and even the occasional sound effect to go with it. It had, it seemed, been quite the show.

“He honestly sounds terrifying to fight,” Daina ventured after Aisma had explained one of his moves which had been executed so fast the spectators hadn’t actually been able to see it. Hanis was a high practitioner of the lore of Running Water, the viper lore of movement, and could move with unbelievable speeds and contort his body in impossible ways. Combined with his viper arms, he’d often simply break his opponent’s arms and legs before they had a chance to respond.

“It’s going to be so great,” Aisma might not even have heard her. “I know he tends to go right on lesser opponents, so I have a defense prepared for that. If I get a strike in, it’ll be sure to impress him!”

“You’re a lot more lively than I imagined,” Daina blurted out, then immediately regretted it. What kind of a thing is that to say?

“What do you mean?” Aisma stopped mid-demonstration of her defense to look at her.

“I just- you know, I’ve been so used to you being more, I don’t know, stoic?”

“Hostile?” Aisma offered with a smile.

“Well I wasn’t going to say it,” Daina mumbled. Aisma chuckled.

“I’m not as hard on my friends as I am on my enemies,” she smiled. “Intimidation is a big part of winning.”

So we are friends. That settles that, at least.

“Do people think I’m a robber?” Daina asked.

“What? No. Look, I’m sorry about the joke. It was just a joke. No one thinks you’re a robber, Daina. You clack with beads whenever you walk and you seem like too much of a worrier. Your eyes are always going everywhere. No one thinks you’re going to rob them.”

“Good, thanks.” Daina found herself breathing a bit easier. “Sometimes thoughts just get stuck and they won’t let go. I know no one thinks it, but the thought- yeah, it just hangs around anyway. Getting rid of it is easier if someone else dispels it.”

“That sounds really annoying,” Aisma said diplomatically, though her brow was furrowed with confusion. “And again, I am sorry I made that joke.”

“It’s okay, it was just a joke as you say,” Daina smiled up at her. “You didn’t know. You apologize a lot more than I thought you would, as well.”

“Well, it seems it struck a nerve,” Aisma shrugged. “And at this point I’d rather keep a friend than lose them to something dumb.”

Their rivalry had poisoned friendships on both sides. Daina decided not to comment and the conversation faded for a bit.

“Oh, we’re getting there,” Daina said, pointing out the workshop. “It’s a bit messy in there and, well, Mani, my employer, is kind of foul-mouthed. Just a heads up.”

“Well most ravens are, aren’t they?” Aisma asked.

“You know her?”

“I’ve heard of her,” Aisma spread her arms like wings. “She’s touched, right? All feathered?”

“Yeah, that’s her.”

“Does she really eat worms? Rats?”

“She eats fried cabbage and carrots, from the kitchen down the street. Sliced beets, too. Sometimes I get us chicken for dinner if the work’s going late.”

“Oh,” Aisma seemed disappointed. “Does she stalk her customers and steal their souls?”

“Sorry,” Daina couldn’t help but chuckle. “She’s just a feathered old lady.”

As they entered the workshop, Mani peered up from her work.

“Thought I’d let you off for the day, girl,” she said. “But good, you- oh, this must be Aisma.”

“You know me?” Aisma stiffened.

“Heard about you,” Mani’s eyes flicked to Daina, then back. “Glad to see you’re getting along now.”

“Like a house on fire,” Aisma replied curtly. “No need to worry.”

“Pah,” Mani cawed. “Just keep it, alright? Girl wore out the floor and missed her work obsessing over that rivalry, hate to lose more beads because of that.”

“Mani, please,” Daina muttered, having gone full red. She could feel Aisma’s eyes on her as she hurried to the herb shelf. Was that really necessary? “That part’s over. Let’s just leave it, please.”

“Just looking out for you, girl,” Mani said, then looked at Aisma again. “You reek of opals, girl, I suppose that’s why you’re here?”

“Ravens smell them too?” Aisma looked between Mani and Daina. Mani cawed with laughter.

“We always smell treasure, girl! But not to worry, it’s just touched folk like me and then the wolves. Now, girls, come over here. Herbs and opals on the table.”

Daina brought over a good handful of fey-leaves. They were translucent gray leaves that left a strange prickling sensation on your hands. Hold them too long and your echo started to strain away from them, stretching your innards. This went from irritating to painful within a day. Aisma, very hesitantly, brought her opals out from a stuffed pouch on her back, normally hidden by her winter cloak. Mani made an appreciative noise in her throat as they spilled out on the table.

“Now, the important bit is every opal touching a leaf,” Mani began, deftly folding one into a leaf. “Doing this is the best way, but since you’re just getting rid of the smell it’s not necessary.” Case in point, as soon as she let go, the leaf unfurled again. “Just go by layers in the pouch. Leaves, opals, leaves, opals, and so on. Bury them where they’ll be shaded at all times, and leave them for a week. Not longer, mind you, they’ll start losing power.”

“Why do they hurt to hold?” Daina had done all this already, her opals were stacked safely in her basement. “My echo starts stretching and so on, it’s weird and uncomfortable.”

“Fey-leaves are spirit plants,” Mani said. “They exist more in the spirit world than here, and they try to make everything they touch more like them. That’s why they grow in barren ground and you only find them in moonlight. Hold them too long and your soul and echo start feeling the effect, and fight against it. That’s what you’re feeling.”

“That seems... Dangerous,” Aisma said hesitantly.

“Pah,” Mani waved a taloned hand dismissively. “We only pluck the leaves off half grown ones. Not enough power in them to really affect anything. They can kill beads, though, so don’t leave them too long. Smell is the first to go, but after that comes power. One week, no more.”

“Layer by layer in a pouch, buried away from the sun for exactly one week,” Aisma intoned.

“Good!” Mani exclaimed. “Now get out of here girl, I let my assistant off too easy and work is piling up.”

“I have a half-day off!” Daina protested. 

“No, you don’t. There’s four logs for you to finish already, and I have to work on jars. Oh don’t look so glum, girl, you’ll get dinner for your trouble.”

“Dinner?” Aisma asked. Not for the first time it struck Daina how little Aisma must be eating to be so eerily thin. The contours of her skull was clearly visible, a thin layer of skin stretched over bone. Her sunken eye sockets made her eyes bulge out even more.

“Daina is a rot-brained day-dreamer,” Mani said. “But she makes me beads. Make me beads and I’ll pay for your food.”

“How would I do that?” Aisma asked.

“Do you know your runes?”

“Yes.”

“Infusion runes?”

“What’s that?”

“You won’t be making me beads,” Mani said. “But I’ll tell you what. Get us our dinner tonight, at sunset, and I’ll pay your portion as well. This is not a steady job, mind you. Tonight only. My bleeding heart can’t stand the starving youth and I need this one working, not prancing about outside. Come by when the sun is setting, you’ll get beads and a rune plate with instructions. Mind you, if there’s any trouble, any missing beads, if the food never makes it back, anything, then this offer won’t reappear. Got it?”

Aisma nodded diligently as she got up, scooping leaves and beads into her pouch.

“Right before sundown, no trouble. Got it. I’ll leave you two to... Make beads.” With a nod, she was out the door.

“She could run the supplies,” Daina offered when Aisma was gone. “Get some lunch for that.”

“You’re getting awfully quick about attaching her here, girl,” Mani said. “A good month ago you two couldn’t stand each other, now you want her to work with you?”

“I just- did you see her? It seems wrong to just sit and eat while she starves.”

“Pah, fire free me from the soft-hearted youth. If she does well, I’ll give it a thought. But be careful, girl! If that rivalry of yours flares up again, you’ll be costing me beads again. That’s not why you’re here.”

“It won’t Mani, I promise.”

“And get to work.”
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A few days later, the storm that had loomed over the city finally struck. Strong western winds descended on Dia Farun, taking black clouds and whirling snow with them. Clear sunlight almost disappeared, leaving even midday darkened and night coming earlier and leaving even later. The low buildings of the lower houses did little to keep the wind out, though the hills must have been nightmarish. They reached above most of the forest and had little shelter. ‘The sky fighting the forest’, Mani had called it, and such struggles between the fundamental forces of the world never went well for those caught in the middle. 

Fortunately, the upper patrons were stepping in. Anyone who looked to Moose Hill knew that the grand patron of the Farun Clan had taken physical shape within the city and was working to stem the fierce winds. Power and a white glow of authority emanated from the top of the hill, daring anything, even the wind, not to bow before him.

It wasn’t his expertise. Moose was the grand patron, the foundation of the Farun clan and powerful beyond any in this part of the world. He was strong in the lore of the Silent Forest and had used it to tame and isolate parts of the great forest that covered the world like a green blanket, choking most of it in silence. Thus, the Farun clan could use the forest’s resources far easier than others and had built much of its success on safe access to purewater and powerful herbs. But he did not possess the lore of the Seeing Sky, which governed winds and storms and light. 

Raven had possessed this lore once, when the Farun was a loose collection of tribes and she was a magnificent dark thing towering above lesser patrons, before Moose had killed her. She had returned from beyond the gates of death, her grand power torn from her, her lore of wind and flight swapped for a darker one, the lore of Soil and Rot. But she had returned. 

The upper patrons had bound her in chains of oaths so heavy she was more a slave than a patron, but they had kept her. She was the ancient patron, tales of her dated back a thousand years. If she knew how to open the gates of death and walk back out, what else was she hiding? But the lore of the Seeing Sky was lost and the Farun knew no one willing to teach them. Dragonkind, the great southern eagles and the owl patron to the Skaring clan all knew of the lore, and all understood the value of knowledge kept from the Farun.

So Moose resorted to massive expenditures of power, calling all his patrons to him to force a shield, to will the wind lowered over the capital. And it worked. While darkness still held sway, and snow fell unceasingly, and the roads out of Dia Farun were blocked by snow and devastating frost, locking in the remaining thousand visitors to the Tine even more firmly, the wind slacked in the city. A bubble of relative calm, less effective the further one got from Moose Hill but effective nonetheless, took shape as the eight patrons went to work. 

The roads could be kept clear and while the cold was biting, it was not unbearable. Winter berries were grown wherever they could and the city’s inhabitants dared cautious optimism; food stores might hold for weeks, giving the storm ample time to move on. The weather was also excellent for plotting a rebellion.

The longhouse was a dilapidated thing on the outskirts of Dia Farun, where the lower houses expanded and contracted with the seasons. The entire area was abandoned now, even the Tine was nothing compared to the summer markets. Beggars and outcasts had made it a home of a sort until the roof partially collapsed. Since then, it had been deserted, not worth restoring and not necessary to tear down. The stables taking up one third of the house was the nicest place to stay, in the sense that it still had a roof.

Great place to conspire to overthrow the upper patrons. You could really feel the power and authority of the rebel forces. Daina had definitely not made a mistake swearing that oath, no sir. Maybe nothing would happen today? The patrons were all busy pouring power into the air shield. Maybe it would be called off and she’d never have to suffer the consequences of her oath.

And she’d never get to fly, either. Their promises had been great, and hard to refuse. Not just wealth and power, but an overturning of the clan. A better place for mixes, perhaps. An awakened echo. People like Bhuat Kafir would lose their edge over people like her. And as far as she could tell, her oaths didn't really include punishment for not participating, just refusing direct orders. She could probably sneak out of the project if she needed to. She just wanted some more information, to hear the actual plan for this project of theirs. And what Viper and Raven thought about it. Were they all in on it or was it just the Cat and Fox? Could they really awaken her echo and make her fly? Hopefully this would be an informative meeting.

As she approached, she was struck by how many animals were circling the house. Cats and foxes sneaked in and out of the surrounding alleyways and the house figures were crowded with ravens. The patrons had no special love for their own species, though they crowded around the powerful creatures anyway. Opening her fox eye she noticed something else; plenty of these were skin-shifters. Her aura vision showed her the vipers hiding on the rooftops, away from the large snow piles, their auras glowing. She couldn’t tell who were highly trained devotees and who were infusers, but given there were at least twice as many skin-shifted ravens as anyone else, she guessed that was where the infusers were. 

The presence of so many skin-shifters was a mark of prestige for the patrons, though maybe Raven was compensating a little. She was a weaker patron than the others, and had fewer devotees. With so many, it seemed less a sign of support and more a plea not to be forgotten.

But it was a sign of support, and from Viper too. It seemed they were all in on the plan.

Inside, the longhouse was packed with mixes and devotees. The devotees seemed much more sure of the situation compared to the mixes who ran the gamut from combative and eager to ready to split any second. Then again, devotee loyalty was easier to guarantee; presumably they'd been told more, or they actually trusted their patrons. The roof had been partially repaired and smeared with wind-resistant tar. Even though there were still gaping holes, the tar kept the wind out.

At the far end a stage of some kind was being set up. It was mostly crates and barrels stacked close together to create height; another sign of the overwhelming rebel resources. Daina almost left again, but stopped herself. There were a lot of devotees here, and clearly what they lacked in material they had in skin-shifters. And secrecy was a good reason not to be flashy. She'd at least hear them out before trying to slip through the cracks of her oath.

"Anything happened yet?" She asked one of the other mixes.

"Not really," he was a tall, gangly man with a fox eye and, of all things, a hound mouth. "I've been here for most of an hour, didn't want to miss it, but it's just the devotees setting up and keeping an eye on everyone. They got three or four ravens out there checking that everybody's taken that oath. No vipers here yet, but they said not to worry."

"It’s thick with skin-shifters out there by now," Daina said. "All kinds, vipers too. They're pretty serious about it. Were you sought out by a patron too?"

"Yeah," he said. "Raven was sitting in my window when I woke up about two weeks ago. Damn near shit the bed, thought I was dead for sure. Then Fox comes in, chewing on my dinner leftovers, criticizes my cooking. How do you even respond to that? Then they hire me to overthrow Moose. Would’ve thought it was a dream if my dinner hadn’t still been gone the next morning. And the oath, of course. What about you? Who did you see?"  

"Cat and Fox. Caught me and another in the forest fleeing from wolves. We-"

"Was that you? The two dead ones last month?"

"Yeah, they each killed one. Don't mean to one-up you but I'd rather have a cooking talk than see that happen again."

"Ha," he shook his head. "I can imagine. Good thing they're on our side, eh? Unless they brought us here for dinner."

"Yeah," Daina tried to chuckle but suddenly fear ignited in her. Consuming the souls of others was a good way to grow more powerful yourself. All the patrons had some way of doing it or they never would've become patrons in the first place. "I'm sure that's not the case."

"Nah, that'd be mad, wouldn't it?"

Still the conversation was dead and Daina spent the rest of the time in silence, trying to look unappetizing.

Finally some of the devotees, responding to some sign Daina hadn't seen, got out small drums and started beating a low rhythm. The scattered conversation died down immediately. Onto the raised platform stepped four people heavily dressed in ritualistic garb: The four high devotees of the lower patrons, leaders of their respective tribes, who spoke with the voice of their patron. 

They all wore the full garb of their office; long flowing strips of fur and silk in their patron colors fell from their shoulders like a cloak. Various talismans, artful and infused objects with their own beads to power them, were sown into the strips. Underneath hung an ocean of beads of all colors and types. Beneath that they were naked, bare flesh only serving to enhance their authority. Beyond wind and weather, beyond injury and beyond modesty, these people were closer to the spirit world and the patrons than anyone else. Their skin was covered in tattoos, infusion runes and geometric shapes, silhouettes of animals. Daina could only guess at their meaning.

They all wore the same headdress, the traditional signifier of a high devotee. A skull of their patron species, grown to the size of a helmet. More long strips of fur and beads and talismans hung down, halfway obscuring their faces and crowned with enormous antlers. The irony wasn't lost on Daina but the headdress predated Moose; antlers had always been the symbol of command and authority to the Farun and Moose had grown into the role as he ascended to become the grand patron, not created it.

They all throbbed with power, practically forcing the front rows back, so blessed by their patrons they had fused their soul with them, straddling the line between human and spirit.

Whenever they moved, an eerie blue outline either trailed or preceded them, it was difficult to tell. Wherever you weren’t looking, animal spirits seemed to cling to them. Look at the feet of Caia, the high devotee of the cats, and she’d have a spirit cat slumbering on her shoulder. Look at her shoulder, and cats would twirl around her legs. 

Finding them in such humble surroundings would have seemed weird had their presence not filled out the house so thoroughly it stopped mattering. Daina found she'd been holding her breath.

"Friends," the high Fox devotee stepped forward, spreading his arms. He was strong and handsome and moved gracefully, a performer through and through like his patron. "I am Irman of the foxes. We are happy beyond measure so many of you are here. You are not the first or the last of our recruits but our hearts fill with joy whenever the house is packed. We are all here because we know the higher patrons for thieves and tyrants. 

“All who are not them are trampled in the mud; mixes, devotees, even patrons, their supposed equals, are sent to the lower houses, to beg and plead for scraps while they adorn themselves in the spoils of wars we fight for them more often than not. Alas, if only the beads worn by we four could match what is worn by one member of the Hirdans! But they starve us, they tread on us, they kill us and then have the audacity to name us thieves and traitors when we take the meanest slice of what we deserve, when the slightest revenge is enacted for our suffering.

"You have all met my Lord Fox or the cherished Lady Cat as you took your oaths. But many have asked 'what of the others? Is this for those patrons only? What will happen to me if my patron is Viper, or Raven?'. We wish to still your fears, to quiet any doubts and show you the strength of our resolve. So, as I know many wishes we foxes did more often, I will hold my tongue and cede the floor to our honored colleagues!" The joke got a few polite chuckles but mostly uncomfortable silence. 

The high devotee of the vipers stepped forward in his place. He defied the type of his patron by being short and stocky, with thick arms. He had four pure, translucent diamonds in a thick leather band around his upper arm, carved to the highest standards possible by Farun bead makers, a part of his reward for being a champion. 

"I am Hanis of the vipers,” he folded his arms as he spoke. “We stand with the cats and foxes and share their dreams of justice and revenge. Our hated enemy grows fat on our suffering, thinking themselves better for having hidden behind the bears. They dream always of our destruction and prove time and again that the glory of the Farun is second to their unending hatred of us. Were any patron unfit to rule, it is Wolf, who feasts on the dying body of the Farun while calling all others scavengers. The opportunity to tear them from their unearned seat nears and we will be ready." A cheer from the vipers in the room, devotees and mixes both. Daina saw Aisma through the crowd, listening attentively.

Then the high devotee of the ravens stepped up. She was narrow and bony, with sunken eyes. "I am Skri of the ravens. Ours is the ancient patron. When Moose was but an animal, when Wolf still dared face her enemy in the open, when the forest was young and the men of the south hid in their holes, Raven lived. It was she who brought the Tine to the Farun, it was she who showed us the power of gems and beads. In days long past, Raven was the patron of knowledge and wealth. Of wisdom and the power to overcome all of life's challenges. When Moose gathered the upper patrons, Raven was deceived, lured by honeyed words. Help us and we will help you, said Moose and Bear. 

“And so Raven helped, gave them long-lost songs, taught them secrets of runes and infusions, of lost paths in the woods and rare lore to let them reach ever-greater heights. And how was she repaid? When her secrets were milked, when her power was spent and her faith in them stretched to the limit, they struck her from her throne and put themselves in her place. They struck her with such virulence and hate that she would be dead, had her lore been less than it is. Chased through the gates of death, Raven emerged as she always would, only to be clipped and bound with oaths, forced to eat of carrion and filth, made to serve the architects of her fall. 

“So they say that Raven of today is who Raven always was; a low creature scraping by in the mud, unworthy of the great halls they stole from her. But Raven has learned much of death and deceit, of the courage that brews in deepest despair and of revenge. We stand with the cats and foxes and we will see ourselves restored to our deserved glory."

This time the ravens cawed and applauded. Daina reluctantly joined in, though she was pretty sure this was at best a gilded version of the truth. It was true, Raven did die at the hands of Moose and Bear and returned which, while not unique to Raven, was an exceedingly rare trick to pull off. Probably the most impressive any of the Farun patrons had achieved. She was practically a shackled slave more than a patron, too, that was true. 

However, Daina doubted she had ever been a paragon of wisdom and that she'd been an innocent victim of betrayal. Even the old stories of time before the unified Farun spoke of Raven as something to be feared. She certainly wasn't as old as the forest, one of the four forces that made the world. Daina thought it more likely she'd lost a power struggle and been forced into service after returning. Pure and innocent souls didn't strike deals with the things beyond the gates.

Finally, the high devotee of the cats stepped forward. Like Irman, she was handsome and strong, a figure made to stand in front of others. "I am Caia of the cats. You have all come here because you agreed to serve in the coming war. You have heard now that we stand united in our goal. Let there be no doubt; our glorified patrons fight for their own reasons, for revenge and the righting of old wrongs. 

“We, however, will fight for the future of the Farun and to better the clan. We servants are the moral advisors to the patrons, and they are our protectors. This balance has been disrupted by the upper patrons. We fight for the glory of our patrons and the bettering of our lives. For the right of a mix to live their life in peace, for any devotee to study their patron's lore in peace, without judgment. Where the goals of patrons are lofty, ours must be prudent. We are the heart of the Farun and it is the heart of the Farun that is strained to the breaking point by our oppression. As of tonight, we are all the New Dawn. We will renew the Farun and we will make it what it was meant to be.

“One final thing remains for tonight: You have heard why we rebel, but not how. It is no secret the mixes bears the brunt of the upper patrons' injustices. Many of you have felt the power of upper patron devotees as they come for you. An untrained mix stands no chance, surely. But it is with mixes this war will be won. Are you truly weak while they are strong? No. You are untrained, have never tasted power. 

“We will fix this. We will open the lore of our patrons to you. We will show you secrets they don't want you to know. We will shower you in gems and beads. We will awaken your echoes. You have been blinded from birth. We will restore your sight. We will make it so mixes stand even with devotees in the eyes of the patrons. We will raise you to your true standing and in return, you will raise us to ours. Tonight you will speak to one of the high devotees and receive details of your training. Worry not; you will not commit to one patron over another. In time, we will present this option and independence will always be respected. But your training begins now."

With that, the four high devotees spread out across the stage, ready to receive. For a moment, no one moved. Daina was still absorbing what Caia had said. They were opening up devotee secrets? Beads? These were steps they could not easily reverse. Caia's promises sounded less like a power grab and more like... A revolution? She tried to get a handle on herself. Talk is cheap, after all. No doubt it was intended to stir up mixes like her. But still...

She joined the people slowly lining up, finding Skri's queue. Next to her, in Hanis' queue, stood Aisma. She had a black eye and scratches up and down her arms, where they weren’t covered in runic bandages soaked in salamander mucus.

"Hey there,” Aisma said as she saw her. “Got your beads." she gave her six fresh birch beads.

"Thanks," Daina replied. "What happened to you?"

“I won,” Aisma grinned, showing off her wounds and bandages like badges of honor. “Got through to the second round of the tournament. Three more to go and I’ll be in the final sixteen.”

“Congratulations,” Daina said. “Seems like it was rough, though.”

“It wasn’t so bad,” Aisma said. “He had wolf and bear, though. Got a hold of me. That hurt. This gross salamander stuff is really effective, though.”

“Ouch, I can imagine,” Daina looked her up and down. “When’s the next one?”

“Three days, at noon. Thinking of coming?”

“I might, if Mani will let me,” Daina smiled. “Might even bring lunch.”

“Oh, now you’re talking,” Aisma licked her lips. “That dinner is still the best thing I’ve had in months. Plus, I wouldn’t mind someone cheering for me at the stands.”

“Can’t promise anything. But I’ll try.”

“I know. Thanks anyway.”

"No problem," Daina said. "So, do you believe any of this stuff they're saying?"

"The bigger the promise, the bigger the lie," Aisma replied. But her eyes gleamed. "But if they're training us now, I'll soak up as much of that as I can before whatever back-stab they're preparing happens."

"Don't you think they'll have us swear more oaths before that?"

"'Independence will always be respected'," Aisma snorted. "Bullshit. But if they plan on backing out of that on day one, they probably would've given Caia some catnip instead of a speech. We take all we can and when they start reneging on their promises, their oaths won't bind us." She turned to stare at Daina. "I looked it over, carefully. We've sworn to serve a cause led by Fox and Cat, not the patrons themselves. They have parts they need to fulfill or the oath falls apart. So do we, of course. I couldn't understand most of it, but there are ways out of this if need be. They're either serious or careless, but either way; if they don't keep their promises, we can walk away with everything they've stuffed in our minds and pockets. We just have to keep ours until then."

Daina was about to answer but they were getting awfully close to the high devotees to discuss their inevitable betrayal. Daina bowed deep to the high devotee of ravens as her turn came. This close to Skri, her wings fluttered under her skin. Skri smiled in a way that tried to be pleasant but failed utterly, and handed her a small round rune-covered plate. She smelled like grave dirt. When Daina touched it, the runes burned bright for a second, leaving the wooden tablet scorched. Information burned bright in her mind; a time and a place. Tonight, deep in the forest.

"That's fast," she blurted out. "My Lady. Sorry. My Lady. I beg forgiveness."

"Just don't hold up the queue," Skri answered. "Besides, you're in a hurry, aren't you?"

Was she? Oh dear, she really was. She gave Aisma a quick wave and hurried out of the building.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 7





[image: image]





Because of the hour and the ongoing storm, the forest was almost pitch black. Daina had opened her fox eye, hoping for some kind of light, but all she got was the faint glow of a few plants and animals. This was technically good; when the trees started showing auras of their own you had gone too far in and was in trouble. But she still couldn’t see anything.

The only reason she didn’t get lost was the quality of the directions, which was admittedly superb. The path she was supposed to take was clearly outlined in her mind and she knew instinctively how far along it she was. She still stumbled and felt her way through the darkness, but she made it.

Her destination was a clearing in the forest by a stream of purewater that emerged from jagged, white rocks and flowed along the edge of the clearing to disappear under the roots of a great black oak. Daina was faintly unnerved to see that this tree did give off a faint aura. They were still in the tamed forest, she reminded herself. The forest as a whole didn’t rule this part. It still didn’t comfort her, but at least the purewater gave off a bit of light.

The clearing had been made; several trees had been cut down and left stumps which the people already present were using as chairs. Several pairs of cat eyes shone out of the darkness. She cleared the snow off a tree stump and curled up on top of it, feet tucked under her cloak and cycling power for heat. The forest gave some shelter, but they were outside the patron shield and the cold was painful.

A final straggler rushed into the clearing seconds before a voice broke the silence.

"Good evening everyone," an elderly man wandered out of the darkness. Daina could see nothing of him except his aura, which had the confused swirl of a mix, but muted somehow, until he mercifully walked to stand by the stream. Like everyone else he was withdrawn into his winter cloak. Unlike Daina’s though, which was little more than a thick hide stuffed with leftover furs, his was well made, colored dark green, decorated with golden runes and shapes, and lined with well-kept fur. He limped strongly, leaning on a cane to support a leg that looked like it had been twisted the wrong way around. Against the snow and the faint purewater light, he stood out like a specter. He had a bear tattoo around his mouth, but no other visible ones. "I am Farun Tasha Jain, and I will be your instructor."

The mood, already uncertain, suddenly grew very tense.

"Tasha?" Someone asked doubtfully. "That's high family."

"That is true.” Jain nodded gravely. “My mother is Farun Tasha Oria. I never knew my father, but he was a salamander. I am a bastard of the family."

"Aren't salamander mixes killed?" Daina asked. The salamanders held a position of unique privilege in the clan and guarded it jealously. They openly hunted salamander mixes.

"Normally, yes," Jain replied. He limped over to a stump, cleared it and sat down with a satisfied sigh. “Let me explain: They never knew of me. The Tashas are close to the Hirdans, and I was deemed useful as a training partner to them. I can, after all, come back from more wounds than most." He stuck a hand out of his cloak to reveal the dense salamander hand tattoos, making his hands almost black. "After coming from a meeting about overturning the upper patrons, I can only imagine how little you wish to see a high family member.

“I can only assure you I have as little love of them as you do. A gilded cage remains a cage, and I was used as little but a training dummy until age and abuse caught up with me." He tapped his leg. "I spent most of my life with only two tattoos, for fear my mixed heritage would be discovered. One night, raven devotees sought me out, talked to me. They gave me a drink that brought me closer to death than the Hirdans had ever taken me. I was buried in the middle of the night and dug back up within the hour. What freedom I have, what sights I've seen since then, my final tattoos, I owe to the ravens and I have given myself fully to their service."

"So you're happy betraying your family?" The same guy as before asked.

"I never had a family," Jain replied immediately. "I had jailers that shared my name and I owe them nothing." He pointed to the trees behind them, to a raven perched on a branch. "My word may not be worth much, but the ravens are committed to your cause and they vouch for me."

The raven made no move one way or the other, but it had the aura of a calm skin-shifter and that was comforting. Some guarantee of Jain's loyalty was nice.

"Now, with introductions out of the way," Jain took on a sterner tone. "We have work ahead of us. Simply put, we need to awaken your echoes. You've been told all your life that a mix's echo is mangled, wrong, will never think. That is a lie. Mine was awoken so I could withstand the Hirdans and my other students are now teaching other mixes across the forest.”

“With just two tattoos?” Daina asked. “Can you do that too?”

“If you must, yes.” Jain’s echo stepped out from inside him. The green wire-frame was a welcome bit of color in the deep night. It had the wings and legs of a raven, the arms of a salamander and the head of a bear. Daina’s first instinct was something like repulsion. It didn’t look at all like echoes were supposed to look, spirit representations of their patrons. But it quickly faded before curiosity. It carried itself gracefully, without discomfort. It sniffed the air, tested the snow with its talons and hands, acting like a curious animal. Much like echoes did when not explicitly commanded by their masters. 

It suddenly struck her that she was looking at a mix echo. This was what they were here to learn! The reality of the coming lesson crashed in on her in one instant and she found herself short of breath. Her echo, awakened. She would do what only devotees were supposed to do. Finally, finally, she would take a step towards flying, rising above the fate her birth had imposed on her parents, on her. Finally.

“C-Can the high families do this?” She asked, eyes glued to the miracle before her.

“I don’t know,” Jain answered. “The Tashas experimented for a long time before they found a way to do it with me. I don’t know if there are better ways, if the other families have their own ways, but I know one way to do it. It’s difficult and slow, but it has worked on all kinds of mixes so fa-”

“What is it?” Daina would have stood up if the cold hadn’t kept her nailed to her seat.

“Yes, let’s get to it,” he smiled patiently. “A tattoo imprints on one of your soul shards, becomes a part of your soul, of you. An echo forms from these, an echo of the patron’s power that shaped the tattoo to begin with. As mixes teach us, a tattoo works with or without the consent of the patron. Salamander would hunt me down and kill me if she knew of me, yet my salamander tattoo works without problems. From the devotees of the dead Hound patron of the Skaring clan, we know tattoos can work and even survive without its founding patron, though only by passing it along through birth. So a tattoo works without its patron, even though it was made in its image and with its consent to begin with. The echo is a product of the tattoos, so why shouldn’t it work the same way?

“Now, devotees clearly have it easier. Their tattoos are aligned in a way ours isn’t, being of one kind and following one path. And, quite frankly, it’s easier to imagine an animal you’ve seen before than a chimera like this.” He pointed to his echo who was lapping purewater, caring little for the persistent feeling of shock it inspired in the people around it.

“But that is what it comes down to,” he stood up, moved about a bit. “Imagining, or willing, your echo to live. Devotees don’t even have to try; their aligned soul shards will sweep their unawakened echo along at the slightest provocation. It’s an unavoidable process for them. We have to build the route for them to take, teach them to approach and merge with our imprinted shards one by one. And finally, we must willingly give our minds to our echo, our creature, so it might think and feel like a human might.”

“Give our mind?” A girl to Daina’s right asked. “What does that mean?”

“It’s less drastic than it sounds,” Jain answered. “But an echo is a mindless creature. Mine acts without my input now, and so it reverts to behaviors from the tattoos. Echoes of the patrons. But that’s all it is, echoes. Basic animal behavior. Even now, it is using my mind to understand and respond to its surroundings. It has no mind but yours. It needs to share your mind, your thoughts, to awaken properly. It will not take your mind, there is no need to worry. It will remain subservient to you. As it is a product of your tattoos, so is it a product of your soul. A part of you and subject to your mind just as your hand is. But you must let it in.”

“So how do we do it?” The speaker to Daina’s right asked. She was brimming with eagerness.

“First, we establish a link between your echo as it is and your mind. I will show you the particulars but the essence is opening your mind to its input, then obeying that input. At the end it will obey you, but at first it must learn of this new resource. Once it understands, we will use its newfound mind, basic as it is, to stoke its curiosity. We will lead it to your four shards in turn and convince it to merge with them, taking on their aspects. 

“Doing this is difficult and slow and that is what tonight is for. And tomorrow. And any number of nights until it happens.”

Daina staggered away from the training session feeling dizzy. Her insides felt packed and distorted and in all the wrong shapes. Jain had taught them to extend the tendrils of their mind, normally confined to the brain and spine, into the inner realm inside them, within reach of the echo. This alone had seemed frighteningly invasive. Giving your mind to someone else, even your echo, seemed to violate something deep within you, and Daina had liked nothing about it. Aside from that, it was unbelievably hard to keep the tendrils there, where the echo might find them. They had their place in her body and longed to return.

And her echo hadn’t cared one whit about it. As usual when it had no instructions, it simply slept or ate. The temptation to simply will it to touch a tendril and then obey whatever command came with that was overwhelming. But it wouldn’t help, Jain had said. The initial awakening must be natural, most come from the echo itself. It must on its own realize that its actions might affect the world and from there, the link to the mind would grow. Consciousness must emerge on its own, and then merge with one’s own mind, so it could use the resources it lacked. Jain had assured them that this was a process that took weeks and months, but it had still been disappointing to see your echo ignore the generous gift presented to it.

Once out of the forest she stretched. She hadn’t eaten since dinner and it was now very late at night. She was starting to get a headache. There was no food at home, but she could hold it until tomorrow. She just needed to get some sleep, however much before sunrise. In this and little else, she was thankful to the ongoing storm; very late sunrise. Outside of the forest, there was some small light, and someone had lit a large bonfire on the outskirts of the lower houses. More luck to her, she was heading that way and now she had a beacon to follow. She pulled her cloak close around her and started the final leg of the journey towards her bed. Maybe she’d stop by the fire, heat up her feet before she headed inside. That’d be good, warmth was a precious resource at this hour. 

As she got closer, the bonfire only grew. Had she forgotten some festival? Maybe it was a Tine after-party. The Tin, or the Ine, were reduced versions of the Tine and used to fire up warriors before battle and for smaller versions of the Tine itself for those who couldn’t wait. But it’d been five weeks, what thrice cursed madmen couldn’t hold it that long?

Actually, it was quite a large bonfire. Near a lot of other buildings. What was going on? This was very close to her house, hopefully the fire didn’t spr-

Suddenly Daina was running, cold wind slamming into her as she let go of her cloak and, let it billow behind her. With short legs and all this snow she’d never make good time but she reached the first streets soon enough and from there, the going was easier. She sprinted.

The fire was her house.

She funneled power to her legs as she ran, wings growing from her back and flapping to give her speed. The house had been huge even before her parents were sent away. Dad could never stop adding to it. With just her, it was an enormous monument to their absence and she only used some of the bottom floor. Now flames towered higher than the ridiculous unnecessary third floor Dad had wanted so bad. It had never been finished and now fire was tearing through it, undoing all his hard work. Eating all of their things, tearing through the figures she and Mum had been preparing for when the floor was finally done. Her attempt at a shadow-play figure set was tucked somewhere on the second floor, which was burning merrily. 

A small crowd was gathering around the fire, maybe fifty people at a good distance. No one tried to put out the fire, even though some carried buckets. Closer to the fire, about ten people kept them well at bay. One of them was a wolf with lines of rubies in his hair. Kafir.

Daina wasted no time. As she neared the crowd she grew her bear claws and threw off her cloak, hastening her run. Kafir turned to watch her approach. With the speed of a battering ram she closed the distance with him, screaming in rage as she jumped him.

He stepped to the side, dodging her attack like nothing. As she passed him, he grabbed her wing and yanked, breaking it without issue. Daina screamed and landed clumsily, immediately going at him again. He stepped to the side and she clawed the air uselessly. Beside them, the third floor collapsed into the second, demolishing Mom's room full of the hideous wood carvings she'd always stuck with. Their bedroom was on fire, their moldy old bear fur they used as a bedspread, the guest room. A thousand little things that meant nothing until they were all dying in flames.

She charged him again, growing her antlers and sending her power use sky-high. He had to hurt. He had to pay. He stepped aside and kicked her in the side with hideous strength, sending her tumbling, air rushing from her lungs. Despite her rage, she had to take a second and then she sensed it.

He was churning power. All of his beads were feeding him and he spent it as quickly as he could, glowing like the fire behind him. She got back up but in the next second, he was on her, kicking her again and she sprawled on the ground. Her healthy wing was trapped in a weird angle beneath her and before she could correct it, his boot was on her chest, pressing down until the wing crunched and broke, wrenching a scream from her.

"So glad we found you," in the firelight the shadows on his face were deep, showing only white teeth and gleaming, wild eyes. "This would be less right if you'd been inside."

Daina gasped for breath and for a second Kafir let up. Then his hand was at his throat, pressing. Black spots danced before her.

"Murderer," he spat the word at her, leaning down. Her arms and legs scrambled for relief. "Those were my friends, you fucking animal.” He panted with adrenaline, eyes filled with grief and hate.” They were people.” Daina swiped at him desperately. He slapped her away without even looking. Daina tried to scream but there was nothing left. The air around them burned and boiled with his power use. “Their families, their friends will mourn forever and for what?!" He was fading into shadow but his voice was clear, wild with pain and rage. "So you could steal some fucking opals. Coward." What might have been spit struck her mouth. "Thief.” Again. “Animal.” And again. “Murderer.” And again. “You get less than you deser- I'd be very careful where I point that thing." He had said the last bit to someone else.

"You've had your revenge, friend. Leave." She didn't know the voice.

"One drop of my blood spills and my family will scour this land for you." Kafir clearly tried to keep cool but his voice shook with emotion.

"You'll still be dead. Leave."

Suddenly the hand disappeared. Daina drew in a shuddering breath, rolling to her side as her crushed and broken wings withdrew.

"Fine. Come friends! I think we've done all we'll be doing tonight. The curs will die for a murderer and thief. Some day we will oblige them, some day. We will remember their faces and their actions. Even down here they can't escape justice."

His voice grew fainter as he moved away. Daina turned to see what was going on, but she could do little but heave for breath, sucking air in-between coughing fits. The second floor collapsed into the first. Kafir and his friends were retreating in a group. The crowd had closed in on them. Someone next to her was still pointing an axe their way.

She still wasn't clear on her surroundings when someone picked her up and carried her off, away from the memories of her parents collapsing to ashes. Inside her, her wings shuddered with pain. However much she tried she couldn't take a full breath but any air was a fourfold blessing. She focused on that, drifting in and out as she was carried into someone's house. A lot of people talked, concerned voices. Axe guy sent them off, placed her in a bed. A smell of tea filled the air. People came and went, dropping things. Finally they stopped.

"Salamander," she muttered.

"With a Bhuat out for your blood, you really want to go talk to the upper patrons?" He was trying hard to sound nonchalant. "Salamanders might be 'neutral', but the wolves will just go and haul you out. Besides, you're just a little squashed. We'll fix that up in no time."

"House?"

"Listen, don't worry about that right now," he looked straight at her. He was a plump guy with a round, kind face almost hidden behind viper tattoos across his mouth and eyes. He looked about forty. The bed she was on was in a nook in a common room. The whole thing was heated by a fire in the middle. "There wasn't anyone in there. Once the fire is out, we'll go and recover what we can, okay?"

Daina nodded in a way she hoped was resolute, but her tears were falling anyway. Recover what they could. Her parents had never been as dead as now. All they'd left her, gone. All she owned, gone. Now they truly were dead, she knew it. Bodies rotting in some blasted land far from home, echoes lost. Anything they'd made here, gone. She hadn’t even been able to keep their house. Where would she sleep? Why did she ever take the raven? All her wings did was break. She'd just wanted to fly, to move above all of this, free from the pressure, finally able make them proud. But she was as grounded as anyone and now her parents were gone. An idiot dream for an idiot child. She'd broken everything.

"Hey now," the guy wiped her cheeks carefully. "It's bad, I know. But fire doesn't eat everything. We'll find something that survived, I promise you. Did anyone else live there? It was a big house. I'll get a hold of them."

"Parents," Daina muttered. The guy lit up until she continued. "Dead. The house was- It... I could remember them, believe they were somewhere out there. It-" she trailed off. Breathing came easier, she wasn’t coughing anymore. It was hard to even focus on the loss. Every breath was a blessing but she lacked even the clarity to remember their faces.

"Look," the guy caught her eyes. "This is bad, I get that. I'll leave you alone in a minute, okay? Let you grieve. Soon as we get some heartbloom tea inside you, you’ll sleep. And I am sorry about this, but I do need to know: Was he right? Did you kill his friends? I won't turn you over, swear on the viper. But I need to know what risk I've taken on here."

"Cat and Fox," she muttered. "They killed them. An- look I can't tell you. Patron business and all that. I didn't kill anybody but... He thinks I did."

"Ah," suddenly the guy smiled. "Did you come straight from training?" Daina stared at him, unsure what to say. "I'm a viper devotee. I don't know what they're doing to you guys, just that they're going to awaken you. Then we'll all be sparring together. So please, tell me what you can."

So she did. With the knowledge that he knew, the oath loosened its hold on her tongue. In halting, pained sentences, she told him about the meeting, the deaths of the wolves, about the oaths they swore, about Fox encouraging her to take the opals.

"It left clumps of hair, taking them," Daina coughed. "Kafir found that. Thinks we killed. Robbed."

"I see," he looked more serious. "Well, nothing to do about that now. I'll get you your tea and let you sleep, as I promised. Is there anyone, someone I can get in touch with?" He went to fill a cup.

"Mani," Daina said, shame hitting her through it all. Was her employer really all she had? "Infuser on the main street. I'm her assistant, Daina. What's your name?"

"Thaur," he handed her a large cup with red tea. It smelled strongly of earth and iron. "I'll get a hold of her. Does she know? About the oath and that?"

"I don't know," Daina took the cup and drank in small sips. Calm settled within her, damping the grief. The pain was blissfully muted. "We’re not friends, I just..."

Thaur waved her off. "We make do with what we have. I'll tell her you'll be late today, and where you are." He smiled at her. "Drink up your tea and sleep. Everything's a bit better in daylight."

Daina did just that. The waxing heartbloom tea healed and soothed, calmed her heart and soon enough, sleep forced itself on her. The mostly empty cup tumbled from her hands.
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"What is this?" The door slammed open and Daina woke with a shock. "I've hardly had you back for a month before some stranger knocks on my door, claims he has my apprentice lying in his bed. What is it with you and trouble, girl? Think I can run a business like this?" Mani shuffled through the door, moving to Daina's bed with a speed she wouldn't have thought from an old woman with talon feet.

"M-my apologies, Mani," Daina said, heart still pounding. "I didn’t try to- I was-"

"Pah," she cawed. "Imagine if you did try, you'd been dead before you left the womb. Sit up! I'm too soft on you. Lazy, disrespectful. Sit up!"

Daina climbed into a sitting position. Her throat still felt like it'd been crushed and breathing hurt, but at least she could do it. Her linen strips had been removed and hung by the bed. Thaur came half-running through the door. Had she outrun hi- she'd flown. She could fly.

"Ridiculous," Mani muttered, poking Daina's ribs softly. "You put down rabid dogs, everyone knows that but what do the high-ups do? Shower them in gems. What is this you gave her?" Her head snapped to Thaur.

"Waxing heartbloom," he said, confused. "Is that not-?"

"No infusion, no Tamin," she shook her head. "Did you send her hopes and prayers too? Ridiculous. Guess we should be thankful you didn't poison her. Turn around, vest off, see what that swine did to your wings. Turn!"

Daina turned around quickly, pulling her vest down to her stomach. Mani leaned all the way in, poking and prodding her back, eyes running over every inch of her bruised skin.

"Pah," she cawed. "Squashed and crushed and broken. No respect for the ancient patron. Youth! You're a scourge on the Farun, the lot of you. Birth them at thirty, I say. Solve a lot of problems."

She poked and prodded Daina's back while she complained endlessly. Then she got some other herbs out, barked orders at Thaur, then again later when he didn't play the Tamin to her satisfaction. It was a soft melody, meant to be played on the flute. It made herbs flower and more effective. Thaur was clearly more used to the Tine or other, rougher melodies. But finally they made a salve and Mani spread it over Daina's raven tattoo. It burned and tightened her muscles like her whole back was cramping. But beneath the skin, the pain in her wings lessened.

"Now, that's the worst taken care of," Mani finally shuffled into a chair, sitting down with a deep sigh of satisfaction. "Now you, Tar? Yes yes, Thaur. You have my thanks for saving my apprentice. Next time, I trust you've learned how to do it?" She sent him a glare and he nodded dutifully. His patience with her manners had been overwhelming. "Pay attention girl. We're going to head out there, salvage what we can. You're going to the workshop, open it, get some work done for once. You'll stay in the loft for now but this is no charity shop, you hear? Food and board isn't free. You'll be working yourself cross-eyed and that's a promise."

"Apprentice?" Daina ventured. Mani waved a hand.

"Don't fill your head with dreams, girl," she snapped. "If you're to pay me back, you need to know more than you do. So yes, apprentice, and you'll make yourself worth the title, you hear?" Daina nodded dutifully. "Good. And I will have no more lies from my apprentice. Why were you not in the house? The storm is raging. You don't have a man, I know that. Moons are crap for getting herbs this month and you don't know heartbloom from thistle anyway. Why were you out?"

"We-" the words caught in her throat. Thaur tried the same but nothing came out. Mani looked between them. "We can't say, Mani- Master."

"More patron business?" Mani glared between them both. "With Viper this time? If you have friends like this, it seems you don't need my help, do you?"

"No no, Mani, please," Daina rushed. "It's not like that. I am tenfold in your debt, I will work day and night to pay you back. I am so grateful to you, I am. I j- talk to Skri! She knows, she'll tell you!"

"High Devotee Skri, girl! You're as uncouth as you're lazy. I'll talk to that witch, alright. Wring her until she tells me why she's stealing my apprentice and forcing oaths down her throat. You, boy, get some of your friends ready. Big ones. Once I'm back we'll cut our way into that ruin, salvage what we can. Girl, up! Out! We're losing money while you're lazing around. Out! Go!" She clapped loudly as she climbed out of the chair. Even as Daina scampered to get ready, she was still out the door first.

"Thank you for your help," she tried bowing to Thaur but regretted it immediately. "I am in your debt as well, more so for M- for my Master's behavior."

"Don't worry too much," he smiled. "She's just concerned. And I appreciate it. I hope I will never need to hold you to it. Now get going, or she's going to start charging you for lost sales. I hung your cloak to dry by the fire."

With another nod of gratitude, Daina got her cloak and slipped into the chill winter morning, ribs and back hurting.

Mani came back just as noon peaked, bringing her two steaming rye pancakes wrapped around a vegetable filling, dripping with fat. Daina dug into it gratefully.

"Now, you'll be having some more duties from now on," Mani settled into her chair, her bones creaking with relief, shaking her own half-eaten wrap. "For one, you'll find us an errand boy! Can't have you running into the upper houses now, can I? Someone else needs to fetch supplies. Can’t be that Aisma girl, neither. They’ll just hunt her as well. And I know why you've been sneaking about the forest now. Had to swear the damn vow myself. 'We have to test loyalty before we involve even devotees'. Pah! I was a better servant before her mother was born than she’s ever been. Spit in my face next time, get it over with." She took a bite of her wrap, looking thoughtful. "Good chance for you, though. But don't get yourself killed while you owe me, girl! I'll grab your spirit out of your grave if I need to, but I'd rather not. Now, your first tas- are those your logs? Sky and sea, there's work to do. Your runes are still bleeding into each other. Stop being scared of using space, you got a whole log to work with. Redo them. Once you've done that-" she stuck a knife into the table between them. It was a carved bone handle, wrapped in leather. The blade was made of carefully cut flint and edged with iron. Runes danced across the metal and stone, on the leather and across the bone underneath.

"Here's your first task. Figure out the purpose of this knife. What does it do? How does it get its power? What could we sell it for? How would you break it? Once you have that, you'll start learning in earnest. But for now, logs!"

"What about the house, Master?" Daina asked as she started a new log, swallowing hard. "Did you find anything?"

"Too much roof and wall in the way for now. Fire was thorough- We'll get something, probably tomorrow. You do well enough today and tomorrow, I'll let you go and help them pick through it, got it?"

Daina nodded, quickly returning to her work. Thinking about the house was hard, it still felt too much like the death of her parents. But the pain and work brought some clarity; every breath still felt blessed. All she’d lost were things. Whatever she could save, she would, but they were no more or less gone today than they had been yesterday. They were out there somewhere. Maybe they'd make it back some day, to a Farun tribe turned on its head, to a daughter with an awakened echo, apprenticing with an infuser. She clung to the image of their surprise and pride as she soared above them like a lifeline. There was so much to worry about already. Until she knew they were dead, she had to assume they weren't.

Digging through the ruin of her house didn't produce much. The wolves had used runes and an infusion of some kind to fuel the fire until it burned hot and furious but never beyond the house. The surrounding grass was hardly even touched and the house had collapsed inward. They did find a few of her Mom's carvings not quite scorched bad enough to be unrecognizable and the mostly-whole head of her Dad's axe. The basement had survived, if only because it was mostly a hole in the ground without much to fuel the fire. Down there they found a casket of wine her Dad had brought with him from the upper houses, promising to crack open once they returned. Daina gave it to the guys who had worked for two days to sift through the ruins as thanks. They hadn't bothered to contain their cheers at all; this was the last of her family's upper house treasures, some vintage precious enough you'd save your income for a week or two for a cup of it.

They were so happy they hardly cared when she brought up the other treasure from the basement; the opals, safe and buried deep in a corner. The fey-leaves had done their job; their smell was thoroughly gone, replaced by something vaguely leafy. She’d simply left them down there afterwards, only removing the leaves. Now she was thankful she had.

She put it all in Mani's hideout in the back of the storage room carving a small chest with runes locking it to all but her and putting it in the other end of Mani's stacks on stacks of treasures of variable value. She'd find a time to wear the opals, but since the fire she'd taken to keep her fox eye open at all times. She'd noticed wolf devotee auras near the workshop almost any time she left. It often blinded her if a high family member or some other powerful person happened to be nearby. But the practice helped distract her from what little she suddenly had left.

It was almost noon the next day when she remembered.

“Man-Master?” Daina asked carefully. Mani looked up from her work. She was slowly etching runes into a golden bracelet intended to stick an opponent to the ground, a commission from someone on Bear Hill. “M-Might I have, take a longer lunch today?”

“Getting tired of working already, girl?” Mani speared her with a glare. “Think the debt must surely be paid by now?”

“No no, Master, no,” Daina quickly said. “I just- Aisma is fighting today and I- I mean I promised I would see if I could come.”

“Ah, I see,” Mani said. “You know you’re in debt but you’d rather go gallivanting with your friends, leave the shop to fall further behind?”

“I-I’m sorry for asking, Master,” Daina could feel her cheeks going red. She was still struggling with how to treat Mani after the fire. Being this dependent on her made her a much more threatening figure. “I-I’ll get back to work.”

A few beads clattered onto the table between them.

“Fire free me from my bleeding heart,” Mani muttered. “Buy her some lunch as well. You’ll work later today to make up for it.”

“Y-Yes Man-Master, I will,” Daina bowed as she picked up the beads and scrambled out of her seat. “Thank you.”

Daina hurried towards the fighting houses. The weather hadn’t stopped the tournaments but it had forced them indoors, to the grander arenas normally meant for high champion challenges. It meant the seats were packed as the whole city crowded in there over lunch to get out of the cold. She squeezed her way through the crowd until she found somewhere she could watch the fight; she’d missed most of it.

Aisma had been hauled off her feet but had found her way under the antlers of her opponent, holding fast with one hand and hammering his back and neck with her other. The moose mix was trying to squash the air out of her. But his shoulder was bleeding from bite wounds and his movement was sluggish and pained. When Aisma turned her attention to digging her claws into his wound he roared with pain, made a last, valiant effort to crush her before tabbing out of the fight.

Daina made sure to hoot and cheer appropriately. With the more scattered applause from others, Aisma was hardly a well-known fighter and certainly not a flashy one, it came out very loud.

Aisma herself looked more dead than alive, soaked in moose blood and staggering on bruised legs after her opponent had kept her airless for so long. But she smiled brightly when she saw Daina and, perhaps more importantly, the food she had brought.

“I made it!” Daina said as she made it down. “Only caught the last bit, the lunch queue was long, but I made it!”

“Never doubted you would,” Aisma winked at her as she grabbed one of the wraps and bit into it. “Oh skies above, this is good. Come, I know where we can sit. Fighter privileges! I got my own bench.” 

She led Daina back to the fighters only section of the house and they planted themselves on a narrow bench. It was a closed off, stuffy room that reeked of sweat and blood. Aisma practically collapsed onto it, without endangering the food.

“So, congratulations again,” Daina sat down next to her. “Though you’re looking terribly beat up. When’s the next one?”

“Oh, not for another week at least,” Aisma waved it off, mouth full of food. “I’ll head to the salamanders soon, they’ll tell the organizers how long I need to heal, they’ll take that into consideration. How long have you got?”

“Oh, not long I’m afraid,” Daina said. “Mani didn’t like me leaving in the first place.”

“Don’t you have like a half-day?” Aisma asked. “She took one from you when I was there.”

“I did, not sure I do anymore.” Daina said. She filled Aisma in on the fire and the fight, how she was now staying at the workshop.

“Fucking cur,” Aisma spat in the sand. “We’ll get him someday, Daina. Pay him back for this.”

“Thanks,” Daina said. Nice to have someone in your corner. “But until then, I gotta jump when Mani says jump.”

“Ravens are full of it, Daina;” Aisma said. “You should know this. Did you see how she looked at me when I was there? You don’t need to worry about her.”

“She likes beads more than she likes me,” Daina took a bite of her wrap, brow furrowed. She hadn’t noticed how Mani had looked at Aisma. “And I haven’t been a model apprentice with all these scrapes. Besides, worrying is my specialty. What else would I do with my time?”

“You should join when the spring tournament starts up,” Aisma leaned back, eyeing Daina’s half-eaten wrap hungrily. “Nothing much to worry about in a fight. Just you and the other guy and how much you can tear him up.”

“It’s really that simple?”

“Nothing more to it, friend,” Aisma spread her arm over Daina’s shoulder. “Even when you lose, it clears your mind, focuses everything. Doubts just fall away.”

“That does sound appealing,” Daina mumbled, and pointed at her temple. “There’s nothing but what ifs and buts and ‘think of the consequences’ up here. Some spring cleaning might be nice. My thoughts tend to stick like tar sometimes, impossible to get rid of.” That was more than she’d said to most people but Aisma had grabbed her and lured her with the promise of simplicity. The words just came.

“Asshole brain you got,” Aisma said. “I’ll kick its ass some day.”

“Yeah, do that,” Daina grunted with laughter. “I have to head back. You want the rest of this?” She handed Aisma the rest of her wrap who grabbed it eagerly.

“I’ll see you around,” Aisma called, mouth already full, as Daina got up to head back to work. “And don’t worry about Mani, alright? And thanks!”

Any thoughts of being a prize winning fighter by spring was soon banished, though; between the nightly drills to awaken their echoes and her new duties as infuser apprentice, she barely had time to sleep, much less to mourn the house, and none at all to train. She'd head straight from dinner to bed, sleep until night was falling and Mani called her, rush to the forest to endlessly stretch her mind towards her echo, holding them for as long as humanly possible, begging her echo to notice something. Following its inevitable and frustrating inability to notice, she’d stagger back to catch a few hours until morning when Mani would wake her again. She took to falling asleep while waiting on their food in various stalls and shops. The errand boy they found was thankfully an honest one, with clear dreams of apprenticeship himself one day; Daina once woke up while waiting for him to find he'd put change in her pocket and carried the supplies inside himself. 

When she wasn't sneaking any bit of sleep she could, she worked. The storm was finally abating but late winter had its own share of cold to give. The demand for jars of wind-resistant tar, and especially logs, remained high. Mani put her in charge of those requests, demanding perfection in her runes on top of everything else. Mani herself took care of more advanced requests and was still able to finish the logs faster than Daina could make them.

Whenever she did find herself on top of demand, she investigated the knife. It was a finely made thing. The materials weren't equal to the craftsmanship. Bone could hold a decent amount of power and some infusion complexity, depending on the creature it came from, but stone separated from the heart of a mountain was mostly dead material. Almost half of the runes served mostly to increase the power capacity of the bone and stone until it could hold the runes that actually made something happen. Normally an object like this would simply be infused with power from beads and recharged as needed. But not only was this knife so packed with power it seeped out of it, it never seemed to run out. It made for a good way to top off Daina's ruby bead, but presented the first mystery. Where was the power coming from? Her initial suspicion had been that it drew in power from its surroundings, but nothing fit that theory. It'd just suck the leaked power back in, wouldn't it? Maybe their actions, the constant low-level infusions happening in the workshop, recharged it? But as she grew better at discerning auras and power patterns with her aura sight, she saw that didn't work either. The knife seemed to only leak power, never draw anything in. So it must create power itself, somehow. When it finally dawned on her she felt almost embarrassed. 

A soul had been bound inside the knife to supply it. Once she saw it, it was easy for her to learn other details: It was a specter, a soul freed from its body by death, but which hadn’t gone through the doors of death. A strong sense of purpose could bind it to the world, or it could be caught in the moment of death. Otherwise it would pass through the doors, then eventually re-emerge in the world in a process called the wheel.  

It was a small one, a rat or a mouse perhaps, of an animal that had awakened. Normally animals remained ignorant to the flows of power around them, except for instinctual aversion or attraction. An awakened animal had in one way or another absorbed enough power for its soul to grow smarter and more hungry. They were often dangerous; until they matured further and adjusted to their new world, they were liable to go for anything that might give them more power, including attacking humans. 

Specters could be bound and manipulated, though, and were often used in magical objects such as weapons that shouldn't run out at inopportune times. Raven’s lore of Soil and Rot, as well as Fox’s lore of Souls both excelled at this kind of capture. The knife wasn't overflowing with power the way Daina had originally thought, it just leaked so much that it looked much stronger than it was. A decoy, she guessed, meant to cover other power sources nearby, like a stack of opals below the storage room. 

Looking at it from outside the workshop, it wreaked havoc on her ability to accurately gauge other sources within. That left two questions: What was it worth? Or, in other words, how difficult had it been to make? And how to break it? There were obvious answers, of course. Throw it in the fire at the next Tine, bribe a moose to step on it, that sort of stuff. But Daina suspected the question was how do you unravel the infusion. With or without destroying the spirit in the process. Destroying a soul after binding it seemed needlessly cruel, so she quickly resolved to find a way around it. But that stumped her. Since her experience with infusions was pretty much limited to those logs, her discovery of the soul had been the result of guesswork and her fox eye. How to unravel an infusion, she didn't know.

In echo training, she fared little better. She'd been disappointed when her echo didn't flare to life by day two. By the end of the first week, she was pretty sure she was deficient. But no one else had awakened their echo by then, and she took comfort in that. It would be a full month before any of them saw any progress.

One of the other students, a mix with two cat and two fox tattoos, a good balance according to Jain, was the first to get her echo to notice the mind tendrils. Everyone had watched in excitement, though to those without a fox eye there was little to see, as she led her echo to her four tattoo-imbued shards and bound it to them in turn. To Daina’s aura sight, she came to resemble a devotee more and more over a mix; the inherent chaos faded, colors stood out more clearly and the marks her tattoos left on her aura grew stronger and stronger. Daina couldn’t see what happened as her echo bound to the fourth tattoo, except that the transformation drained her completely of power, sucking in anything it could. Seated next to her, Daina could even feel the tug on her own beads.

She instinctively moved away. She hadn’t slept properly for a month and was engaged in hard mental work all her waking hours. She had had to burn power constantly to keep up with her duties. The last thing she wanted was to collapse in a heap in front of her teacher or master. The weather had thankfully cleared up and the coming spring was easing up the crushing cold, freeing her from having to rotate power for heat.

Jain praised the awakened student and Daina watched with undisguised jealousy and hunger as he presented her with a golden oak heartwood bead.

"Golden oak is recharged in purewater or in fire," he explained. "You can sing the Fein as well, but only if you have other things for it to do. That's a long process. The easiest is to put it in the fireplace for a few days when it runs low. Golden oak lasts a long time but when it starts to slow down, purewater baths are the best way to bring it back.”

A sustainable bead. It needed no complex rituals to restore it once its capacity had dwindled. These kinds of beads were heirlooms in the lower houses, the limited golden oak harvesting was strictly controlled by the upper houses. But apparently the New Dawn had enough to give one to everyone. It was more powerful than her ruby, closer to Aisma’s aquamarine, and easier than either to recharge and restore. Daina doubled down, determined to be the next to awaken, to acquire these two treasures as soon as possible.
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“We’re stopping early today,” Mani said as they were eating lunch. Two more weeks had passed since the first student had awakened, and nothing had happened with her echo yet. Two other students had awakened but nothing for her.

“What, Master?” Daina had been lost in considerations. What if she put her tendrils in such a way the echo had to run into them? She couldn’t exactly control them, but it might be something to try.

“- now that orders have gone down again. Besides, I have to finish up a few upper house projects, and I need the whole workshop for that.”

“I can’t see what you do?” Daina asked.

“It’s not that, girl,” Mani answered. “There’s going to be excess power and I need to vent it without concern for your safety. I’ll be covering this place in runes today, then doing it tomorrow. So you’re free then as well. Just be out by morning.”

“Yes, Master,” Daina said. “Does that mean I’m off now? Aisma’s having her fourth fight today, and I could go see how she fared.”

“Yes yes, run off,” Mani said. “But remember to get some rest, too! You’re sagging and not hearing half of what anyone says. Running on just power is very unhealthy, you hear me? Find a way to do without.”

“Yes, Master,” Daina said. As she cleaned her work station she surreptitiously moved the knife from its normal position at the front of the table to her pile of logs and etching tools. There was no way to do what she needed to do without power burn. She couldn’t slow down her awakening, it was too important. The first real steps towards flight, towards freedom, she had ever taken. And her debt to Mani was too deep. She couldn’t stop working when her home and food depended on her work. Now Mani wanted her to do it without burning power, but she couldn’t understand. She wasn’t fully aware of what training they were doing in the forest; she was a devotee, she’d never had to go through it. She couldn’t understand the pressure, how hard it was. She just had to make it through her awakening. Then she could sleep again, rest properly. Then she’d lower her power use again. It might happen tonight! She’d just have to hide her power use from Mani until then, until she could follow her orders. 

Daina cursed at herself as she approached the fighting houses. She was way later than she thought, getting lunch had taken forever. Aisma might have just left. Daina had missed her last match and now might not even see her after this one. She was sure Aisma would be elated at having made it to the top sixteen, and a free lunch would make her even happier. But she changed her home regularly to avoid the wolves and Daina genuinely didn’t know where to look for her if she’d gone. For all their new friendliness, Aisma was reclusive about many things. 

The good news was she was still there, sitting outside the fighting house, eyes closed. The bad news was she looked absolutely crushed. She wasn’t as bloodied as last time but she was covered in bruises and scratches head to toe. Daina upped her power as she approached, making sure to be awake and aware.

“Hey there,” Daina waved and Aisma opened her eyes a pinch.

“Hello Daina,” she said in a low tone.

“Are you okay?” Daina passed her her wrap.

“Lost,” she muttered, biting into the wrap slowly, wincing with every movement.

“Oh no,” Daina considered giving her a hug, but she looked really sore. Besides, were they even at the hug stage? They hadn’t hugged yet. She settled for what she hoped was a comforting knee pat. “I’m so sorry to hear that. What happened?”

“Cat-fox mix of all things,” Aisma said bitterly. “Can you believe it? They don’t even have proper claws. Thanks for the food, by the way.”

“No worries, how did that happen? I didn’t think they were fighter-patrons at all?”

“They’re not, or they shouldn’t be. No real claws, no standing power. Half of their tattoos do nothing in an arena. This one, though, hopping and skipping everywhere. Hit like a truck. Never got a bite in. She was good.”

“Think she had awakened?”

“I don’t know,” Aisma looked thoughtful as she took another bite of her wrap. “Might be.”

“I mean, if she had awakened,” Daina continued. “She’d have better control of her power, get more out of it than you.” Fighters outside the champion tournaments only got a certain amount of beads to use in a fight, to keep things interesting. “And cats are agile. An awakened cat could dance around any of us all day.”

“I- maybe.” Aisma shook her head. “It sounds like excuses though. Don’t get me wrong, I appreciate you’re trying to cheer me up, but I lost. Have to own up to that, learn from it. I depend too much on my bite, that was the problem. Awakened or not, I had nothing good to do when I couldn’t get a bite in.”

Silence stretched. Daina tried to find something she could say or do to make it better. But she had nothing. What could she suggest that Aisma hadn’t thought of before? She was vaguely aware of a chafing, prickling feeling inside her, like her blood was slowly filling with metal splinters. She pushed it out of her mind. She was going to sleep today and tomorrow, that ought to help.

“How about we get you to the salamanders?” She asked. “Things are bound to look a bit better when you’re not hurting everywhere.”

“I just want to sit here- Nah, you’re right.” With some help from Daina, Aisma got to her feet. “If I see that blasted kitty waltz out of here I’m going to punch her. And miss.”

“How’s your awakening going?” Daina asked as they walked.

“Oh, don’t remind me,” Aisma grimaced. “Last night my teacher suggested I do some meditation to cool down. But it’s easier when you’re worked up, you know? Those tendril things come easier.”

“Well, you do need to be calm to be able to think, don’t you?” Daina asked.

“What do you mean by that?” Aisma asked. Daina winced.

“Just, that’s how you get something out of your thoughts. Otherwise you can’t consider things properly, you just kind of... get pulled along by whatever emotion is going on.”

“Pulled along?”

“I- yeah, just. It- you said it yourself! When you fight, it’s just the fight, right? It’s simple.”

“Moose’s balls, Daina!” Aisma spat out. “Simple doesn’t mean stupid! It’s not just drifting along. Skies above, is that what you think of me? That I’m some idiot? Can’t handle my own emotions?”

“I didn’t mean it like that, just-” Daina tried.

“How do you get anything done without some passion about it?” Aisma continued. “How do you decide what’s important if you just try to ice queen your way through everything?”

Daina took a little step to the side as they got to the salamander door. “Look, I didn’t, I’m- I should get going. Gotta get some rest for once. I’ll see you around.”

“Yeah yeah... See you.” Aisma muttered.

Daina hurried off, voices inside her screaming to both run faster and turn around to talk to her, apologize, demand an apology, ask for an explanation, ignore it and make sure she got to the salamanders. She threw a quick glance over her shoulder in time to see Aisma chuck the remains of her wrap into a bush by the side with such force Daina could hear the twigs snap. Then she rounded a corner and Aisma was gone.

Daina made the trip into the forest almost automatically now, shoulders hunched and eyes fixed to the ground. Even if the path didn’t still shine bright in her mind, she could do it by heart now. The moonlight was welcome, it saved her being whipped to pieces by branches, and it let her recharge her moonstones, which was sorely needed. Her hair had finally grown long enough she could just weave them in.

By placing the knife between her and Mani, she’d been able to burn whatever power she needed without her noticing. It was getting to her, her veins itched and tore with metal splinters and she lost the world completely if she stopped even for a bit. But with her and Aisma’s row on top of everything, she had to burn hard to do everything she needed to. 

It had been almost two weeks since then, but it was still stuck in her brain, impossible to get rid of, whenever she wasn’t intensely occupied. What had happened, what was Aisma likely doing now, how could she have said it better, how could she have made it worse. On and on it went, churning until she felt she was going mad. Power couldn’t do everything, she was too exhausted to quench the thoughts. Unless she could fill her brain completely with something else, they ruled her every waking moment. 

Moving to and from the forest training clearing was the worst. How would she even manage a whole day off, with nothing but these thoughts hammering her? Burning power sometimes made it worse. She felt like she was drained even though she had power in her beads.

Arriving there, she sat down on her stump. She’d taken to arriving early. Jain had hauled in new people to replace the students who had awakened. One of them had taken a shine to Daina’s stump, so she had to be there before him. She was not in a state where she could pick a new stump. She curled up under her cloak as she always did. The weather had improved since the storm and spring was properly settling in, but it was still too cold for comfort.

She got started immediately. The more she did this, the sooner her echo might awaken, the sooner she could start sleeping again and take care of herself. She was used to holding the tendrils by now; haul them in, but just the ones near the echo, to minimize power use. Hold them for as long as possible while her echo did nothing at all, take a short break and try again.

Again and again she did it while the stumps around her filled up. Jain said something short by way of starting the session, but Daina wasn’t the only one to have started early. Everyone was exhausted and wanted to get on with it. After almost two months of this, the novelty of being the first mixes in clan history to awaken had worn off. It was a hard duty like everything else. On top of everything, her arm had started twitching.

Twitching?

Daina forgot to breathe as she looked inside. Her echo was touching one of her tendrils! It was touching it! It made her arm twitch constantly, pushing out her cloak and letting the cold air in, but it was doing it! It looked at the tendril, confused. She could feel the small mind awaken within her, a frail and tiny thing. It hardly even understood what was happening, marveling at the fact that independent action was possible while Daina marveled at it doing it. 

It was- It- Okay, breathe. What was the next step? Draw the mind into yours, let it use your resources. This was much easier than anything else. Her echo's mind didn’t even understand what was happening and it certainly wasn’t able to resist. She carefully dragged it up the tendril, nestling it somewhere at the base of her skull, then opened her mind to it.

“Can you hear me?” She thought, hoping it would work.

“’Can you hear me?’” Her echo mimicked. It was confused, remarkably not scared. It sounded similar to her, a bit more high-pitched perhaps. “Hear? you can me.”

“I need you to touch four of my soul shards,” Daina thought eagerly. “Four of them are different than the others, they are imprinted with a patron. I need you to touch them.”

“Touch different the I I four? Imprinted others than four soul need need you to touch them, shards patrons of them. Can you hear me?”

“Yes, I can hear you. Touch these four shards.”

The command stirred the echo into action and it ceased its confusing word salad. First it touched the fox shard. Its foggy but humanoid head burst into a clear image of a fox. Its entire body became bipedal and fur grew all over it. Then it touched the bear shard. Its limbs expanded out, growing stronger and wider and shaping into bear legs and paws. The moose shard made antlers spring from its head and its back grow wider and stronger. Finally, as it touched the raven shard and wings burst from its back, feathers replacing the fur on its back, Daina felt it.

It was a sucking feeling, starting at the base of her skull but soon enveloping her entire body.

“Hey, Daina is awakening,” someone said from a million miles away as a vortex of power sucked away every single ounce of power she had and funneled it into her echo. In her mind, the small echo mind expanded suddenly, forming a web that seeped into every part of her, settling every inch of her mind, opening every door. She was briefly fearful it would take over, push out her mind, but it stopped well short of that. It was everywhere, but thin and nonthreatening. Her control remained. 

The vortex inside her ceased, leaving her more drained than she had been since this started. Thoughts as black as night opened within her. The whole Aisma debacle returned with a fiery vengeance. Every bad thing she had ever told anyone. 

She tumbled to the side, vaguely aware of someone catching her and pressing a bead into her hand.

The brief and horrific moment without power ended and she drank eagerly from the bead. But she didn’t return to her harshly maintained equilibrium like she thought. Rather, metal splinters shot through every part of her and she gasped in pain. Whoever was holding her held her up as she shuddered while the feeling slowly faded to a low, stabbing pain with every breath.

“How long have you been overpowering?” Jain’s face swam into view and the world coalesced around him, sharpness seeping into everything until she could see clearly again. She took a deep breath, flaring power to control the pain.

“What?” she mumbled. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll stop now.”

“Do you know what this does to you?” His face was lined with concern.

“It doesn’t matter,” Daina said more firmly, moving her face away from his. “I’m stopping now. I can sleep now.”

“You better,” Jain tried to catch her eyes. “You’ll risk burning out. Do you need any help getting home?”

“No no, I’m fine.” Around them was a swarm of concerned faces, making it really difficult to look somewhere without some person being there, with all their emotions and concern and trying to help. She just wanted to be alone, be free of all these people, sleep. “I can make my way home, thank you. Thanks for the bead and... For all the rest. Thank you.” She kept muttering thanks as she got up, hoping desperately it would make him back off, would let her get out of there. 

Finally he stood up and took a step back, face still furrowed in concern. She smiled stiffly at everybody, backed halfway out of the clearing before she had to skip back and get her moonstones, placed in clear moonlight before her stump, then hurried away. Darkness and blessed, pressure-free loneliness fell around her like a blanket. Her body still pained with every breath, but she was alone. Pain or not, she breathed deeply, finally letting some of her barriers drop. Tears fell from her eyes and she blocked out the pain as she walked, looking down at her precious treasure. A golden oak heartwood bead. A true treasure to own. Her very own. Inside, her echo stirred, nourished by the flow of power from her single bead. It wasn’t even measurably lower yet, and it alone sustained her. Them.

Her echo was awake. Awake. She couldn’t even imagine what that meant yet. Would Jain have said something about it? Probably not, he hadn’t told the others. There would be another big meeting, maybe. Who cares? Her echo was awake. She’d done it. She’d persevered, pushed through and landed on the other side. She’d done it. She could skip and jump. Fourth in her group, not even that bad. She’d done it. Her mind was churning with joy, she couldn’t even think. She just walked home, towards her bed, safe in the knowledge that her trial was over and she had earned everything it had offered.
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"Why can I hear voices now?" her echo suddenly asked. "How can I talk?" Daina could feel its confusion growing.

"That's what we were doing," Daina replied quietly. Her echo should be able to hear her no matter how low she spoke. "How much do you remember of... Well, the time before now?"

"The man, Jain I think? Gave you a bead." The echo answered. "A strong one. He sounded worried. Are we in danger?”

“We’re fine,” Daina said, leaning on a rock as she maneuvered around it. "Is that your first memory?"

"Kind of? I don't know," the echo started walking in circles inside her, like it was trying to investigate its own tail, a bushy, short thing. "I have... I guess impressions? Feelings that are older than that. A long time of strain and hurt. Don't like that, everything seems... Untidy? Used up. Before that... Did we almost die?"

"The first you're feeling was the process of waking you up," Daina said evasively. "It was a long and unpleasant process. Before that, well, I guess we were never in real danger but it was really hard on you." She explained the duel, the Tine and the flame that had drained the echo dry then taken over. It didn't take her as long as she thought; her echo was mostly interested in its own pain and recovery.

"So, uhm, are you planning more fights like that?" it asked her. "I just, I'd like to know. And I'd like you to avoid it, if you can."

"Don't worry, if- oh!" Daina tripped on a branch and nearly fell on her face. She was dizzy with exhaustion and burning energy no longer banished it. But talking to her echo was such an exhilarating experience she forgot to pace herself, keep an eye on where she stepped. "If I can go the rest of my life without having to do that again, I'll be happy."

"I'm glad to hear that," her echo said. "It doesn't feel like it was good for me. Would it be okay if I came out? I can do that, I think and I'm a bit curious to look around."

"I'm afraid not," they were entering the lower houses. "Someone like me isn't supposed to know how to awaken their echo. If you did, we might be in grave danger. But as soon as we can do it safely, I'll let you know."

"We're a mix, aren't we? That just came to me like... I don't know, like you knew and so I did as well. They don’t like us, the- who are the others?"

"Devotees. I really don't know how having an awake echo works," Daina said. "We'll talk to my master, she'll know more of these things. But yeah, we are."

"Is your master a crow? Are you taught by animals? No, she’s some old b- do we know them?" Her echo’s awareness cast itself away from them as they left the forest, to a cluster of auras further away. A lot of devotees, a few mixes.

"Maybe, I can't see yet. I'll look but I only have the power of this one bead," Daina said. "I don't know what we c-"

"I'll do it!" Before Daina knew what was happening, her echo was outside her. It was big, its antlers coming up to her shoulders, made of dense wire-frame like devotee echoes. Then it was sprinting towards the group. Daina was still reeling from the experience. Her echo's jump momentarily crashed her power use until she could get a hold of it herself and by then, the echo was halfway towards the group.

"Stop!" Daina hissed. "You can't be seen, you can't!"

"They're not looking at me," the echo's voice resonated in her head. "And your friend's in trouble."

Daina swore to herself. Tonight she'd gained the most powerful bead she'd ever owned, she'd awakened her echo and still the thing she had found herself increasingly excited by on the way home was a full night's sleep. Apparently, she was getting into a brawl with a bunch of devotees instead. She hurried closer, drawing more power from the bead. Strong as it was, a single bead could only hold so much and she was drawing a lot to keep herself functioning. It started draining fast. Suddenly her echo appeared again in front of her.

"There's eleven people there," her echo told her, unfazed as she jumped at its sudden appearance. "Seven surrounding the others. They're... Devotees? You said that. Same tattoos. Three bears, three wolves, a moose. Is that right? It sounds right."  

"What about the others?"How close had it gotten? Daina could still just see a cluster of auras, impossible to count. She didn’t want to up the power use for her eye – she was burning enough as it was.

"Three mixes, one devotee. Aisma, Thaur. Are those their names? I think we know them."

Daina swore to herself and slowly edged nearer. Her echo shrunk itself to the size of a rabbit, giving a small yelp of surprise as it did so. Soon they were so close even Daina could see what was going on.

On the outskirts of the forest, a group was clustered together tightly. Blood stained the snow around them and it had been stepped on and stirred up in a circle around them. Three bears and three wolves, with a moose leading them, had surrounded a group of three mixes and one viper.

The devotee echoes stood beside their masters, making the group look even bigger. The bear echoes were almost as tall as their masters, and certainly as bulky. The bears had activated their tattoos, growing big and bulky with muscle. Their claws dripped blood. The moose was talking in an angry, low voice. 

In front of him, Aisma and Thaur were standing next to each other, viper mouths wide open and snapping. With his tattoos active, Thaur looked much less the nice fella she'd known. He looked like a monstrous soldier, a snake grown fat and strong on enemies. Aisma's arm hung limp and bleeding by her side, and she had a large gash across her stomach that was bleeding heavily. Another mix had taken a blow to the head, his eye obscured by blood. Whatever fight had happened, it was over. What was she going to do? She couldn't fight, not with her current power reserves, especially not against this many. As the power of the bead lowered further, her power use did as well and her brain fogged over with exhaustion, the pervasive pain being replaced by bone-deep exhaustion. She shook her head, willing the power use up again, ignored the stabbing pain inside her. She had to do something. What would Mom have done? Charged them. Okay, what else would she have done?

"Can you see the others at the forest edge?" She asked quietly. Auras were approaching, maybe five of them so far. "Go to them, tell them there's trouble. Tell them to come here, help make a circle around the devotees. Maybe numbers can help this."

"I thought I couldn't be seen?" Her echo looked towards the forest, gleaming with eagerness to do something.

"By them it's okay, they- I'll tell you later, please just do it. Hurry."

"As you say." Her echo left its hiding place, looping around the group of devotees and sprinting first to one aura, then another. It repeated the message exactly before running along, leaving no small amount of confusion. Daina couldn’t see what was happening, but vague, foggy flashes of what her echo saw made it to her. Then the first group changed course, came closer. From deeper in the forest, more auras appeared. The others started moving closer. Daina dared approach as the others did and soon, six shapes stepped close to the group.

"-nderstand that we will learn what we need to." the moose was saying, eyes piercing through Thaur. His antlers were heavy with moss, and some of the tines had sprouted leaves like they were branches. He was high up in the hierarchy, had been taught the forest lore. He loomed over Thaur, moose power lending strength and power to his every word. That was the signature of moose devotees; their will would seep into your mind when they spoke, luring, tempting, coercing one to agree. He was leaning heavily into this power and every word felt like a kick in the stomach. "We don't need your cooperation but it will be easier for you if you give it." Disagreement seemed wrong, somehow, something obstinate and useless. Then they noticed the crowd gathering around them.

"This is a matter between us and these," the moose turned to sweep a stern gaze across the new arrivals. He was tall, dressed in silken finery as white as snow and fat and wide with muscle. Glittering beads studded his clothes and hung from his arms. "We do not want to involve any more than is necessary."

"Neither do we," Daina found herself speaking. She took a step forward and activated her tattoos.

The difference was immediate and intense. Her antlers had grown darker, almost black and felt stronger, somehow. Her wings were wider and grander, her feathers more dense. Her claws were bigger, harder, seemed ready to cut steel. The compounding drain of activating more tattoos was gone, but they drained a lot more on their own. She started running out of time almost immediately. Her wings were still bruised from the last fight, healing without salamander help was slow. But it made her look bigger. She hoped. "So let’s all just go back to our respective houses, hm? Get some sleep and leave this alone."

"No." The word struck her like a punch and she found herself stepping back. In a second the moose was closer, two long steps taking him close enough to touch her. "'This is clan business. We come on orders the threats of a mix will not override. Leave." Again he put power into his words. More than one of the new arrivals stepped back. Its echo remained with Thaur and the others. But Daina's echo hadn't stopped. It had run further into the forest, repeating its message to everyone it met. Daina couldn't see that far into the dark, but more were coming.

"What clan business?" She had never tried pouring power into her words like a moose, and it didn't work. She was tired, getting lower on energy by the minute and her echo was somewhere else. "These are our friends and family. We deserve to know."

"They can tell you afterwards," the moose didn't move but still appeared to grow in size. "Leave." This time, there was little power in it. It was just a threat. Even with the mixes approaching, closer to ten now, he seemed unconcerned.

"Please hurry back," Daina said in her mind. "We're running out of time."

"Coming!" Of all things, her echo seemed... Excited? Daina was terrified. This was about to make her encounter with Kafir look like a massage. She was about to say something when suddenly her echo was just... There. Inside her, in the little world where it had lived all her life. In a single second it had returned.

Seeing her stutter for an answer, the moose simply turned its back. She was just an exhausted mix thinking antlers made her a ruler.

"Strike!" Her echo suggested. "The knee. Make the ruler kneel!" Its eagerness was palpable. As the moose returned to the group, the bears closed further in, while their echoes kept an eye on the group around them. Another two arrived. Coming out of the forest, Daina could see another group of auras approaching. They were definitely ten now. Ish. With the approaching group, maybe fifteen, even.

"Follow." The moose’s word struck like a hammer. Even Thaur had to steady himself.

"No." Thaur said. Beside him, Aisma gaped wide, showing off her unnervingly large mouth and fangs glittering with poison.

With no other warning, the moose kicked him, sending him staggering back and clutching his stomach, trying to stay on his feet. The bear behind him caught him and pushed him back into the center.

"Do it! Please," her echo said in her mind, was bursting with an energy she utterly lacked.

"We only have one chance," Daina thought.

"I know I know. Do it!"

So she did it.

The wolves were howling and cheering, the bears snarling. They didn't hear her.

She took a few steps, quickly passing within range. Then she drained her bead completely, drew in what little power had gathered in her moonstones, and swiped.

Her claws responded. They seemed to gain an extra edge, power making them strike harder and faster than it normally would. She'd never had so much power flow through her so fast. Her slash dug well into the moose's knee, meeting the strength and density of his own power use and plowing through it, tearing tendons and scratching across bone. Blood trailed along her hand and the moose gave a surprised roar of pain as his one leg buckled and he tumbled forward, almost losing his balance.

Thaur and Aisma wasted no time. In a second they were on him, biting and tearing at his massive, dense shoulders, poison pumping into him. Then the bears and wolves reached them, tearing them off the moose and flinging them into the crowd. For a few terrified seconds the mixes simply watched, blood flowing from the two who had been thrown. Then one of them snarled with rage and flung herself at the nearest wolf. Her friends followed and then the dam burst. At least fifteen mixes jumped at them. 

A furious battle erupted. The bears reacted slow but as soon as they saw how serious the situation had become, they roared and met their enemies two at a time. The wolves clumped together, piling mixes one at a time with eerie efficiency and coordination, avoiding risk to themselves. 

Daina tried to step back. She was out. The slash had indiscriminately taken everything the golden oak bead had. Adrenaline helped, but she was staggering and shivering. The whole world was swimming and colors flowed into each other. She backed up, hoping it was the path away from the devotees. Every time she crashed out of power, it became harder to stay on her feet. 

A grayish shape came for her, snarling and howling. She couldn’t even tell the difference between claws and fur. Then a mix from somewhere beside her crashed into it, sending them both tumbling. This couldn’t work. Willing her panic down, she scrambled closer to the other mixes from the forest, closer to her wounded friends. Her head was pounding and her vision was only slightly better than it had been.

Thaur seemed fine. His arms had grown thick and scaly, hands big and fingers thick. Meant for grabbing and crushing.

"Get the wounded out!" He shouted at her. "Get out of here!" Then he flung himself at a wolf, carrying him off a mix and squeezing until bones cracked and it howled like the dead. Daina looked around for wounded. The wounded would be where the battle was. She couldn’t get closer.

Oh wait. Aisma lay behind the big battle, trying to get back on her feet. The snow around her was deep red. The gash was still bleeding. Daina staggered over to her.

"You can't fight," she said. Aisma turned her head in surprise at her voice. "Come, Mani is a healer."

"But they’ll die!" Aisma looked at her with anger and disbelief. Daina shook her head, willing some few drops of clarity into her mind.

"You can't help them, you're dying." Daina pleaded. Her eyes went cross and she had to slap herself to come back to the world. "Come with me and they won't have to worry."

"Coward talk." Aisma spat back. 

“You can’t help them,” Daina felt her legs shaking. “You can’t even stand. You can’t help them.”

Aisma genuinely tried, but she was worse off than Daina. She got one knee under her before stopping. Her blood was still flowing. Daina tried kneeling beside her, but more or less collapsed onto her knees.

"We have the numbers," Daina tried to sound pleading, but it was hard to control it. "You still have wolves to kill tomorrow. Come, please."

Aisma hissed at her, then sagged. Her tattoos withdrew and she took Daina's outstretched arm.

"You," Daina pointed to a youth, younger than her, standing on the edge, paralyzed with fear. "Give me your necklace. Now. You'll get it back soon. Come on!" Her shout shook the youth. Almost as if asleep, he pulled off a necklace of birch beads and gave it to her. Fourfold blessed power filled her veins again. It felt awful, like a hammer to her gut, like rats tearing at her veins. Worse every time. But her legs stopped shaking. "Thank you. Now help me." She gave him Aisma's other arm. He lifted her out of Daina's grip and carried her. Daina nodded her thanks and set off at a steady run, trying not to feel useless. The youth easily kept up with her.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 11





[image: image]





By the time they made it to Mani's workshop, Daina's head was pounding. The adrenaline had run its course and she was back to burning power just to remain on her feet. She fumbled with the workshop key, shaking fingers almost making her drop it. Finally it did what it should and she half-fell inside. She hammered on Mani's room door, then collapsed in a chair, trying to stop the world from spinning. The boy wordlessly put Aisma on the ground and reached for his beads. As soon as he had them, he was out of the door. 

Someone hadn't known what they signed up for, Daina thought bitterly as her world went into a tailspin, arms and legs going limp and the fog setting on her like never before. She was hardly aware of Mani bursting out her door, ready to scream bloody murder. The words stuck when she saw Aisma curled up in a pool of her own blood and Daina chalk-pale and drained, barely managing to stand back up and fumble for the shelf of herbs.

"You are going to drive me into the grave, girl," she growled. "Get the quencher moss. Two to your right. Other hand. There. Give it here. Good. Fill the kettle." She grabbed a knife out of her toolbox and unceremoniously cut Daina's winter cloak into long strips. First she applied the moss, then bound it there with the impromptu bandages. It stopped the bleeding at long last. Some thought made it through the increasingly dense fog in Daina's mind. Should she cut her cloak? Will Aisma die if she doesn’t? Wait, she wasn’t outside anymore. She was in the workshop, filling the pot with water. Inside her, her echo was sharing her strain. Cheerful as it had been for being awake, the gravity and lack of energy pulled it down until it felt as sluggish as her. She dumped some waxing heartbloom into the water. Should she have watched the dose? Mani infused hers with moonlight and blood. It was strong. 

Blood color and the wood of the floor flowed together, but one shape was definitely Aisma, now sitting in a chair. No more blood seeped out, hopefully that wasn't ba-

"DAINA!" Mani screeched at her. "Skies above, girl, go get your opals. You're hearing nothing."

Opals. Power. Yes, Master. Eh.

"Yes Master." Daina muttered out loud. Her hair had grown out a bit. She could probably start weaving them in as well. Should she go with white? It would look-

"Skies above, girl, what are you doing to yourself?" Mani tugged a necklace over Daina's head. She became aware she hadn't moved from the pot. Power filled her again and she drew a shuddering breath. The world crashed into focus as the hammer returned, knocking the air from her as her veins filled with ravenous rats. "Now go, girl. Get the opals, then help me." Finally Daina shuffled towards the back. 

She hurried as well as she could, tried to keep her wits about her. Still, she suddenly found herself down in the hole at the back of the storage, with no memory of how she got there. She dug out the bag of opals, securing it in her belt, drawing in the power with another relieved, deep breath. Her mind-fog receded a bit but not all the way. It hung back, like a promise of what would happen the next time she ran out. She hurried back up, ignoring the burning and stinging of her muscles whenever she used them, ignoring the biting feeling inside her.

The tea wasn't even boiling yet. Sort of embarrassed, she put the lid on the pot. One advantage to making those logs was the fire never ran out. She couldn't have started a fire to save her life.

"What now?" She asked. Mani had draped another of her necklaces over Aisma's neck and she was breathing more steady.

"Is her echo awake?" Mani asked.

"I don't know."

"Girl," Mani flicked Aisma's nose and she grunted a vague protest. "Is your echo awake?" Aisma made a motion that was probably a nod. "Good. Its job is to cycle power, okay? Keep everything going. You're going to make it but it can't stop working, got it? You'll fall asleep soon but your echo needs to stay with it, stay awake. Do you understand me?" Another nod-like movement.

Somewhat satisfied, but brow furrowed with worry, Mani stared at the pot. Finally it boiled and Daina poured a cup. It was thick with heartbloom. She'd put in way too much. Mani took it without a word and held it to Aisma's mouth.

"Drink, girl," she commanded, slowly emptying the cup down her throat, pausing whenever Aisma couldn't keep up. "Don't fight the sleep, you need it. But your echo has to stay awake! Remember that. Woke echo, sleeping body. No better way to heal, even the salamanders know that." Aisma's head rolled to the side. She'd look dead if not for her soft snores.

"That's one down," Mani got up, wiping her hands of blood. She took a deep breath, steadying herself and rubbing her eyes. "Now, time for the next one." Daina was about to ask what she meant when Mani slapped her, hard.

"Ow, what-" Daina protested and got another slap for her trouble.

"Idiot girl! what are you thinking?" Mani shouted at her. "Running on power only is dangerous. It ruins the body, ruins the echo. Did I not tell you to stop? You lie and bring trouble. How long have you done that? How long were you out of power tonight?"

"Just a- five days, maybe...No, weeks?" Daina stumbled to explain and avoid another slap. "I was never out for very long, though! The awakening drained me, but then the teacher gave me a bead. Then there was the fight and I ran out again, but I borrowed someone's beads. Then he took them back after he carried Aisma here."

"Five weeks? And you ran out three times tonight?" Mani looked like she was struggling between slapping her again and giving up. Finally she collapsed in her chair. "The youth will be the end of me. Crashing like that, that breaks the body, girl. It kills you, understand? We’re not built for power, it can’t just- No telling what you've done to yourself."

"I-I'm sorry Master," Daina sat down as well. “But what was I supposed to do? I just- with the training and my debt to you, I didn't have time to-"

"You ask for a day!" Mani looked for something to hurl at Daina's head and, finding nothing suitable, settled for seething, eyes drilling a hole in Daina’s skull. "Think I want you dead? That is who you think I am? Monster, owner of slaves. Want a walking corpse for an apprentice. I'd kill you if you weren't doing that yourself. Up! Go to bed. If I see you down here before tomorrow night, I will whip you. Go!"

Over the next few days, the consequences of the brawl by the forest became clear.

It had been a disaster. One moose, one bear and all three wolves had died, the survivors fleeing a furious and growing crowd of mixes. Nothing about the encounter made the upper patrons look good. The mixes had gone on to torch parts of the wolf quarter, home to the wolves who couldn't fit on Wolf Hill. That had spurred the wolves into action who had beat back the crowd, which at that point had grown into a big mob of hundreds. When news of the three dead wolves reached them, the wolves had gone on a rampage of their own in one of the most densely populated parts of the lower houses, where the battle had flared up again. 

Wolves practiced the lore of Many Eyes, which let them coordinate with unnatural precision and see through each other’s eyes. Once they had properly mobilized, the disorganized mob of mixes stood no chance. While only five mixes had died in the initial brawl, almost fifty died in the fights with the wolves, with several times that number injured. Only five more wolves died.

At the end of the night, blood and flame had flooded the lower houses. Stories of wolves snatching up mixes trying to control the blaze ran wild while rumors of mutated, chimera-like echoes in the mob proved impossible to quell. The mood in Dia Farun, especially on the edges between the upper and lower houses went from normally tense to hostile almost immediately.

The upper patrons responded with fury.

Several companies of wolves and bears were split up into watch groups who prowled the lower houses, looking for people with injuries and hauling off anyone suspected of involvement with the nights’ riots. Mani had to cart Aisma off her chair and into the far back of the storage room, then clean the enormous blood stain she’d left behind. Finally, she deliberately mishandled a fire infusion ring which caused a small fire and an overpowering stench of sulfur to break out. Not even the wolves could smell anything under that when they finally kicked down her door to look for any wounded. A few enthusiastic upper house officers even tried to bring Raven away from the ritual shielding the city from the wind for questioning, a project that brought only corpses with eaten eyes, and spirits enslaved to the ancient patron’s will. Red fever soon spread to the relatives of those who had come for her, although summer was months away, and the authorities stopped trying to disturb the patrons.

The official story, bought by absolutely no one, was that the original group of devotees had been looking for smugglers bringing in dried fey-leaves. Properly treated, fey leaf was a potent narcotic that brought hallucinations, visions of the dead and the occasional psychotic outburst. But since fey-leaves could be, and often was, treated in peoples’ basements, the idea of smuggling it into Dia Farun was met by scorn. The pervasive stories of strange spirits began rumors of anything imaginable. Toxic specters, witchcraft done by the Skaring clan or the forest striking back at the Farun were popular Mix echoes, patron servants or lies from the upper houses to justify a crackdown less so, but still heard. It meant the New Dawn saw recruits flocking to their banner, but it also definitely broke the secrecy of their existence and their project. Indeed, before the week was out, wolves were setting up outposts in the forest to monitor everyone coming and going, and patrols prowled the edges angrily interrogating anyone they found. 

Daina learned of all this during the sparse hours when she was actually awake. She spent most of the first week asleep, waking only to eat the bread and cold broth left by her bed and drink from the pitcher of purewater Mani filled for her. When she was awake, Mani would regale her with an endless stream of half-complaints and half-information about the events of the day. Thraidir had been raided thoroughly recently, quite a problem since he was well-connected in the New Dawn. They hadn’t found anything, though, but a wolf hung out across from his shop most days now. 

Thaur had gone underground completely, disappearing into some New Dawn project, presumably. As the only low patron devotee present at the initial brawl, he was recognizable and intensely wanted by the uppers. Only the moose had gotten a good look at Daina, though, to her fortune.

Daina’s entire body ached and burned with strain only partially relieved by the purewater. Her echo hardly stirred during that time, sleeping even more than she did. Once her body actually had the time to sleep and rest, she got to feel exactly what it felt about her recent treatment of it. Her only saving grace had been her relative lack of physical exercise. Sitting in a chair and then sitting on a stump doing hard mental work was exhausting, but didn’t exactly strain the body. Still, he had stretched herself far beyond her limits. 

By the end of day six, she finally felt somewhat like her old self and came downstairs. If for no other reason than to look at something other than the cobwebs in the roof. Her insides still ached, like the rats had chewed everything to pieces, but she could stand and walk and talk without using power, and that was something. She ached for power to soothe herself, but Mani had carefully removed and packed away every single one of her expansive bead collection and left her feeling naked.

She was a bit surprised to see Aisma sitting by the worktable when she came down. She was talking to a customer, haggling aggressively over his order of a farseeing ring. Next to her was a half-done jar of wind-resistant tar. She'd been wrapped in proper bandages, wooden rods stiffening her torso so she couldn't move anything but her arms, one of which was also wrapped and simply held the pot. She didn't seem to be in pain, though she was pale and shivering from lack of blood. She sat at the end of the worktable, a winter cloak covering the sight of her bandages from outside. The customer, thankfully, was a mix and clearly unconcerned with Aisma’s wounds and Daina’s appearance. Daina sheepishly realized she hadn't seen or asked about Aisma since that night. The workshop had a new smell, waxing heartbloom infused with moonlight. It smelled sharp and called to mind sleep and dreams. Daina sat down in her chair, happy Aisma hadn’t taken that one. Aisma finally finished with the customer and gave her an awkward wave with her bandaged hand when they were alone.

"Good evening."

"Good evening," Daina responded. "How are you doing?"

"I'm not supposed to move too much," Aisma shrugged, then winced. "And this is good. I have to do something or I'd go mad anyway. What about you? Mani tells me you ran yourself into the ground, running on pure power for weeks on end or something."

“I just got overworked,” Daina tried not to sound too defensive. “Kept hoping my echo would wake up, and it just kind of went a bit far.”

"Logs so important you nearly killed yourself?" Aisma chuckled, then winced again. "You're insane."

"I- Mani said I'd be working myself cross-eyed," Daina said. "I thought that was part of it."

"I repeat, you're insane."

"Have you talked to her?” Daina tried, flailing her arms in frustration. “She's scary when she gets angry."

"Ravens are full of it, Daina. I don't even have their tattoo and I know that." Aisma looked her in the eyes. "Don't do that again, okay? Apparently another of your duties is saving my ass."

"Thaur told me to go get you," Daina mumbled, looking at the table. "Besides, it was some guy who carried you, I just led the way."

"Don't do that. I was there, Daina, I know what happened. I owe you a big debt and you won't talk me out of it. You saved my life."

Daina tried to think of something to say, but nothing came out.

"So, uhm, what are you doing?" She asked, cheeks burning. Aisma burst out laughing. It immediately turned to pained coughs instead.

"Never thought you'd be that easily embarrassed," she half-giggled, half coughed. "Do you just leave the room if people compliment you?"

"I-I don't know, "Daina felt her ears going red. "I don't exactly have people declare me a literal life-saver every day, do I?" Her entire face must be burning. "I don't know- how do you even respond to that?"

"You say 'you're welcome' or 'one day you'll save me' or something." Another snort of laughter left her clutching her chest. "You don't just awkwardly try to pretend we're talking about something else."

"Alright, you're welcome! In fairness, you're not supposed to just start laughing, either. Especially when you're hurt."

"Alright alright, fair point," Aisma tried hard to keep down another chuckle. "I'll leave it. I just wasn't expecting it."

"So," Daina tried again. "What are you working on? Or why are you working here at all?"

"Because between the two of you there isn’t half a working brain," Mani called from the storage room. She shuffled in and began refilling her herb shelf. "Figured I'd hire both of you, maybe you can work together and go a full month without killing yourselves. Besides, she’s in debt too. I have to make back what I spent being a nurse somehow."

"We are about to go to war, Mani," Aisma said. Mani shot her a sharp glare. "Master. We're about to go to war, Master. This won't be our last injuries."

"A war is about to happen so you try to wrestle a bear?" Mani held her eyes until Aisma looked away. "Idiocy will get you killed in the first round, girls. Take this as a lesson. If I wasn’t the endless font of charity I am you’d both be dead before your precious war had even started. Attack when you're going to win." She turned to shoot a hard glare at Daina. “Don’t burn yourself out. Skies above, the idiot youth.”

“I didn’t think it was that dangerous,” Daina tried, arms flying to every side as she tried to explain. “I mean, I didn’t think it was harmless but I didn’t know! No one had told me the dangers of overworking that much. Why would a mix ever do that anyway? I didn’t know. Aisma, did you know before Mani told you?”

"I knew overworking yourself was bad," Aisma replied. "But okay no, I didn't know it might kill you."

"See, Master?" Daina looked at Mani. "You're a devotee, you learned this stuff. We never did."

"If you can't get out of bed without power, stop," Mani said, sternly. "That's just thinking. Can't wait until you try it. Who’s your trainer?"

"Jain. Tasha Jain."

"They got high families working for them too?" Aisma asked. "Then who are we even rebelling against?"

"Those guys," Daina said, waving outside where a bear had just passed. "Besides, he's a mix. Raven faked his death, now he works for her."

“Is he the salamander mix?” Mani asked. Daina nodded. “Boy, did he cause a stir when he showed up. I’ll tell him to do his cursed job.” 

"What is his job now?" Aisma asked. "There’s uppers trampling all over us now. The forest is overflowing with wolves. How are we going to get any more training done like this?"

“Well you both are awakened already,” Mani said. “I don’t know how far they intend to take you, but the next step I bet would be unification and you can do that from here.”

“Unification?” Daina asked. Both girls sat up. “What’s that?”

“Nuh-uh,” Mani waved a finger. “You’re burned out and you’ll start bleeding again if you don’t sit still. None of you know your limits. If I told you how, I’d have two corpses on my hands by tomorrow morning. When you’re healed and if the patrons move to that step, I’ll help you. Not before.”

“Well, would it hurt to have some prep-work done?” Aisma said sneakily.

“Can you stand up?” Mani asked.

“Stand?” Aisma asked. “Didn’t you just say I’d bleed if I moved?”

“Exactly,” Mani said, jabbing a taloned finger at the table. “You could touch death’s door if you stretched. ‘Prep-work’ would kill you, girl. Focus on healing and finishing that jar.”

Aisma said back, simmering with irritation. But she picked her jar back up.

"Now,” Mani got up and closed the window shutters. “We do have some other things to see to. Apparently there are two awakened echoes in here and I’ve never seen even one of them. So, out with them. Let’s learn something.”

"Hey, my Master wants to see you," Daina thought to herself. Inside her, her echo raised its head and yawned.

"I don't know," it said carefully. "Last time I left I almost died again. Felt like that, at least."

"It's safe here, I promise. Come on."

Slowly, her echo emerged from her and climbed on the table, no larger than a cat. Closer up and in the light, she couldn't deny it was beautiful. The narrow green lines that made it up revealed themselves as circles, squares and triangles when you looked close. They, in turn, were made up of more shapes. So it went, deeper and deeper inside the creature. She couldn't see any end to it. It seemed like its entire interior was just more shapes, all the way down. They were all in formations, too, sacred geometric shapes she'd seen since childhood. They shaped power, pooling it where it was needed. But it went beyond that. Most were so complex her eyes started watering just by looking at them. With its wings and antlers, it took up a lot of space on the table. It was as strained as she was, it's color wasn't as vibrant as it could be. But it was still beautiful, special. Hers.

"Oh, this is quite something," Mani leaned in so close her nose almost touched it. It hesitantly took a step back. "Looks the same. Same patterns. The animal parts correspond to your tattoos, don’t they?”

“Is this normal?” Her spirit asked.

“She’s not dangerous,” Daina reassured it, then said out loud: “They do, yes.”

“Interesting,” Mani’s eyes were glittering. “I’d need to look closer but it looks pretty much like a devotee echo would. Same type of creature. Is that really it? Mixes can make echoes just as we can, it was just kept quiet? That is criminal. Atrocious. To think, you’re not defective, just- Aisma, yours too. Let’s see how they compare.”

Aisma pulled hers out. It had the same bear claws as Daina's, but the rest was completely different. Scales ran all the way from its stomach up across its face. Its head was cat-shaped and fur ran down its back. The hind legs were bigger and stronger than it seemed they should be, powerful wolf legs curled together to be level with the front legs.

The two echoes immediately started investigating each other. They circled each other, looking each other up and down, sniffing and softly prodding. They didn't go through each other like they did Daina and Aisma. 

“This is how I look?” Daina’s spirit asked.

“Your animal parts are different,” Daina answered. “But overall yes, you’re green and... Made of shapes, I suppose.”

“Can I play with it?” It asked.

“I, eh, sure?” Daina had barely finished the thought before she felt a small prick at the base of her skull and the feeling of her echo receded strongly. It made a little jump, then went at Aisma’s echo with more energy. Soon they were half fighting, half playing on the table.

Mani pulled out a few birch beads, fully charged, on a small string. She dangled them near the two echoes until they noticed, then threw them to the floor. The echoes immediately followed, batting the beads and soon starting a tug-of-war between them.

"It asked if it could ‘play’," Daina scratched her head. "What does that mean?"

"Same." Aisma said. "Asked me three times before I said yes."

"Speech is a human thing," Mani explained. "Echoes have other ways of talking to each other. Not like they truly speak anyway, it's just thoughts in your head. They borrow your mind to know things and speak to you. When they ask to play, they’re asking to be freed from that, to act like the animals they echo. It’s more of a natural state for them."

"It ran away from me." Daina asked. She briefly explained how her echo had emerged and gone to investigate despite her orders. “Is that normal?”

"Mine too!" Aisma said. "Not right then, but... I had to curse it out or it would've just gone to say hi to some moose devotee a few days ago."

"Hmm, that is unusual," Mani said. "Yes, you can command them but it takes power. But under most circumstances, they'll just obey you regardless. Wonder if mix echoes are more independent? Or maybe because they're new. I can’t remember how mine acted back then. Unless mix echoes are different in some way, that should get better pretty fast.”

"I hope so," Aisma muttered. "Keeping mine under wraps was a nightmare.”

They sat quietly and watched the echoes struggle over the beads when suddenly a thought spilled over in Daina.

"What are we going to do now?" She asked. "If training is done, what do we do? Just keep these hidden until some day the patrons come up with something new? We can't just sit here without knowing. Is it over? Are we still on track? Did they plan for this?" She found she was standing and pacing. On the floor, her echo fought harder for the beads, though Aisma's echo had a strong lead. Its mouth was like her viper mouth, and it had a solid grip on the beads.

"We will wait, girl," Mani said. "You're not ready to strain yourself. We will know, and soon. Thraidir said ‘patience’, so we will be patient. You want something to do? Go down the street to Thraidir’s booth. Ask him if there’s any news. And while you’re there, have him cook you three good cuts, the best of whatever he has left at this hour. You both need strong food to heal. Rare, remember that. Blood begets blood, and you both need that. Get some wraps while he works, get him to fry them with the meat."

Aisma listened like a hungry wolf.

"Now that I can live with," Daina got up, relieved that something was happening. Using her muscles still hurt, but she'd been asleep for five days. She was itching to move. She didn't remember until she got to the door. "Erh, Master? Can I borrow a cloak?"

"Oh, right," Mani said and got up, waving a hand at Aisma. "Tell her while I get it."

"Erh yes, well," now it was Aisma looking weird, avoiding Daina's eyes. "So yeah, you kind of lost your cloak saving my life so I thought I'd get you a new one. Mani went and actually looked, obviously, cause..." She gestured at her heavily-bandaged body. "But she gave me some options and we, well, we had one made. The hood's even got holes for antlers."

Mani came out of her room with the most beautiful cloak Daina had ever seen. It was golden orange moose leather, almost glowing with warmth. Inside it was lined with thick fox furs where orange, red and white shades weaved in and out of each other. There were multiple pockets in each side, two of which were enormous. The hood and all the way down around the shoulders were thickly covered in black feathers. The iron clasps in front, adorned with bear claws, had slots for large beads. Lines of runes had been sown into the edge of the cloak. It smelt of smoke and firewood.

"What what did you-" Daina stammered. All of her feelings were exploding inside her. Hug everyone. Run. Cry. There must have been a mistake. Fix it. "How did- What did this cost?"

"Don't worry about t-" Aisma tried but Daina whirled on her.

"Your aquamarine!" It was missing from her belt. "Is that it? Did you spend that on..." She couldn't finish.

"No! Not just! I gave the rest to Mani, told her to infuse it properly."

"Won't break," Mani nodded. "If it does, power stitches it back together."

"I-I-I can't take this," Daina tried. "Mine was just some leather, this is- I can't take this."

"Too bad, girl, it's yours," Mani said. "Your choice if you want to use it but it's yours and it won't ever not be. Might as well take it."

"Besides, you got me a stack of opals," Aisma tried sounding breezy. "I'm still in the plus for having known you. And I heard about your house and then you talked me down the other night and... Yeah, so, thank you."

Daina wrapped her in a hug.

"Haha, there we go, there we- okay enough, enough! Injured here, remember!"

"Sorry," Daina sniffed, pulling back. "Thank you, both of you."  

"Pah," Mani cawed. "Take the cloak and go get us our dinner, girl. Time's a-wasting."

Daina nodded and grabbed her new treasure. Wearing it made her feel like she was from the high families. It kind of destroyed her poor girl camouflage, but if she was known as wood queen to the wolves anyway, that might not matter anymore. It was soft and warm in a way her other cloak had never been. And it fit her properly, reaching to just below her knees and closing in front. The hood did indeed have holes for antlers. Same on the back, for her wings. Another layer of leather lay above it, covering the holes until they were pushed open from inside. Pulling the hood on blocked out the wind and the sounds of the other people on the street. Her own little world of soft fur and feathers.

"Come on," she said to her echo as she headed out the door. "We're heading out."

"But I'm winning!" Her echo complained. To Daina it looked like Aisma's echo had had most of the beads for a while now.

"We're getting dinner, come on."

"Fine," her echo climbed inside her and settled down. "I was going to win.”

The mood outside was much different than she remembered. Spring had finally taken a proper hold on the weather. The wind had a kind of warmth to it, it rained instead of snowing and the unending snow cover of late winter only remained as wet, muddy slush. The main street was usually alive with people moving to and fro, merchants getting their last sales in for the evening, infused smokeless torches highlighting their stalls and shops, not to mention orphans and thieves counting up their gains in the shadows of small alleys. All the movement was still happening, but it seemed mechanical somehow. Going through the motions. 

It might be the work groups; packs of Skaring slaves moved up and down the street, busily working on fixing the parts of the city that had been burnt or destroyed last week. Their signature hound tattoos gave them away. They were done in the curious Skaring style, drawn in bone-white instead of black and much less dense than Farun tattoos. After the death of Hound, their prime patron, and the takeover of the fertile lands between them and the Farun, a lot of them had been trapped in enemy lands. They were the only group ranked lower than mixes, and made no effort at all to integrate with the clan. They kept to themselves and followed strict marriage rituals, keeping the hound tattoos alive even through the death of the patron. The remains of the Skaring clan had worked for decades to bring about a new Hound, with little success as far as Daina knew. Loyalty had been a signature trait of the Hound, but Daina couldn’t help finding them a bit daft. Hound was almost fifty years and going on three generations in the past.

It might also be the bears walking up and down the street, glowering at everyone. Even with just some of their tattoos activated, they were intimidating. Enormously muscled and towering over anyone but the moose, with claws and great fanged mouths to match. Their large iron rods topped with a cage holding a smokeless flame made them look even worse, though it was mostly for show; when it came to battle few Farun clansmen used weapons at all. It was a dishonorable crutch reserved for mixes and the men of the south who used their strange patrons like iron and stone to protect themselves. Bear devotees would be much more dangerous with their claws anyway.

Like everyone, Daina earned herself a glowering look over from two bears passing her. She immediately renewed her gratitude for the cloak; she certainly didn't look like anyone who'd been at the battle and though spring had come, it wasn’t unusual to keep your hood up. They let her pass without incident.

Thraidir's open kitchen dealt in mutton, beef and venison, whatever he could get from hunters, and the farmers north of the capital. In spring venison was almost the only thing available; hunters had taken up their trade again but no one would butcher their animals until later in the year. Hungry for variety, the high families and anyone with two beads to rub together would buy up any meat that made it into the city, especially after the winter storm, and it was priced accordingly. This didn’t worry Daina too much. She had never seen Mani’s books but she definitely made plenty to afford this, and it was far from the first time they’d ordered from here. The customer in front of her was a wolf, but he didn’t spare her a glance as he left with his food.

"Hey Daina, been a while,” Thraidir said. “What are you having?" He was an enormous man, almost the size of the bears walking around outside, curiously incongruent with his being a cat devotee. 

"My Master Mani asked for three of the best cuts you could manage," Daina said. "Rare, if possible. She’d like you to collect later. Are you okay with that?"

"No problem," Thraidir smiled broadly and went to work immediately. His counter was two wide iron plates sizzling with heat. He procured three marvelous looking chops of venison and the sound alone when they were dropped on the heat plate made Daina's mouth water.

"Are you having guests over?" Thraidir asked. "Heard you made apprentice, right? Congratulations."

"Thanks. One of her new apprentices, actually," Daina said, only then realizing she didn't know how secret Aisma's presence was supposed to be.

"Oh yes, I heard about that too," Thraidir's smile never wavered. "New one's feisty, isn't she?"

"She is, yes," Daina said. Were they supposed to speak in code? She had no idea. “Has a hard time sitting still.” Sitting still? Who says that? “I was also supposed to ask about any-,” she shut up as a bear approached. “I’m supposed to get some wraps and have you fry them along with the meat. Can you do that?”

“No problem, just bring them over,” Thraidir smiled peacefully, as if the girl in front of him wasn’t shivering with anxiety. Daina practically fled from his stall, for a brief second thankful beyond words her pathetic attempt at skulduggery was over for now. Until a brief glance around told her the wolf from across Thraidir’s booth was following her. She was practically shaking as she ordered the wraps from another stall and took them back.

Thraidir was frying the other side of the chops as she returned, revealing a beautiful marbled color. He accepted the wraps with a smile, unrolled them and spread the vegetables all over, adding to the sizzling noise.

"Can you pass this along to your Master?" He asked casually and tossed her a small round rune-covered plate. "It’s the cost and so on. Tell her we'll meet soon and settle." Daina nodded and put it in her pocket. One of her new ones. Thinking about her new cloak calmed her down a bit. The rest of the time passed in silence, Thraidir humming to himself, Daina trying not to look like a wanted criminal hiding out on the main street.

"Here you go," Thraidir shoveled the vegetables back in their wraps, stacked them all with the chops on top and packed some linen around it. "Careful not to drop it!"

"Well it's my dinner too." Daina said, laughing nervously.

"Haha, well you got all the motivation, then!" He waved at her as she made her way out onto the street with her carefully stacked package. No one gave her a second glance, and she breathed a sigh of relief when she noticed that the wolf seemed to have lost interest in her.

"That smells good," Aisma damn near attacked her as she got in the door, but her bandages held her back. "Is this normal dinner for you people?"

"Hah," Mani cawed. "I'd be in ruins if it were. But two mixed echoes? Deserves a celebration."

"I'll take it," Aisma helped Daina divide the food onto the plates they had set up while Daina was out. Within minutes the room was quiet except for their eating.

It was the best meat Daina had had in years. Juicy and flavorful like nothing she'd seen before, rare and bursting with flavor. Adding to that her desperately boring diet of the past five days and it felt like the best meal humanity could produce. Mani wasn't even complaining and Aisma had wolfed half of hers down so fast she started coughing. The rest she ate in deliberately small bites, savoring every bit. Next to it, she feared the vegetables would be bland but a round on the heater had soaked them in grease and fried them brown here and there. It was great. It was only after the meal, sitting and feeling fat and happy, that Daina remembered the rune-plate.

"Oh, Thraidir asked me to give you this," she handed it to Mani. "Price and so on, he said. You'd settle soon, he said."

Mani took it and it immediately burst into fire, burning itself black. She cackled to herself.

"No prices here, girl. 'Instructions: Continue awakening from home. Meeting soon. The longhouse will be safe.' Then there's a time and date. Midnight in about two weeks. Great, you'll be ready to work just in time to get crushed again."

"Crushed? You mean unified?" Aisma asked. "The training wasn't that bad. As long as you pace yourself. You know, remember to sleep and all." She winked at Daina who sighed.

"You're not going to let that go, are you?"

"No."

"Great." Daina pointedly looked to Mani. "But that aside, Master, what did you mean crushed?"

“It may be unification,” Mani chewed a fried onion thoughtfully. “But honored devotees deemed sufficiently faithful are introduced to the lores. You’ll have heard about them; all the patrons have their own special one. Then the four fundamental forces have their own. We Faruns only really practice the forest and mountain ones, moose and bears respectively."

"Fundamental forces?" Aisma asked.

"The elements that make up the world," Daina replied quickly, eager to prove she wasn't just rot-brained. "Mountain, forest, sky and sea. Some people say flame too, even death and the river Tamares.”

"Exactly," Mani nodded. "The four fundamental forces that made the world and fight to control it and yes, sometimes the others. In the Farun we mostly study the fundamental lores and the lores of our patrons, but there are others. There’s the southern lores, and the other clans have their own. Dragons have ones that will turn human minds to rot. Like the fire lore. It’s not meant for humans and if someone offers to teach you, refuse them. 

“The human lores are runes, music, tattoos and beads. You can study them if you wish. They're also called open lores because they're easier to get started with, by humans anyway. Don’t even need to be awake for that. But mostly, when you talk about studying lores, it's the other ones, the closed ones if you will. Requires training, and you really should be unified."

"That doesn't sound so crushing," Daina said. Learning runes had been mostly a matter of learning which sounds they corresponded to, and the subtler rules to bring out their more esoteric meanings, then the whole thing all over for infusion runes. It had been slow and tiring, but not physically debilitating like Mani made it sound.

"Depends on how fast they expect you to advance," Mani said. "Maybe they have something special planned. But what do I know? I might be completely wrong. Eat up, focus on healing. When we know what they plan, I’ll know what to tell you."
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Spring brought clear nights bathed in moonlight. Stark, the brightest of the moons, emerged to shine like a silver sun, and Sliver, the smallest, did its very best to keep up. Sorrow retreated and wouldn’t reappear until summer. It also brought the endless cacophony of animals; the Skaring clan slaves kept countless dogs and they got into scrapes with the cats and foxes that haunted every inch of the lower quarters. There were endless swarms of ravens too, of course, but they stayed on the roofs. The vipers kept together and harshly punished anyone who thought them prey. Rumor had it viper devotees bathed in nests of snakes as dares, for rituals and just for fun.

Fortunately, the wind was still cold and the nights bitter, letting Daina wear her cloak wherever she went. Since she was completely out of power, it was her best way of keeping warm. Without salamander aid, Mani’s best guess had been purewater and power abstinence. They still had no idea how extensive Daina’s damage was, but whenever she tried to use any power, even just to activate a tattoo for a second, her veins lit on fire. She was slowly getting better, she no longer felt like she was being eaten from the inside out. For two weeks of rest, that was encouraging. There might not be any permanent damage, which was the most important thing.

But considering the meeting was in an hour or two, it didn’t seem good enough.

“Last time, we got sent off to practice immediately,” Daina complained. “What will I even be doing there?”

“You will listen, learn and prepare,” Mani answered. “You still need to heal and you will do nothing to worsen your situation, hear? That goes for you too, Aisma. Either of you come back worse than when you left, all I will do for you going forward is dig your graves. Got it?”

Both girls nodded, teeth clenched. Daina and Aisma both were getting enormously tired of the word ‘heal’. It meant ‘go nowhere, do nothing’, ‘do not participate in the coming revolution for your kind’, ‘how dare you spend the slightest ounce of energy?’. Going from running herself much too hard to being stuck making logs all day had been nice the first week, but Daina was getting antsy. For Aisma, who likely hadn’t sat still this long in her entire life, it was a novel form of torture. They had been assigned a safe house a few days ago, where they could meet with other rebels and, well, be safe, but they hadn’t gone yet.

“You think they’ve forgotten?” Mani had said, pointing to Aisma's stomach. “Think they’re not still looking for mixes harmed by bears? You were seen, too. And Daina, what will you do when a wolf recognizes you, or a gang robs you, and you don’t have a drop of power?”

So they had stayed inside, working in the workshop or walking around the store room to stretch. But even Mani wouldn’t keep them from an official New Dawn meeting, so finally they were getting a taste of the outside again. Mani wasn’t going herself; she was old enough people came to her with what she needed to know.

“Ah, blessed air!” Aisma exclaimed as the cold night air enveloped them. “Know what this smells like? Not sulfur!”

“I can smell the forest,” Daina said, drawing in a deep breath. “Okay, maybe I can just smell animal dung. But close enough.”

They both chuckled as they made their way down the moonlit street, Daina wrapping herself tightly in her cloak. In the moonlight the figures had an eerie glow. The house with two white dragons always looked stunning at night though. Shadows and reflected moonlight made the dragons look alive. The current occupants had done nothing but maintain the paint job and that house looked better than most others. Several bear and wolf figures had been taken down recently, she noticed. It curiously coincided with houses where the door had clearly been kicked down recently; they either had patches of much newer wood, or they were just broken. Daina idly wondered what had happened first; the door or the figure. 

Aisma was carrying all of their best beads: All the opals and both golden oaks. Two weeks wasn’t nearly enough for her stomach wound to recover, and she was already blasting power just to keep walking. There had better be somewhere to sit once they got there. They chatted casually as they walked, Aisma often returning to her favorite topic at the time; the cancellation of the mix tournament.

“It’s an atrocity,” she said for the umpteenth time. “The uppers get their tournament! But no no no, not the mixes. Can’t have anything interfere with harassing the wounded, can we? Can’t have Hanis kick the ass of someone important, can we? I was actually excited to see what that cat who beat me could do. I mean, if I got beat by one of the finalists, no shame there, right? But I guess we won’t know ‘till summer. No cursed way they’re allowing the spring tournament either. I mean, that part’s alright. Means I get to heal properly before my next go.”

“What do they think of awakened mixes?” Daina asked.

“Oh, we still don’t exist, according to the rules,” Aisma answered. “You’d think they’d allow the tournament, just to arrest whoever forgot to rein themselves in. Of course, that would require half a brain, wouldn’t it?”

“Less than that,” Daina said. “According to Mani we can’t even muster that much and we came up with it, didn’t we?”

“Ah Mani,” Aisma sighed as a bear passed them. “What a bitter old crow.” Fortunately, two apprentices trash-talking their Master when she couldn’t hear them wasn’t considered suspicious behavior.

“Yeah, she’s... Something.” Daina said. “Food’s good, though.”

“I’d take worse than her for half the food she provides,” Aisma slapped her stomach very carefully. “I might even be getting some fat here and there.”

“You definitely are,” Daina pinched her upper arm through her cloak. “Starting to look like you didn’t just walk out of the grave, you are.”

“It wasn’t that bad!”

“It really was.”

“I was poor!” Aisma exclaimed. “Still am, to be fair. Does she pay you?”

“Not any more,” Daina shrugged. “Room and board, the rest goes to paying the debt.”

“And healing.”

“And covering your blood stain so we didn’t get hauled off.”

“That too,” Aisma upped her power use by another notch. “Maybe it’s no wonder she’s not paying us.”

“I think we’re a loss on the books, to be honest,” Daina said.

“Maybe she can get the-,” Aisma coughed instead of saying New Dawn. “Someone to cover the loss.”

“Absolutely,” Daina pointed to the half-ruined longhouse they were approaching. “They are, after all, clearly overflowing with wealth.”

To be fair, the roof had apparently been fixed. It wasn’t easy to see from the outside, but the hole was a lot smaller, the collapsed part of the roof had been removed and the whole thing was slathered in wind-resistant tar. Even approaching it, they could smell it.

As they neared the house, Aisma’s power use drew attention. Two ravens fluttered above them, then a cloud of black smoke spilled from their beaks. As the smoke consumed them whole, it formed into two women that towered over even Aisma. Lanky, pale and dark, they might have been twins.

“Business?” One of them cawed out brusquely.

“I- We- Erh- The meeting?” Daina tried eloquently. “W- We’re here for the meeting.”

The two turned their gazes to Aisma.

“I’m burning because I’m hurt,” she lifted her vest to show off the bandages. They were already bleeding through. “I’m not preparing to attack you.”

“It wouldn’t be wise to send a wounded assassin,” one of them conceded.

“Or one at all,” the other agreed. “Are you two known to the high devotees?”

“I-I spoke to Sk- high devotee Skri once,” Daina said. “Tasha Jain! He knows me, I studied with him. He can confirm I am on your side.”

“Tasha Jain has sworn deep oaths,” the left one said.

“He can be trusted,” the right one said.

Again two dark glares settled on Aisma.

Aisma simply took off her belt, loosened the pouches of opals from her belt and loosened the two golden oaks from her short, scruffy hair. As she did, her power use withered to nothing until she simply stood in front of them, shaking with effort.

“I doubt Hanis remembers me,” she said. “And Farun Naira, my teacher, isn’t glorious enough to be trusted. So strike now if you think I wish you harm, but be quick about it. I cause myself harm without power and the meeting is about to start.”

“Brave,” the left one said.

“Or stupid,” the right one answered.

“Both?”

“Always. Follow them.”

“Agreed. Find Tasha Jain.”

The right one sunk into herself, disappearing in a cloud of feathers and darkness, leaving a raven in her wake. It took to the air and disappeared through the hole in the roof. The remaining one took Aisma’s side opposite Daina and gestured them forward.

Aisma hurriedly put her beads back on, power use flaring instantly. Her bandage had gotten redder.

“Are you crazy?” Daina hissed, pointing at her bandage. “You’re opening everything up again!”

“It’s nothing,” Aisma quickly tucked her vest back into place, wincing as she did. “Come, we’re missing the meeting.” She hurried forward on long legs and power, leaving Daina to jog just to keep up.

They met Tasha Jain by the door. These two ravens apparently had no problem making crowds part for them.

“One is hurt and the other has no power,” the raven next to them said by way of greeting. “The powerless claims she knows you and the other uses bravado to prove her innocence.”

“Do you know her?” The other one asked him.

“I do,” Jain sighed. “You’re the burnout, aren’t you?”

“I- Yes,” Daina reeled from the name. “I’m getting better, though! I’m- It’s not as bad, really. I’m not a- a burnout.”

“Come here,” Jain winced with every step he took, so Daina quickly stepped forward. “Open your eyes wide, show me your wrists.”

“Are you a healer?” Aisma asked hopefully.

“Do you know the other one?” The raven standing behind Jain asked.

“Never seen her before,” Jain answered. “But this one is above board. And yes, self-taught.”

Daina had done as he asked and felt slightly stupid standing there while they talked. Finally, though, he took a look at her.

“Check this one first,” the raven next to Aisma said. “Is her wound real?”

“Back off,” Jain sneered as he pulled up Daina’s eyelid and looked real close, like he was trying to get inside her skull. “With what she’s burning she won’t die in the next few minutes.”

“Exactly,” the raven said. “She might be preparing an attack.”

“Then kill her,” Jain answered. Aisma stiffened but he ignored it, instead looking Daina’s wrists over carefully. “Strike down a bleeding viper-cat mix because she might pose a danger to, who? Hanis? Go check the perimeter, I’ll deal with these two.”

“We don’t answer to you,” the one behind him said.

“But you do have better things to do,” Jain said. “If she starts trouble, I’ll kill her.” The ravens sniffed and stayed right where they were.

“Aren’t you a healer?” Aisma asked harshly.

“I’m a lot of things.”

“He, uh, he trained with the Hirdans,” Daina said while the aging man traced her veins one by one. “I think that’s how he became a healer.”

“Did you?” Aisma perked up. “Got any tips for fighting them?”

“’Don’t’ would be my first one,” Jain said, moving on to Daina’s other arm. “’Run’ is another good one. ‘Beg’ might be an emergency plan. You never know. Now please, I’m trying to concentrate.”

They spent the next minute in silence. Daina was getting really uncomfortable with his hands. Even without the tattoos activated, they were slightly slimy.

“Alright,” he said at last, releasing her. “The trouble with burnout damage is it’s hard to read, and I’m hardly an expert. I can’t see if you have damaged yourself permanently or not, I’m sorry. What I can say is you could have done worse. If it’s not permanent, you might be well again in about a month. Purewater will help. Drink it, bathe in it, anything you can do. And no power use, at all. Got it?”

“Thank you,” Daina made sure to bow to him. “I will do what you advise.”

“Good,” he nodded and gave a smile. “And I’m sorry I didn’t see what you were doing earlier. I should have warned you that wasn’t a solution, now I was taking up your nights.”

“Well, I was the one who did it,” Daina tried sheepishly. “Wasn’t your fault.”

“You’re not the only one who did it,” Jain said. “Something might have been done. Now, your friend, come here. Let me see the wound.”

Aisma stepped forward, pulling her vest back up. It was definitely bleeding.

“Hrm,” Jain only looked at the bandage for a second, then activated his salamander tattoo. His hands turned black and the sticky mucus for which salamanders were so famous coated them. He started very carefully soaking the bandages from the outside “We can’t open that here, and the meeting is starting soon. This will have to do. Where do you live?”

“I live with Mani, a raven devotee infuser,” Aisma said. “She’s the feathered one.”

“I’ll find it,” Jain said, collecting a big blob and squeezing it in between two layers of bandage. “I’ll come by when time permits and help you out a bit more. That’s good enough, here.” He pulled out a piece of linen and carefully wiped his hands in it, leaving clumps of sticky mucus behind. Finally done, he folded it so it was all contained within. “When you get home, wipe this on the edges of your wound, carefully, and put on new bandages. A burning pain means it’s working. I’ll be around as soon as I can, but this should keep you while you wait. Now come along, we’ll find you two seats.”

Jain was a life-saver. Not just because he’d given them both some much-needed help, but because the house was completely packed inside. He produced three chairs from seemingly nowhere and parked them against a wall. No one disputed the right of the elderly cripple and his bleeding patient their right to sit, and Daina hurried to get the last chair. Sitting down gave them the slightest bit of air between them and the packed crowd around them. It also put them down in the hot, humid air of a hundred or more sweating bodies, but Daina could live with that. Better that than squashed somewhere in that sea of humans, pressed against people on all sides.

The only one who seemed to have space to breathe properly was high devotee Irman, who stood on the improvised stage like he had been born there, dressed only slightly more casually this time in ruby red and a smile that brought his patron to mind. They had barely sat down before he began:

"My friends! Fellow devotees! Honored mixes! We bring you here to introduce you to powers many devotees have yet to taste. You have all dabbled in the lores, whether you knew it or not. The open lores that all humans carry within their blood are the foundations of our clan, of our way of life. Use a bead, or an infusion. Activate your tattoos or participate in the Tine. These are the human lores and they are our birthright. Our lively and great craftsmen practice these lore with skill unmatched in the north!

But what I will speak of is a rarer kind of knowledge, one reserved and guarded. Another of the treasures we give to you." He went on like that for a while. Daina might have paid closer attention if what he was saying wasn't just a long-winded version of what Mani had told them. Besides, without power any trip was longer and harder than she was used to. She wasn’t used to getting out of breath unless she strained herself, but now it happened all the time. She leaned back and sent a thought of thanks to whoever had come up with chairs. And Jain, for getting her one.

For all Daina's troubles, though, Aisma was clearly worse off. Her stomach had been cut wide and deep, and it was only a good two weeks since she lost all that blood. All the clan's quencher moss and heartbloom tea couldn't remake a drop of that. Mani had fed her on prunes and eggs, insisting it would help. She was pale as a ghost, cold and burning power like a bonfire just to keep attentive. With some luck, Jain’s treatment would help carry her through Irman’s speech and back home. Unlike Daina, her stare was fixed at Irman, devouring every word. 

Daina, half listening, took the time to look around. Sitting down, and being short to begin with, she could only see the people nearest to her. One thing she did notice, though, was multiple devotees listening to Irman with the same intensity as Aisma. This was indeed knowledge they weren't privy to either. As Irman moved on from praising the patrons for their generosity in giving weapons to their unarmed soldiers so they could fight their war, Daina turned her attention back to him.

"As you are all aware, the upper patrons think everyone in the lower houses should be punished for their members getting themselves killed. They will not relent until we are back under their boot. We are working on more safe-houses around the lower houses but in the meantime, we will prepare you for the study of lore. We will open your soul shards to your free manipulation previously thought the domain of devotees. We will cast you to the high peaks of power among those not chosen by the patrons and then, we will take you further. In mere months, you will do what was thought to take years. You will reforge yourself from the inside out, becoming more than you ever thought you would. And your teachers will be the patrons themselves!"

Muttered, disbelieving conversation filled the room.

"The patrons can't even talk about awakening echoes!" Someone shouted. “How can they teach us any of this?”

"Peace, friends, "Irman said. "My Lord Fox is tearing and fraying at the oaths that shackle our patrons. They will teach you their lore and with their power, it will be yours. But first, you must prepare. Remember this exercise, repeat it daily when energy allows. It will bring you closer and closer to the unification of your soul shards, perfect your control of your power and, in the end, crack open the door for the lores to be yours!" Now everybody was listening.

The exercise was hideously complicated. The human soul was split into no less than sixteen shards, four of which were bound to the tattoos. Activating these in turn was trivial but that was not what Irman wanted. You were supposed to grab the other shards, listless things that the echo would normally organize in constellations that helped power flow through the body in the right ways. Once you had them, you had to force them into a very specific constellation and hold it there, one the shards resisted finding themselves in. They would slip out of one’s control like trying to hold onto melting ice, cutting into echo and veins as they did. Getting even a single one into position was tremendously difficult. She'd hardly been at it for a minute when Daina felt her insides flaring with pain, an uncomfortable scratchy feeling spreading through her body. Like she had a second set of veins filled with glass dust slowly tearing apart everything inside her.

"If you try this again, I'm going to punch you in the stomach." Daina was ripped out of her concentration and looked at Aisma in confusion.

"Excuse me?"

"Remember what Mani said," Aisma said, smiling. She sounded completely fine but she was shivering. "You're not healed enough to do that yet. You’ll just hurt yourself."

"So you’re going to punch me?"

"I’m going to stop you from hurting yourself," Aisma shrugged.

"Says you," Daina fumed, but she didn't try again. "Alright, I'll make you a deal. I’ll do nothing, but if you have to up your power use again, we’re leaving. Deal?"

"Deal."

"How come it's fine for you to burn power like you're trying to outdo the Tine, anyway? Aren't you doing exactly what I did?"

"I'm only doing it for a few hours, though, and I'll be sleeping long and deep afterwards. It's when you do it for months and then crash out three times in two hours that you start getting problems."

"A month and a half," Daina muttered. Aisma threw her an amused look, eyebrows raised. "Then what am I supposed to do? Just watch everybody leave me in the dust?"

“That’s not going to happen. We both just gotta get back on our feet, then we’ll both tackle this thing, okay? Together.”

"Great, yeah," Daina muttered, leaning down to hug her knees. "Together. Yeah. My veins burn whenever I do anything and it’s my own fault and no one knows if it’s ever going away. Fuck."

Aisma stopped laughing. Hesitantly she reached out, scratching Daina’s back, comforting her as best she could.

She had really fucked up. No other way about it. Her parents had suffered, and were now most likely dead, because she wanted to fly, rise above all this. Few enough of the raven devotees flew, and maybe two mixes, which had made her all the more determined. Flying scouts made good money, even a flying mix could get a home in the upper houses with beads like that. Her parents had lost much in having her, this had been a way to pay them back. And, more than anything, she'd wanted to escape the shackles of her birth. She'd been to family gatherings in the upper houses when she was a child, seen the disdain and pity served to her parents, been ignored by adults and kids alike herself. When she got her third and fourth tattoo, the invitations had stopped, the small stipend sent by her grandparents shrunk to nothing. Her parents’ friends had stopped coming over.

So much of their pain had been her fault, but there had been a way out. To rise above it all, get back at them all for doubting them.

And she'd fucked it up. 

In all the generations of the Farun, hers had been the one where mixes were awakening their echoes, where high devotees served them rare treasures on a platter, promising lore and unification. Of all the mixes throughout time, her dream had been presented to her and all she had to do was take it.

Instead, she'd burned herself out. Sitting in the corner of the longhouse, she could see her future clear as day. One by one, they would unify their souls, reforge their bodies anew and soar with power. Aisma, Thaur, even Jain might take flight or whatever their patrons had promised them. And she'd sit here, a burnout, watching everyone around her achieve their dreams while she'd done nothing but pay for hers and, when the opportunity came, she'd messed it up. For no good reason, too. She'd just been embarrassed about asking Mani for time off. Stupid stupid stupid.

She hit her knees hard as she sat curled up, keeping the rhythm. Stupid stupid stupid. She couldn't even infuse properly, her runes still flowed into each other, breaking each other dow-

For a single moment, the heavy cloud of enemy thoughts lifted, their relentless assault on her mind eased for just a bit. That was it. She had dismissed breaking the runes on the knife because it would definitely destroy the echo within, but she hadn't considered just letting them wither away on their own. She still didn't know which ones, specifically, but so much of the knife's runes was devoted to just keeping everything together. It had to be possible to weaken them, just a little bit. Let the leaking power deal with the rest, until the echo couldn't be held anymore.

As for the final question, how much can it be sold for, she'd assumed that meant 'how powerful is this' but that was a stupid question. Any fox could simply look at it and compare it to others and that'd be that. Mani was a merchant, she didn't buy her apprentices delicious cuts because she was scraping by. The answer was 'as much as possible', it had to be. Had she really solved it? She'd have to run it by Mani, of course, but she might have. This was still not a great evening, watching everybody work while she sat useless in a corner, but she'd achieved something at least. While everyone around her furrowed their brows in concentration, sweating with pain and intensity, she ventured a smile on her own behalf. 

Maybe she’d fucked up in one way, but she’d done right in another.

Aisma had stopped scratching her back, too absorbed in the exercise, but that was okay. Something good had happened, and Daina held onto that. She straightened up again and Aisma half-noticed, bringing her hand up to rest around her shoulders.

“Feeling better?” She asked.

“I think so,” Daina said. “Trying to think about the knife instead. I think I have an idea for that.”

“Oh? That helped, thinking about that?” Aisma asked, uncertain.

“It’s a distraction,” Daina said. “Helps break the negative thoughts from just spiraling out of control.”

“Well anything that helps break you out of it,” Aisma looked her over with concern. “It didn’t look like you were doing too well.”

“Thanks,” Daina said. “I kind of wasn’t. Would you mind if we got out of here?”

“Of course not,” Aisma turned to Jain next to her. “Is there anything more, do you think? I think we should get going.”

“If there is, I’ll pass it along when I come by,” Jain said. “Looks like you could both do with a lie-down.”

“Thanks,” Aisma smiled at him. Daina stood up and almost regretted it immediately. She was feeling better but the packed chaos of people was intensely intimidating. Without really thinking about it, she grabbed Aisma’s hand.

“Come, we got this,” Aisma squeezed her hand and pushed through the crowd. A minute of discomfort later, and the cold spring air greeted them.

Aisma's power use flared even further. It was weird talking to her and her sounding fine while her body clearly wasn't, but that was the world of heavy power burn.

"Your mood is holding," Aisma noted.

"What do you mean?" Daina asked.

"Well, you kind of, I don’t know how to say it, you kind of disappeared into yourself when you couldn’t do the exercise. Now you're almost smiling."

"Oh, erh yeah," Daina said. "I get some bleak moods sometimes, sorry about that."

“No need to apologize,” Aisma said. “But, er, well, what happened? I don’t really understand what’s going on with you, and ‘bleak mood’ isn’t really helping.”

“Well,” Daina hesitated a bit. “It’s- I guess it’s about being overwhelmed. Sometimes it’s the outside world. I don’t deal very well with crowds, for example. This was, well, this was the inside world. I’m scared about my power burnout. I got my parents banished to the lower houses for being a mix, then I picked the raven and they got ostracized from all their friends. Then they got sent on that mission and they’re probably dead. Then I had to sit and listen to everyone around me getting to take advantage of all these opportunities the patrons are throwing our way, and I can’t participate because I’m a burnout. I’ve thrown away the only chance I’d ever have of flying and it’s all I ever wanted. My parents are gone because of me and the only chance I had of making it all worth it, I screwed up. It just all gets overwhelming, you know? And with all the people there and so on, it- yeah, it just gets a bit much.”

"Swine and curs, the lot of them," Aisma said. Daina looked at her and she swung her arm in the direction of the upper houses. "Them. No shit you're a worrier. They've made it so their treatment of your family sounds like your fault for taking a fucking tattoo. Their actions, their hate, their fault, Daina. You're a good person. I had to beat you up to realize it, but you are. You need to give yourself a break. And you’re not ‘a burnout’. Damage doesn’t mean you’ve lost the ability to use power, does it? Jain would’ve seen that, surely. And this unification thing, Irman said you’d ‘reforge yourself from the inside out’. Maybe it’ll fix you up even if time doesn’t. Whatever happens, we’ll deal with it, okay? I’m not leaving you behind, you believe that."

Daina studied her shoes hard as they walked, silence stretching way beyond what seemed appropriate after what Aisma had said.

"I- hrm," she tried, her voice breaking. "I appreciate that, Aisma. I do. You're a good friend. I like your honesty."

"Life's too short to beat around the bush," Aisma smiled. "And better, much better answer than last."

"Thanks, I think," Daina said. "Also, it was a draw."

"Wouldn't have been if you hadn't got lucky with your antlers."

"You're right, things would have gone different if they had gone different. I'd have won if not for your fourfold cursed fangs."

"They're good, aren't they? Everyone seems to think they're tough enough to beat it, but they never are."

"Because it really really hurts! It's like your blood catches fire."

"That was the only reason I won against that moose. You know the aquamarine duel?"  

"You know, back when I hated you hearing about that was insufferable."

"I'm sorry," Aisma didn't sound sorry at all. "I pretty much just got two good bites in, then ran him tired. It was less honorable than some of the stories made it out to be."

"Still can't believe you spent that on me."

"Believe it girlie. If it helps you, it was getting old anyway. It was that or find someone who could, and would, help me restore it. More trouble than it's worth when you got opals coming out your ears."

"It does help. But still."

"You hardly take that cloak off in the house. Something tells me it was well-spent."

"It was. Thank you."

"I don't think I've ever exchanged as many thank yous with someone as I have with you."

"Well, there has been a lot to be thankful for," Daina said then immediately shut up. That came out- how had that sounded?

"There really has." Aisma answered with a teasing smile.

"Oh, we're home!" Daina eagerly jumped at the new topic. "I'm going to get a jug and go find some purewater. Jain said bathing in it would help."

"Oh, good idea. Need me to come with you?"

"Mani would kill us both if I said yes to that." Daina replied. "Go inside and go to sleep."

"Good point," Aisma still sounded normal, but the walk had done her no favors. "Good night, then." She gave Daina the two logs she'd carried on her to keep warm and Daina slipped them into her big pockets which she suspected had been built for that purpose. When she closed her cloak fully with those, nothing could cool her down. She got Mani's big rainwater jug, emptied it and trotted towards the forest. It was going to be quite a slog with a full jug but the chance that she might recover soon put a spring in her step. Besides, she felt very strongly that she shouldn't be near Aisma right now. The conversation had gone- she didn't even really know but it was important in some way and she had no idea what to do or what would happen if they'd kept going in that direction. The whole thing terrified her and she fled into the far less complicated forest.

Purewater wasn’t exactly common; in many parts of the world it was a treasured commodity. It's just that the Farun clan had planted their capital in one of the most purewater-rich areas in the world, and they bordered the river Tamares, the largest source of it in the world. With purewater-fed forests came a plethora of other rare herbs and trees. Gems and rare metals would sometimes wash up through the purewater streams from deep underground. It was a true treasure and a fundamental reason the Farun was one of the dominant powers in their little slice of the world.

Daina didn't have to travel long to find a purewater spring; Widow’s Well was one of the well-known ones close to the lower houses. The purewater geysers and springs within the city were all claimed by the salamander healing houses. Everyone else went into the forest when they needed some and this was the closest to her neighborhood. It was a small spring, so she just wedged her jug under it. She settled down, pulling her legs under the bell-shape of her cloak, waiting patiently. Between the moonlight and the steady gurgling of the water, she felt herself finally calming dow-

"Well look who we found." A wolf voice sang somewhere in the darkness. Daina stiffened for a second, then got up, sprinting towards the lower houses.

She made it about ten steps before someone casually tripped her and she went sprawling.

"Oh, here she is." She'd recognize that voice anywhere and when she turned she was greeted by silver hair lined with red rubies. Bhuat Kafir. "Look friends, this is why we couldn't smell the opals. She sold them to pucker herself up."

Daina got up, ready to run again, but barged into another wolf immediately. They had her surrounded.

"Is that moose leather?" The wolf sniffed. "With raven feathers? You're parading your sin, mongrel. You were right, Kafir, she's a piece of work." Kafir grabbed her hood from behind and yanked her back. With his other hand he started casually plucking feathers from the shoulders.

"She really is," he said. "Parading the prize of her murder around like this. Thought you were safe, you fucking animal? Thought your patron oath would keep you safe?"

"No no, look I did-" Kafir slapped her so hard she went crashing towards the ground, blood filling her mouth. Her hood tore halfway off from the hit but held her up, the iron clasp digging into her throat. She wasn't wearing any beads. Their power was opposed by nothing.

"I know what you did," Kafir's eyes were still filled with pain. Nothing forgiven, nothing forgotten. "And I know what you plan to do. Do you have one of those abomination echoes too? The ones they stitch together from dead devotees?"

Daina's eyes widened. The ones they what?

"Ooh, she does!" One of the other wolves giggled. "Do you pet it, you little failed abortion? Dream of all the treasures you can steal?"

"I think she just prances around," another one interjected. "Playing at being a real Farun, dreaming of when we're all dead and can pretend she's not a mistake."

"Figured out why we couldn't get your parents," Kafir grabbed the tear in her cloak and pulled at her roughly, tearing it further and pulling her close so she had to tilt her head back to see his eyes. "Turns out they've been suffering all the consequences of your actions. They raised a feral little monster, who picked tattoos to shit on the fabric of the Farun, and they took the punishment instead of trying to raise their spoiled little monster."

"How does she afford to eat so well, anyway?"

"Oh she's always been a fat sow," Kafir looked calm when he talked, but vitriol dripped with every word. “Can't imagine what it must have cost her parents to keep her the size of two.” With another rip her cloak was torn in two and fell from her.

"So she can eat," Someone behind her said. "Is there anything else she can do?"

"She can bleed," Kafir said slowly, holding Daina's eyes. "Leave her alive, though. She can talk, too, and we need her to squeal."

He landed the first hit, a clawed slap that tore into her cheek and sent blood flying. Someone kicked her in the stomach and she doubled over.

"Wait wait, guys," someone said. "I've always wondered something. Can a human put out a flame or will they just burn?"

Someone lit a torch and someone else grabbed her hand hard. When her skin sizzled and boiled, she screamed until they shoved a bit of fox fur in her mouth, then shoved her hand back in. In the faint light of the torch, one of the wolves was getting out a small pack of long, crude nails.
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”Stand up.”

She obeyed.

”Climb the ladder.”

She obeyed.

“Spread your arms.”

She obeyed.

“Spin.”

She obeyed.

“The infection is spreading. Make sure she gets a once-over today or tomorrow.”

“Yes, sir,” said the meek salamander assistant. He was the only salamander Daina had ever seen not employed as a healer, and she hated him so much. 

“Walk.”

She obeyed. The morning routine continued without much variation has it had the last, ten, twenty, a hundred times? Had summer arrived yet? Had fall? She couldn’t see the sun from here. It seemed warmer though.

The assistant opened the door ahead of her. It creaked the same way it always did. It was sturdy, oak and iron, too heavy for him to open easily without power. So every morning he flared a little bit, just to open the door without trouble. Beyond lay chains and knives and pain.

“Scream if Wolf is involved in your rebellion.”

Rein pinched her right breast with his tongs. Blood and pus ran from where the nail had gone in. She screamed.

“Scream if Bear is involved in your rebellion.”

Left breast this time. Same wound, same blood and pus. Same scream.

“Scream if you are involved with the rebellion known as New Dawn.”

This time he jabbed it into the gaping hole in her foot from another nail. Pain flooded her and her mouth opened wide, as if her soul might climb out and escape. No sound passed her lips.

“Scream if the New Dawn taught you how to awaken an echo.”

Other foot. Same wound. Same pain. Same dream of escape, of shaking loose her failing body and soar above it all. Same silence.

Her oath had a flaw. If it believed someone unwelcome was listening, it would shut you up if you were about to spill information. So, if a scream confirmed anything, that scream would be silenced, regardless of context. Rein knew this. He was an old bear, whose splendid yellow and gold shirt and jewelry belied his personality. He was gray, tired and utterly indifferent to her suffering. He would ask the same four questions in the beginning, then run through an endless list of yes-no questions. Slowly, he would uncover certain topics, discard others.

Tasha Jain had come up. They knew he was alive. They knew he was with the New Dawn, had two raven tattoos and had taught mixes how to awaken their spirits. They knew his family had devised the procedure.

When she was done, when she couldn’t scream anymore, when pain marred her senses so she couldn’t understand the questions, they would take her down, off the hook where she dangled, naked. They would bring her back to her mud hole, order her to climb down, then feed her.

This time, they brought her by the salamanders first. She was laid on a hard bench and investigated. When she first came here, they had healed her some; the burns on her arms and legs, where the wolves had scorched her hair off was ignored. Now great red welts took up her upper arms and her left leg.

The cuts that spelled ‘TRAITOR’ across her stomach were treated, though the scars were still there. The bruises from their kicks and punches, they treated. Internal bleeding was hard to monitor. The four nails in her, one in each breast and one in each foot, they left. She was there to feel pain, after all. She’d had to pull them out herself. 

They were deeply infected now. Swollen and dark red, almost black. The color was snaking its way through her veins, up her legs, down her stomach, towards her throat. The salamanders spread mucus and sang some song. She was beyond caring which one. Slowly, the infection retreated from her throat, from her heart. Days, maybe weeks were bought before they had to do it again, or let her die. Then she was brought back to her mud hole, ordered to climb down, and then they fed her. 

She limped the whole time, every step they made her take. But she did it. The starvation that followed disobedience was much worse than the pain of walking on infected feet.

Climbing down the mud hole was the worst. Her arms ached from being hung and she stumbled and slipped down every time, her feet unable to take her down a ladder. At fifteen feet, it was no small hole and she had to hold on, to take all her weight on a foot so pain forced a sound from her hoarse throat, or she’d fall all the way and break something.

Then they lowered her food. She swallowed her thin soup and devoured the heel of bread it came in within seconds. Then she got the torn pieces of her cloak out of the mud and wrapped herself in them. It was the only clothing allowed her. Bundled up as she was, she started her nightly, maybe evening, routine. Tracing runes from the logs, spreading warmth in her little mud hole.

Tracing runes in mud was almost certainly the least efficient way you could possibly create an inscription. But any small bit of heat was a lifesaver, a wonder. She traced for heat, she invented her own, she meticulously combined one rune with every other, finding new effects, distracting herself endlessly. Every minute spent tracing runes was a minute not dreaming of elaborate tortures to visit on Kafir, not thinking about her impending death.

It was coming, she knew it. If her body didn’t fail her, her mind would. Or they’d need her mud hole for some other prisoner and she’d be killed. Neither of them were ever far away. She’d shriveled up, more than half of her body was already gone. Sure, all the important bits were still there, but pound for pound... Whatever remained that wasn’t swollen with infection was bony and gaunt. 

She couldn’t count the days anymore, her mind fled any moment it found itself in. In the present there was cold, hunger and pain. The future was just a countdown to death. Sometimes, she found herself looking forward to it. At least the pain would stop. In the past was Aisma’s smile and breezy conversation, her throwing away the wrap after Daina insulted her. Mani’s stern warnings and despairing at the youth, turning her back on her and throwing her onto the street. Her parents walking away from their burning house. Kafir. All the things she should have done to him, should have had the strength to do to him. Of all of them, it was the worst place to get stuck. So she thought of runes, only runes. Past, present or future, they were all traps.

She was so wrapped up in her runes that she almost missed the flutter of wings, the soft shadow of a falling leaf. As soon as she remembered, she went for it. It was on her floor, covered in mud. She cleaned it quick and bit into it, chewed and swallowed it immediately.

The first leaf had fallen weeks into her imprisonment, when the deep shock of her new situation had receded before the realization that she would die there. Still, she had been suspicious. Was this some game by the guards? There were guards here, they guarded the many mud holes for the many prisoners. She hadn’t heard them playing games but maybe? The next time it came, exactly one week later, she hadn’t cared. She had devoured it, desperate for it. 

This was the sixth leaf, arriving exactly one week after the last, as they all had, to the soft flutter of wings. It was some kind of nightshade, so black it drained the color of the world around it, making it the center of a tiny, black hole. When she ate it, she was filled with darkness, dreams and hunger. Something black grew around the shards of her soul, flowers planting themselves, roots burying deep, and they longed for nourishment. She felt she should fear them, but they had taken the pain in her veins. The flowers had brought her the healing she needed. She owed them at least a favor. With every leaf she ate, they grew fatter and grander, ever closer to blooming. As she shriveled up, they flourished.

They wouldn’t bloom here, she knew that. Each of the flowers, her flowers, had seven leaves, just seven. Seven was a bad number, it slipped between the cracks of the number lore that permeated all things, that said good things came in threes and fours. Seven seemed like a good number, but it was a trap. 

Beyond the gates of death the soul would pass seven trials before returning to life. Beyond the gates the monsters that came from the greed and envy, the rage and hate that humans discarded there ruled. It was an ill thing, and ill things came from the emulation of death.

Being the deathly number, it would bring no life, either. More would be needed than merely seven leaves and she knew in her heart that she would be dead before she tasted the eighth one. They needed death to complete their cycle, to grow beyond it. She feared she knew whose death would feed them.

She never knew for how long the nightshade held her, but it carried her into sleep where she would dream of a world of old roots and black soil, of trees hateful and jealous, and of something green and hungry and never satisfied.

She woke to the heavy steps of Rein. She sat up, brushing her hair free of black soil that had not come from the mud hole, and prepared for the day.

”Stand up.”

She obeyed.

”Climb the ladder.”

She obeyed all that he said. She didn’t know if it was easier or harder this time, knowing death was only a week away. The torture, which was now so terribly finite, seemed so much easier to endure. Simply feel the pain and wait for it to pass. And yet, precious minutes and hours went by with Rein’s endless questions, wasting her time asking about some high family she hardly even knew.

She would have screamed at him to get on with it if she could hold her head up. But her body was falling apart. The infection spread to where it had been before the salamanders and then further still. Breathing was harder, there was pain in her chest. By day three of her final seven, she could no longer climb the steps by herself. By day five, her voice gave out.

“She’s no good any more,” Rein said to the meek salamander assistant who Daina longed to kill more than his master. She wanted to eat the pathetic little thing. Shove him down the hole and visit every ounce of pain upon him that she had endured. Instead, she shivered and waited for the pain to end.

“No, sir,” the slime answered.

“Take her to be executed tomorrow morning.”

“We are full tomorrow, sir.”

“Really? Evening then.”

“I’m afraid it’s all day, sir, and the day after. Maruch has been very busy.”

“Hrm, indeed. Does he ever get any answers or does he just kill them?”

“Should I ask him, sir?”

“No. What about the next day?”

“It’s free, sir. At dawn. I will let them know.”

“Good. Take her back to her cell and leave her. There’s no use questioning her any more.”

“No, sir.”

Daina hung limply while they discussed the logistics of her death. She was to die on day eight. Her flowers would be fed quickly then. She felt terrified and calm at the same time, hardly noticing as they half-carried her back to her mud hole. Would she sprout flowers? Would she live on as a terrifying plant-thing, killing their careless young? Would she go through the doors of death, endure the pain and terror of the journey from there to the spirit world, to the wheel on which souls are remade and brought back into the world many years later? Would her flowers claim her soul? Was this the true end of her? 

The guards didn’t help her down the ladder. Instead, as she struggled to complete the climb, the creepy vermin of an assistant, who held the power of life in his hands yet left her in this state, debated with some captain on the merits of feeding her. They decided to do so, better she died as an example than down here, after all. Oh no, that wouldn’t do at all, would it. Wouldn’t want to waste a precious life, after all.

So she spent day six on her own, drawing runes and waiting for death to claim her.

As night fell on day seven, she ate her dinner voraciously and waited, eyes nailed to the ceiling above her. It was old wood, solid. Not a drop of rain and only little sun. There! A flutter and a leaf dropped over the edge. She grabbed it before it reached the ground and chewed it eagerly. Darkness and dreams took her, the hunger in her grew and her flowers grew fatter still, aching to bloom but stopping just short.

She woke to find she was still standing in the dark. Some time had passed; it was past midnight. She was not alone.

At the edge of her mud hole sat an enormous, fat raven. Its feathers were torn and disheveled; entire patches were missing. Its left eye was normal but the right was hideously big and yellow, sitting on its own because the full right of its skull was showing. A broken piece of antler was stuck through its throat.

It was Raven. 

“You reek... Of death.” It coughed out slowly, words forcing their way past the antler.

“Ye-” Daina croaked. Her voice had recovered a bit, but she hadn’t spoken in months. She simply nodded

“It comes... Soon.” Raven said, an edge of something in her voice. Compassion or hunger.

“Dawn.” In another world, Daina might have laughed at the two of them taking turns to croak out their words, seeing who could be least understandable. But in this world, Raven had returned from death once and hers loomed.

“What are... Your dreams?” Raven asked.

“My-?” Daina let the question hang as a coughing fit took her. She longed for the warmth of her cloak, but she couldn’t remove herself from the conversation.

“Dreams... What do... You wish in... Life?”

“To fly,” Daina croaked out. Speech came easier after the coughing.“To fly. Make my parents proud. Soar above this life.”

“Nothing else?” Raven tilted her head. “What of... Rein? What... Of Kafir?”

“Rein?” Daina thought for a second. “I- nothing. Just to be away. He’s not personal. I just want to leave.”

“And Kafir?”

“Pain.” She said immediately. “He imagines me guilty of the pain in his life. He seeks me out instead of admitting they came for us. His friends chased us. Their deaths were the actions of patrons. His pain is his own, but he tries to make it mine. He has taken my home from me, the works of my parents. He broke my cloak, my present from Aisma. He has sent my body to be ruined, sent me to hang. Once I'm dead, he will go for her. I know it. She will fight him, and lose. He will destroy her.

"I have no pity for him. I wish him to suffer. I wish upon him fire and pain and dreams turned ashen. I want him to sit for weeks in his own shit in a filthy hole in the ground. I want him to die knowing I killed him. I want him torn while those who could help look on and laugh. I wish to impale him on four rusty nails."

The words came tumbling on their own. Where her throat failed and she collapsed into coughing, the words continued as though born from her dreams. The nightshade brought dreams to life and oh she had dreamed of this. She had accepted death, almost welcomed it, because of him and that, she would never forgive. She would feed his soul to the fire so it was never reborn if she could. She didn't want to rise above his darkness. She wanted to meet him down there and break him.

Raven gave a choking sound that might have been laughter.

"Flight... And revenge... I will take... Your oath."

"Can you grant me my wishes? Can you make me fly? Can you tear him down?"

"No... These are... Your tasks... I will give you... The means... I will... Give you... Life... Opportunity... To see your dreams... Fulfilled."

"Good enough." She would have taken anything.

"Then... Swear." An oath formed in her mind, as it had with Fox an eternity ago. Deeper, somehow. She didn't bother looking at it.

"I swear." She simply said. In an instant, the oath to Fox and Cat was swept aside, replaced by Raven's. It was a dark and twisted thing, looping in on itself, snapping and biting. It was right at home with the hunger that lived in her flowers. Unraveling it would be a project of months. Even with no power in her, with her echo starved and dry, her wings unfurled themselves at her words.

"What happened to Fox's oath?" She blurted.

"I have spent... Decades... Weaving this oath... It is... Without equal... Fox is... A child... Powerful... Ambitious... Child... Dabbles in oaths... And their breaking... As if such... Ancient lores... Were not... Above him.” Raven paused, drawing in a deep, stuttering breath. “An oath is not... A matter of... Power... It is... An exacting art... An infusion... Children, all of... Them... I am weak... But I still know... All that I know."

Daina quickly found herself wondering if she had made a mistake. She pushed the thought away. Too late. As long as she got out of here.

"How can I serve you?" She asked, bowing this time. 

"Survive... Prove you... Are worth teaching."

There was a small splotch as something small landed in the mud before her. She clawed for it. It was a bead. A single black precious, beautiful bead. Opal, but somehow more. Infused in some way. Before she lost it, she found a tuft of hair, jammed it roughly over knots and dirt and tied it until it was wedged hard against her scalp. Blessed, wonderful power rushed through her again. Her pain eased, her muscles strengthened. Her echo stirred within her, its long hibernation becoming peaceful sleep. She sobbed with joy. She had power again. 

She looked up, a thousand words of thanks ready, but Raven was gone.

Most of the time, she only saw Rein and his assistant. There had to be more. She wasn't the only prisoner here, the room she was in was filled with holes. Thirty, maybe. There would be guards, somewhere. She had to get them before they were called. Rein was a bear. The only hope was to kill him first. If he transformed, she'd be dead. The assistant was a salamander. Not a warrior. She thought back to Aisma, shivering with blood loss and burning with power. She had to burn more than that. She had a second to kill a bear and his assistant before either screamed. Any longer and she would be dead, one way or another. Power or not, her body was riddled with infections, she couldn't even stand for very long. This couldn't be a fight, just two executions. For that, she needed her claws, and she needed to go from nothing to more power than she'd ever used instantly.

"... Do you understand what I need from you?" She thought to her echo. It walked about in the hole, looking around. It was bright green now, almost shining. They had talked and planned and it was deep night now. Not that she could sleep anyway.

"I do," her echo said. "I think I know how to do it. I can hide away power down deep, where they won't see it. When you start, I'll open those up. It'll hurt, though. It's not healthy."

"As long as it helps." Daina answered. They talked some more, then it went to work. Drawing in clusters of soul shards, as close as they'd go, weaving cocoons of power underneath, hidden. Again and again it did this until she felt ready to explode with the power inside her already, ready to be used.

Instead, she stopped using any. All her pain returned in an instant. She closed her eyes and bore it. All she had to do was hold it all like this, hold it tight, for another minute. Then one after that and one after that. All there was to do was to not let go. Piece of cake.

They came for her mercifully early that morning, before the sun was even up. For hours she'd done nothing but stare a hole in the roof, watching the shadows. As soon as she saw them, her discipline faltered and she almost spilled it all. It took all her will to hold it together.

They were four.

One could be the assistant's brother. Wide-eyed, looking profoundly out of place. The other was a moose, dense and strong and dangerous. None of them had bothered with their tattoos, though. Silver linings.

"This is the one," Rein said, suppressing a yawn. That's right, get the execution over with. Stay slow.

"She looks angry." the moose noted.

Rein just shrugged. With a gesture, his assistant lowered the ladder. The last one stepped closer to look into the hole, eyes widening further when he saw how she lived. He was new, innocent. Out of luck. She wouldn't die for his innocence.

”Stand up.”

She obeyed.

”Climb the ladder.”

She climbed the ladder, her every step making her burn with pain. Then she stood among them.

"Farun Raianar Daina, you are a traitor to your clan," the moose intoned in a bored voice. "For conspiring against the patrons you will be hanged. You will follow in front of me and behind him." He pointed to Rein. "And you will know that any attempt to avoid your fate will make it worse." Rein and the two salamanders turned and started walking towards a big door at the far end of the room.

"Now," she thought and flooded herself with power.

Her veins screamed as the four cocoons burst, doubling, tripling the power she was gaining in that one second.

She wasted nothing. Her hands, already forming into bear claws, struck out at the moose, tearing his throat. Another strike and blood poured, gurgling airless noises coming from his throat. Rein turned in surprise at the sound and she was on him. No time for honor. She went straight for his throat, digging deep and tearing at him.

"E-" His assistant cried as his master crumbled, struggling for breath. She jumped at him, just as he was activating his first tattoo, and tore him apart throat first. The other one just stared.

Less than five seconds after the first hit, she was on him, claw at his throat. Somewhere around them, boots were approaching.

"Call them off," she hissed.

"Disregard," he promptly yelled. "I tripped!"

Silence fell.

"What do I do with you?" Daina finally lowered her power use. Her bead was still more than half full. The pain in her veins faded.

"I-I won't say a thing," he stammered quietly. "Please, I don't want to die."

"You were going to watch me die."

He had no answer to that.

"Beads off," she instructed. "Then shirt. Not a peep."

He obeyed instantly, handing her two necklaces and bracelets covering his entire left arm. There was a small fortune there. She tore his shirt, stuffed his mouth and bound his hands and feet tight. Then she pushed him down her hole, jumping in after. He watched in mute horror as she picked up her tattered cloak, in three pieces, and climbed back out. How she relished taking those steps two at a time. She pulled the ladder up after her. Then she went through the dead. Beads and precious jewelry went into her intact big pocket and she rolled that piece tightly together. She kept a few pieces on her, two bracelets studded with rubies and a necklace of moonstones. If she survived, she'd be rich. She put on the dead assistant's shirt, big enough to come down to her knees and walked through the room, carefully looking for an easy way out.

Of course, as soon as she'd walked away, carrying the ladder, the guy in the hole started screaming, muted sounds growing as he tore and spat out the cloth. No wonder there was no mercy at the top. The merciful were long dead for their idiocy. She quickly looked down a nearby hole, where some prisoner cowered in the corner. She threw him the ladder and a bracelet.

"Free the others," she ordered, then sprinted towards the big doors. Her fox eye opened, scanning for approaching auras. Some were coming from the left, some right in front. The doors burst open. Wolves mid-transformation burst in, needing no time to ascertain the situation. They went straight for her. Clutching her treasure close to her, she drained as much power as she could from the beads in there, then threw it at the closest wolf. He bashed it aside, but in that half a second of looking away, she jumped at him, landing on his chest and shoulders, sending them both crashing to the ground. She rolled, got her feet under her and continued, clutching her two remaining pieces of her cloak. She didn't look back, only able to guess how many wolves were following her. Every step had her body screaming but she continued, fleeing into blessed predawn sunshine.

She was somewhere north of the upper houses, no idea where. It was some upper patron quarter, she’d never spent much time in the northern part of the city. It was still mostly empty, a pleasant summer breeze playing with the leaves. She pushed on, opening her channels wide and blazing power. It didn't much matter what direction she ran. The lower houses were enormous. As long as she kept her speed up, she could fade into some alley and lose her pursuers. 

As she ran, some bear guard rounded a corner and saw her. She crashed into him with all the speed and strength of her furnace of power, bones creaking and screaming when they struck him. For the second time in what felt like a few seconds, she was tumbling to the ground, desperately trying to get her legs to point the right way. Blood stained her eye, she'd scraped her face on the cobblestone as she skidded down the hill. Another problem for later. She got back up and resumed her sprint. Behind her, the bear followed but he was top-heavy and unwilling to scorch his veins to catch her. Veins and body screaming, she disappeared into the lower houses.

For hours she slipped from one small hole to another, petrified of the big streets while the sun was out. Her abuse of her body was catching up to her again. It didn't feel like it had before, like she was burning herself out, but spending too much power was painful on its own, especially when you start it like she had. Besides, she couldn't advertise her position like that anymore.

So she sneaked around the alleys and small enclosures far from the main streets. She could hear bears and wolves barreling through the streets, searching for her, maybe others. Several times she heard commotion, fights breaking out.

She didn't return home. Until darkness fell and she could sneak a visit, she'd bring the fury of the upper patrons down on anyone found hiding her. Finally, with the sound of pursuers far away, she found an abandoned house far from her own neighborhood and curled up in there. An old bed of rotten straw was a precious gift to her. She wrapped herself in what remained of her cloak and a wilted blanket, then lay down to wait.

"Keep watch," she told her echo, sending it out. "Anyone comes in, you wake me. Bite me if you need to."

"I wonder what human tastes like," her echo said idly as it went to sit by the door.
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She hadn't honestly expected she'd be able to sleep, but when she opened her eyes and sat up in shock, it was a light summer night. Her body protested hard as soon as she moved. Her wounds had sprung open, her shirt was stained with red and yellow. She instinctively burned power, but it didn’t help. This was not good.

How long did she sleep? Had she been seen? Her echo was still sitting, guarding dutifully. It clearly hadn't noticed the massive black raven sitting at the foot of her bed, watching her.

"Survived." Raven croaked at her. Her echo jumped and turned at the sound.

"Yes," Daina croaked. She’d had nothing to drink since last night. "I am endlessly thankful, my Lady. I am free by your mercy. But my wounds are infected. My death still looms. I need s- I need aid." As far as she knew, Salamander had taken Ravens spot among the upper patrons. She might not appreciate being reminded of their importance.

"You will learn... And live." Raven croaked. "Lend me... Your echo."

Daina froze, looking between Raven and her echo. It looked as frightened as she felt.

"Or die." Raven offered helpfully.

"I just- will he be harmed? Will I get him back?"  

"No. Yes."

There was no choice. She looked to her terrified echo, then back to Raven and nodded once. Immediately, the comfort of having her echo with her was replaced by gaping darkness. Raven hadn't borrowed her echo, she had taken it. She was about to protest when her echo, now ruled by someone else, jumped inside her. It felt like someone pulled hard on her soul and she gasped in shock.

"What are you doing?" She demanded.

"Silence."

Inside her, her echo squirmed around. Without their connection, it had a harder time settling in. Then it started moving her shards around. It was weird, pulling and stretching inside her, done by someone other than her. She felt suddenly sure that right now Raven could undo her like one would unroll a spool of thread if she wanted, render her existence nothing. She stayed silent, hoping that wasn't what was happening.

Her echo pulled her shards into some constellation she hadn't seen before.

"Remember it." Raven said.

Then she felt it. The infections suddenly appeared in her inner awareness, tendrils of yellow filth stretching everywhere. She had no idea, but if the spread of yellow corresponded to the infection in her body, she was indeed in trouble. It was everywhere.

Then, the tendrils caught fire. Low blue flames spread across them, reducing them to whatever her inner world's version of ashes would b-

Power.

As the tendrils were consumed by the blue fire, they produced power. Her veins protested again, not expecting the power and lacking her echo to guide it. She did her best to calm it, spread it even and avoid damage, letting it dissipate without truly using it. The power that reached her shards sunk into them, settling in.

The fire died and the darkness disappeared, again replaced by her echo as though it had never left. The infection tendrils remained within her, much less but still everywhere.

"What the fuck did you just do?" Daina stared wide-eyed at Raven.

"Saved you... Infections live... With my lore you... Devour what lives... Gain power."

Daina kept staring.

"Do it... When you can... Until it is... Gone."

"Is this- I mean, I will my Lady. Eternal gratitude for saving my life. Devour what lives?"

"Too soon.” Raven croaked. “Your shards... Unprepared... Unify... Then we talk."

"I thank you," Daina said. She had no desire to thank her. She felt violated in a way she didn't even know she could. But Raven might have saved her life again, and politeness generally paid with those who could kill you without blinking. "I am honored by the time you give me. May I ask why I am worthy of this?"

"I have plans... Myself. I await... Cat and Fox... Before I proceed... So, I have... Time and... Few pieces to use... Those I have... I protect."

"I am honored," Daina bowed as best she could from her position curled up in the farthest corner from the creature that had just taken her echo, invaded her in a wholly unknown way, then told her she was going to eat the living. Being a protected tool of a patron was a good place to be, especially when she was now likely to be hunted by more than just one vindictive wolf. But she needed to get to Mani, figure out what she had agreed to. "May I discuss my oath to you with my f- allies?"

"Name... Them."

"Farun Aisma, orphan and Farun Shivet Mani, a senior raven devotee."

Silence followed. Raven looked around for a second, movements unusually jerky.

"You may... No others."

"Your generosity is endless, my Lady."

"Unify... Your soul... Then we talk." Raven took off from the bed and Daina yelped as she flew right by her and out the window. Then they were alone. 

"That was very unpleasant," her echo noted. "Very very unpleasant."

"It really was," Daina answered, reaching a hand out to stroke him. She had no idea if it helped him but he accepted it, and it calmed her down. She had been in way over her head since she started meeting patrons, and she was way deep now. "We'll add it to the list of things I will try never doing again."

"Please do.”

Mani's workshop was abandoned. The door was wide ajar, and the whole place had been ransacked. Even the raven-only hole in the back of the storage was wide open and empty. Up in the loft, under the roof, her things had been searched through roughly, anything valuable removed, including her boots. The best she found was some old white linen strips, which she wrapped tightly around her feet. The summer night was warm and pleasant, but every step leaked red and yellow and was almost unbearably painful. With the support of the cloth, she felt a little better.

She hadn't been entirely surprised they weren't here anymore. It was known she worked there, and after being taken as a traitor, guards would obviously drop by. Expecting it made it hurt no less, though. Had they been taken as well? Had she left them in their own holes, never looking down as she fled? Were they dead? Who might know?

Thraidir had passed them information before. Maybe he knew something. Otherwise, she had to find Thaur, ask him. Or the safe house. Where was that again? She wrapped herself tight in whatever clothes she had and set out.

"And what can I do for you d- oh," Thraidir's jovial smile fell away as he recognized Daina hurrying inside his shop. She couldn’t imagine what she looked like, bleeding from her wounds, crashing into the wolf and the bear, smelling of shit and rot. This late there was no wolf outside but she still moved to the side, trying to hide herself away from the door.

“Don’t do that. Here.” He grabbed her and pulled her to the back of his kitchen, behind a curtain, leaving her to sit on a small stool. Then he was back, wrapped her feet in more linen, then stuffed them in a pair of his boots. Even then, they were too big, but they were warm. Then there was a cup of freshly heated soup in her hands and he'd wrapped her in what might be a blanket from his bed.

"Skies above, what have you done to yourself, girl?" He asked.

"Caught. Tortured. Escaped." She explained between gulping scorching hot soup. If it burned her, she'd deal with it. She hadn't been warm in months. The cold of the mud was deep in her. Mercifully, the holes in her cheek had healed, leaving only scars. The wolves had put burning coals on the wound, dropped them in the furrows from Kafir’s claw. Burn scars had stiffened her whole cheek, but at least there were no holes. Count your blessings.

"Easy, slow down," he said. "Were you a part of the prison break today? What happened?"

"Don't know," Daina answered, downing the rest of her soup. Thraidir got her another one while she talked. "I was going to be hanged today. They were careless, dropped a bead, a big one. I escaped, the guards chased me. Don't know what happened to the others." Her stomach clenched at the lie, but there was nothing for it.

“They did, did they?” Thraidir looked at her in surprise, then smiled. “You may be the lady of the hour, then. A bunch of people escaped. We don’t know how many yet, we're playing catch the refugee with the upper patron guards. Dangerous game. We had four to their none last I heard anything."

"Why aren't you out?" Daina asked. "I mean, it- not- I'm not saying anything, I am so happy you're here. I j- never mind."

"No worries," he smiled again. "I send and receive messages. Gotta have someone be in the same place all the time so people know where to look."

Daina nodded. Way to thank the guy who gave you boots and fed you, well done. Why don't we criticize his cooking while we're at it?

"This is really good soup," she said.

"On the house, too," Thraidir said. "Got anywhere to go?"

"Not unless you know what happened to Mani and Aisma. That's actually what I came here to ask about. Do you?"

"So happens I do," Thraidir had lit up at Mani's name. "They moved down to an abandoned house near the forest when the guards showed up, an old smithy I think. One second, I'll find out where."

Daina did her best to sit still while he rummaged around, checking stick after stick covered in runes. He evidently kept track of a lot of things. She was grateful to Thraidir's charity and friendly face, but she needed the people she knew.

"Here we go!" Thraidir pulled out a stick from the pile with a triumphant motion and handed it to her. "Please get it back here within a few days. It pays to know where our people are."

Daina nodded as she took the stick.

"Thank you," she said.

"Don't worry about it," he answered. "Anyone we can get out is a triumph for us. I think you’ve done us a great service today."

Daina nodded, emptied her bowl, and bowed repeatedly in thanks. Then she was out.
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The smithy was built into a small extension of a larger longhouse complex, almost sealed in by abandoned houses. The windows were boarded up and it wasn’t clear at all that anyone had lived there for years. This was the kind of quarter she’d been warned against by her parents. Only robbers and murderers. She had to burn power hard to walk on her infected feet, but she still had plenty to tear up anyone she met. Still, she was happy she met no one. Three dead people loomed in the back of her mind, and she’d rather not add more. Eventually she wouldn’t be able to ignore them anymore. But right now she had to know if this was the right place. She knocked on the door, then again, harder. Silence. She hammered the door so the hinges shook. Finally, she heard a faint shuffling behind the door, with long clicking nails.

"We’ve already been checked," Mani called through the door. "No refugees, let us sleep."

"Mani please," Daina called, leaning close to the door. "It's not the guards, it-" the door was flung open and Daina stumbled through before someone tall and gaunt wrapped her in a hug.

"Daina!" Aisma squeezed her tight. "How in the- Where did you come from?"

"Hurt," Daina croaked and Aisma immediately released her.

"Skies above girl, what are you doing to yourself?" Mani asked.

They were both dressed for night, in long nightshirts and wrapped in blankets, though Aisma had dropped hers.

"I- Erh, I went to get purewater," Daina began. “Took your rainwater jug without asking, Mani, it- I was going to be right back-”

"Are you bleeding?" Aisma asked. Daina's wounds had bled through the shirt hours ago, yellow and red marking where the nails had gone. The boots hid it, but she was ever aware of her feet getting more and more moist and sticky. Aisma's hug hadn't made the splotches any smaller.

"I- Yes, I- A bit..." 

“A bit, girl? What on earth is that color? Forget the bleeding jug, what happened?” 

Now that she was here, facing concerned questions, Mani's put-on anger disguising her worry, she lost it. Months of pain and cold. Waiting for death, accepting it, even hoping for it. Three people dead by her hand, hearing them gurgling for breath and doing nothing to help them. Thraidir had given her soup, but she was so so hungry. 

Next thing she knew, she was crying into Aisma's hug, huge dry sobs that shook her bones, left her gasping for air. She didn't know how long she stayed there, but at some point, she was guided to the fireplace, given furs and fresh clothes. Mani checked her wounds, eyes burning a hole in Daina's head until she croaked out who had done this.

Aisma paced, eyes wide, looking for something to break, someone to punish, flaring power. Mani was quiet but her eyes were wide open, shining with anger. Her hands shook as she cleaned Daina's wounds and wrapped her in bandages. Then they served her broth and left her to sit by the fire, the occasional sob interrupting her slow eating.

"I’ll kill him." she heard Aisma say somewhere behind her. “He got her. I’ll kill him. I’ll flay him. I’ll-”

"You'll do nothing until we know exactly what happened," Mani said. They both spoke in low tones but it was impossible not to hear. "Go check outside, see if any guards followed her. Don't engage them. Check. If you see anyone, straight home. Straight home, girl."

"I got it." Aisma said, sounding not at all like she got it. Then she was gone.

"How are you?" Mani sat next to Daina.

"I-" she tried to answer but she just shuddered. Mani needed answers just as much as Aisma. But reaching back, remembering that night. It was past a vast gulf of sameness and pain and when she tried to recall anything the memories threatened to flood her, drown her. "I want to tell you, I ju-" Daina drew a shuddering breath. "It's been- it's been hard. Coming home, seeing you two just- I just need some time."

"Of course."

"I figured out the knife," the ever looming threat of telling the story, of making it all real to her friends was too much. She needed something else, something more distant. "I'd break it up by cutting a little bit of one of the runes. You know like mine tend to run into each other? I'd find a place to weaken it a bit, then let it unravel on it's own. That way the specter won't die when you break it. And you obviously sell it for as much as you can get away with."

"Good to hear you spend your time wisely, at least," Mani gave an unconvincing smile. "We'll start you up on the harder stuff, then."

The conversation died and Daina returned to slowly eat her broth. At some point before Aisma came back, she fell asleep.

When she woke up, it was still dark. Or dark again? She had no idea. A dream about eating worms before they ate her clung to her mind. As she sat up and shook off the nightmare, she heard movement behind her.

"Hey there," Aisma was there immediately, sitting down next to her. "How are you feeling?"

"I don't know," Daina replied. "Dry. Warm. Did you know that infections are alive?"

Aisma just looked at her.

"They are! Apparently you can eat them. I tried it."

"Daina, I don't understand what you're trying to say to me."

So she explained what Raven had told her. Then told her she'd had to make a pact with Raven to save her life. Oh, that's because she was dying from her wounds. They were going to hang her today, you see. The daily torture interrogation didn't work if she couldn’t scream. She'd been used up. What? Oh yeah, she’d been tortured every day for months. Salamanders had kept her alive so they could ask her questions.

Slowly and haltingly, she worked her way through the story. She tried to dance around the three dead people until Aisma had to ask her directly if she killed someone.

"Three," she muttered. "One was just some assistant. The other guy, Rein, he... I mean, he tortured me but- he never made it worse. I didn't even know the third one, he was just there. Just some moose."

"They were going to kill you," Aisma said. "You did what you had to."

"I just wanted to fly, Aisma," Daina leaned on her bony shoulder, feeling her arm around her. "Why did I have to become a murderer for that?"

"You're not a murderer," Aisma said. "You had to defend yourself. Murderers do it because they want to, because they can."

"Did you ever-?"

"Once. Wolf tried to kill me. Killed him first."

"You make it sound easy."

"Has to be. You've seen what they do. Better them than us."

"I know, I know. We're in too deep."

"Way too deep. This may not be the comforting thing to say, but this will end in blood, Daina. They're making an army of us. Armies kill. You will kill again before this is over."

"I know. I'll be ready. And it's fine, I like your honesty."

"Yeah, you told me that once," Aisma smiled down at Daina. "Glad I get to hear you say it again."

"You're getting fat," Daina muttered, poking her shoulder. "Can't see your entire skeleton anymore."

"Hard not to on Mani's diet," Aisma chuckled. "Not that I mind."

"I like it." Daina looked into the unchanging glow of the logs. "I missed you guys so much. They made me look forward to death. 'At least it would stop the pain', I thought. I actually wanted it. I wasn't going to fight it."

"I will kill them for that."

"Not Kafir. I want him. I want to hurt him. I want to be the one to destroy him."

"We'll get him too. We'll get them all."

Daina spent the next few days running the technique Raven had taught her when Mani wasn't drowning her in salves and teas. Without Raven's direction, it was much slower and harder. Her echo struggled every time to find the correct constellation. 

But it worked. 

Slowly the infection retreated. Between that and Mani's endless supplies, wounds started their much-overdue healing. Her hand had scarred over and curled halfway into a fist. She couldn’t open it all the way anymore; the more she stretched her fingers the more it hurt and the final bit was just unbearable. Moving her jaw stretched her entire cheek. The scarring there meant that side of her face just kind of sat still. Her smile now was just some lop-sided half-smile, making her look insufferably smug. There was nothing to do about that; salamanders might not even know what to do about heavy scarring. 

When she wasn't fighting the yellow invasive tendrils inside her, she filled in the full story to Mani and Aisma and got their story in turn. The guards had ransacked the workshop after her capture but with a tip from Thraidir, they had evacuated with time to bring their belongings. Aisma presented Daina's chest to her with no small measure of pride, for which she got another hug.

The upper patrons had gone hard for the New Dawn in the almost four months she’d been gone. Groups of guards, connected to other groups through infusions, stalked the streets. Many had been taken since Daina has been. Mani and Aisma had had to move twice before they found somewhere safe, since Mani refused to stay at the safe house. No place for infusing, after all. In between making the house habitable and Mani busily churning out infusions for the New Dawn, mainly for spying, they knew most of what else had happened from hear-say. The notion of awakened mixes was common knowledge all over the city now, and the Tasha family had suffered greatly for their part in it. Officer commissions had been withdrawn, their place at the table of high families reduced, enormous fines levied. The coming championship was their only chance at retaining dignity. Tasha Borin had three challengers to his position, and if he could keep it for another year, that would be some good news for the family. Otherwise, they might lose their position of high family completely. 

Meanwhile, wolves and bears had built shelters in the forest and watchtowers in and around the lower houses, to aid in watching the enormous population of mixes. Their many patrols operated out of these towers, treating the entire population of mixes like the enemy, which made fast enemies of the mixes. An outbreak of red fever among the wolves, brought on by two entrepreneurial New Dawn members, had thrown the whole operation into chaos, on both sides. For the uppers, isolating and managing the outbreak had been an enormous headache while in the New Dawn, the dishonorable act had sparked a big discussion about what was most important, honor or victory. In the end, the perpetrators were reprimanded, just to put the matter to rest without the patrons themselves definitively settling on one side or the other.

The summer market had been a nightmare. Clan members traveling from all corners of Farun lands had tripled the population in Dia Farun, and newcomers had quickly found the capital much more segregated than normally. Trading with both sides brought enormous trouble, the uppers trying their hardest to starve the lowers. Both sides had recruited aggressively. Numerous fights had broken out. Notably, a branch member of the Hirdan family had been murdered. Unlike the wolves, the bears had not responded with unrestricted fury, but most of the bear soldiers soon found themselves on the streets, going for suspected safe houses with unceasing diligence, more than once coming within a hair’s breadth of catching one high devotee or another, all of whom were openly wanted at this point.

Meeting up had become harder, but the New Dawn had made sure to distribute rune disks with the instructions for unification on them so people could practice at home. They hadn’t brought one for Daina, clearly thinking her gone but Mani corrected that within a day of Daina’s return. 

Daina in turn told them about her deal with Raven, and what she’d had to do to escape. She told them what she could of the night. Though Aisma was clearly dying to know the exact ways Kafir had earned her undying hatred, they didn’t ask for details and Daina didn’t provide many beyond what they knew. 

She didn’t tell them about the nightshade. She felt certain that wasn’t permitted and it somehow felt too private anyway. It felt like the best and worst thing that had happened to her, but even among all the rest, it seemed like a terrifying failure of character. Like she’d never be the same in their eyes if they knew she had willingly let a garden of hungry flowers settle in her soul, in exchange for dreams and darkness for one night. And then done it another six times. 

Mani had very mixed feelings about the oath.

"Raven is my Lady," she said. "I obviously can't object to you signing into service with her. She's more involved with her servants than others, as you saw. She keeps them safer. But don't mistake that for kindness. She values quality and loyalty over quantity, true, but we are no less tools to her than we are to the other patrons. Apparently she has some plan that involves her siphoning off servants from Cat and Fox, and that's dangerous ground to be treading, girl. You risk being a traitor to the traitors. Tread very carefully."

"Yes, Master," Daina said. "She is very unnerving. I thought I might have made a mistake as soon as I'd said it."

"Saved your life, girl," Mani answered. "That's no mistake. But you have to be very careful. Never forget this: Raven could've whisked you out of that hole if she wanted. She didn't give you one bead because she's weak. She did it to test you. Your happiness doesn't matter to her, only what you can do in her name. Never forget that. I've grown old and rich by staying well away from patron business. That's obviously no longer an option for you, but be careful."

"Is that why you're not the high devotee?"

"Hah! You think much of me, girl. High devotees are a special breed of people. Overflowing with ambition and talent, profoundly bad company unless you have something they need. But it's why I never tried."

"I will be careful, Master, I promise. To my mind, I've been given a second chance. I won't waste it."

"You're starting to grow an ounce of sense, girl. Keep this up and you might even keep Aisma alive through all this."

"I can hear you, you know," Aisma sat by the table, staring at the knife as if to intimidate it into giving up its secrets. Mani had given her the same task as Daina, along with stringent instructions that Daina didn't help her. 

"And I'll lower my voice if I don't want you to hear it," Mani answered. "You are rot-brained and will die thrice over if you don't learn to be careful."

"I'm the rot-brained one? You're the one who's trying to make me an infuser."

"You need to know a craft, girl," Mani snorted. "That's the path to beads, not goading strangers into fights."

"Fighting is a craft. It's honorable. If you're good at it, it makes you rich and I'm good at it."

"Pah! Insufferable youth. The ground is filled to bursting with the honorable young and you jump at every chance to join them. Figure the knife, girl, prolong your life."

Daina took a walk while the two bickered. She had barely been able to be indoors since she returned. Walking outside, feeling the sun and the wind, running her power through her, she longed for it whenever she wasn’t doing it. It didn’t bring her joy as much as it banished the ever-present fear that she had never left the mud hole, that this was some elaborate fantasy she’d dreamed up in her final moments.

“I like the stars,” her echo said. They’d climbed atop a sturdy-looking roof near the house to star-gaze. Climbing was easier since Daina lost so much weight, and it made her hate it a little bit. But it was an act of liberation, of freedom, climbing out of the mud hole, so she did it anyway.

“I don’t know,” she muttered, stroking it absently. It felt real, she could feel the feathers on its back. “They’re pretty enough, but I don’t know what they are.”

“Holes to other worlds?” Her echo ventured. It still hadn’t given any indication if it liked being stroked or not.

“Or very distant moons,” Daina muttered. She leaned back and looked inside it, to a spot underneath her echo’s right wing. It was deep, but visible if you knew to look for it. Thorns and leaves. Black growths instead of green symbols. A smell of soil if you looked at it too long.

“Where do the moons go when they’re not here?” Her echo asked.

“They go beyond the gates,” Daina said. “The river Tamares uses them to light the way for the dead so they can find their way to her waters and back to life.”

“What about fall? When all the moons are here?”

“The dark reigns. Souls are lost and without guidance. You sell your memories to the monsters that rule the dark in exchange for guidance, or you wander, lost, until Stark comes to light your way.”

“Is Stark the small one?”

“No, it’s the bright one. It disappears during wi-” Daina looked down towards their house. Someone was approaching it. Someone skulking, who wandered back and forth, looking for something, or someone.

They’d found her. Daina felt the cold of the mud seep inside her, endless months of screaming, the certainty of death, hunger. They’d found her. They’d found Mani and Aisma. She was up, claws out before she knew it.

“Sneak inside,” she thought to her echo. “Warn them someone is outside. Hide from him.”

Her echo shrunk to the size of a cat, its smallest size as far as Daina knew, and sneaked off. She slipped down the roof quietly. Without her echo close by, there was a limit to how precisely and quickly she could work her power, but she could keep her tattoos running. Claws out and eye open, she kept a close eye on the sole aura outside their house. He stuck to the shadows, watching the house for a bit, then finally strode toward the door.

Daina caught him three steps from it, hammering him into the wall next to the door. She grew out her antlers, using all the weight and muscle her moose tattoo gave her to hold him. Still, he flared power much quicker and higher than she could, turned in her grasp and shoved her off him. She immediately ordered her echo back and a second later, there it was. Her power flared.

“Rosem-” he got out before Daina was on him again. He door opened just as she threw him back towards the wall, making the building shake.

“Rosemary!” He shouted and Aisma, halfway out and her claws already ready, halted.

“Daina, stop!” She protested as Daina grabbed his arm and wrenched it behind him. “He’s good, he’s with us!”

It took her a second. They hadn’t been found? She was so ready to fight, she wasn’t going back, she wasn’t. But this wasn’t- he was with them? She finally let go of his arm.

“Are you sure?” She asked.

“Dead sure,” Aisma said. “Rosemary’s a code word. We’re safe.”

“He was lurking outside,” Daina said. It sounded stupid already. “I thought he was- thought they’d found you.”

“They haven’t found us,” Aisma tried a reassuring smile and Daina became aware of her rapid, shallow breathing. She forced herself to take deep breaths, tried to calm down. It didn’t help at all. Her blood was pumping but she felt cold, and panicked. “Let’s take this inside, huh?” She gestured to the stranger who had watched the whole exchange in silence. 

"Pardon my apprentices," Mani sniffed as she poured tea for everybody. "I am Mani, this is Aisma and Daina. I can only apologize for the welcome you got, but these days you must be careful." They had gathered around the big center table in the main room. The stranger was a scrawny, tall fox-and-viper mix with a patchy beard struck through with white. In the light of the fire, he seemed to shrink in on himself, like he was more comfortable in the dark. He kept looking at Daina with small, flickering motions. Daina sat off by herself, trying to still her panicky heart. No one had found them. They were safe.

"Oh, not to worry, not at all," He answered, eyes finally shifting away from Daina. "I understand completely. My name is Divran. I come with two messages: First, to say that in light of the recent prison break, multiple of our fighters were returned to us. Now that most of them are in a sufficient state, a celebration of our good fortune will happen. For me, and you all, this will be in five days time, just after sunset."

"Noted," Mani said. "I'll see to it my apprentices have worked enough to merit attending. What is your other message?"

"Oh, a personal matter, madam," Divran looked back at Daina, then gave a small bow. "I owe you my life and my freedom and I am in debt to you."

"I- erh," Daina said, the words shaking her from her thoughts. "Wh- I'm sorry but I don't think I know who you are."

“I'm, well, I'm the man you saved." Divran held up an arm with a ruby-studded bracelet. "I came to express my thanks to you, and to promise you a great debt that I hope to one day repay."

"Really?" Daina hadn't really looked down the hole where she threw the ladder. Looking at him now, though, she suddenly realized it. His eyes looked like her nightshade flowers and whenever they looked at each other there was the faint fluttering of wings. "I'm truly sorry that I didn't recognize you, Divran. It all went by so fast. And, I mean, you saved yourself. It must have been you making the prison break happen!"

"I understand," he smiled. "Nonetheless, without you to grant me the means and distract the guards, I would not be here and they would not be free."  

"Well I," Daina answered. She was still trying to come down and these talks of her presumed heroics were very unexpected. "I'm so happy you're out and it worked for you. Do you know how many others escaped?"

"Ten, madam," Divran answered.

"Ten? That's great. Really good job, Divran! I hope you all got out clean."

"We did, madam," Divran said, confusion creeping into his voice. "But I am here bec-"

"She's never going to answer you proper." Aisma had relaxed since he began talking. "Can't take praise."

"That's n-" Daina protested, then caught herself. "Divran, I am very happy to hear you all got out safe. I accept your debt with gratitude and I hope it will never need to be repaid."

"I am happy to hear it," Divran bowed and started out the door again. "I hope to see you for the celebration."

As he left Daina scowled at Aisma who just grinned back at her.

“Now, girl, what was that?” Mani asked when they were alone again.

“What do you mean?” Daina asked. “I- he might have been a scout or something, he might have been with them!”

“He might have,” Mani nodded. “So why did you attack him without your echo, hm? It was in here blabbering when you shook the wall.”

“Well, I didn’t know if it’d gotten to you yet,” Daina pointed to the door. “And he was about to get here!”

“We’d have heard you,” Mani said. “Fighting without your echo is fighting at a disadvantage, girl. It’s why most people don’t send their echoes out running with messages, especially in times like this. The further away it is, the longer it takes for it to get to work once it’s back inside.”

“Does it really?” Aisma asked.

“It never takes very long,” Mani conceded. “But it only takes a few seconds to jam a claw in your eyes and blind you if you can’t shift your power around fast enough. Also, the uppers never go alone. They don’t have the numbers to lose people to ambushes, and every defeat makes them look bad. Fight with your echo, girl. Every time.” With that, Mani got up to go check on the door frame, muttering to herself as she went.

“Also,” Aisma added in a low tone. “It’s not like you to just assault someone. What’s up?”

“I- well,” Daina studied the grain in the table. “I saw him and my mind, it- I thought I was going back. I thought you were. I thought they’d found us. I’d rather fight some stranger than that.”

“Were you going to kill him?”

“Yes.” Daina said. For a while they sat in silence while that answer hung in the air.

“We’re not going to that place,” Aisma took Daina’s hand, lowering her head until she caught the edge of her vision. “You hear me? None of us are going there. We’re all going to make sure of that. But we can’t go kill strangers over the risk. We have to be smart about this, okay? I know we have to be ready, but we can’t lose ourselves, either.”

“I know,” Daina breathed deep. “I don’t know what came over me, it just- I won’t let it happen again.” Aisma smiled at that.

“Besides,” Aisma said. “When you do see an upper patrol, you’ll know.”
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"We won't be done by the time of your little party, but it's as good a time as any to get you back to working for your food." Mani had put the two remaining pieces of the cloak on one of their tables. It was still dirty, especially the fur which had gone dark and grimy. It was missing the right side and most of the bottom rim. "Now, why haven't we fixed this yet?"

"Well, I've been trying to spare my veins," Daina answered sheepishly. "And I thought I should focus on the infection until it's gone." It almost was. The constellation made her veins ache every time, a pain she now suspected she’d never be rid of, and it was exhausting to do. But the flowers inside her helped where her veins faltered. They made their own veins, moved the power much more easily than them. In many ways, they were better than her veins had ever been. She owed Raven another debt on that account, but had no plans to mention it. One debt and oath to that creature was plenty. 

"So we're not supplying it power. That wouldn't work anyway, why not?"

"Because... The infusion is only meant to fix tears?"

"Good, yes, the damage is extensive. But there's another reason. Read the runes, girl."

Daina looked them over very carefully, tracing them with her fingers. She had spent months writing runes over and over again. She had hardly been in a good state of mind, but so many hours of combining infusion runes and observing the effects had given her a better understanding of their underlying principles. Reading these closely certainly felt easier than when she first got the cloak and had given it a go.

"There's two bands of runes running next to each other,” Daina spoke slowly, wary of making mistakes. “The outer one is... It's an ongoing infusion of memory, I think? It repeats, going for some kind of loop but it's obviously been broken now. I'm not sure what- oh, it's to remember the shape! Right?"

"Very good. How do you imagine that works?"

"Well, you'd need to loop it- okay, loop may not be the word. I know this. It forms the outer shape of the object that needs to be remembered, the cloak in this case, by repeating the whole way around. So... Once the cloak was ready, and all the other runes made, you'd power it just once I think, right?"

"Very good. And what does the other rune band do?"

"Well that must be the repairing infusion, right?"

"Don't guess, girl. Read."

Daina dutifully read the other band. This one was much more complicated, the runes jumping on top of each other to form new meanings, as infusion runes sometimes did. It took her much longer than she would have liked to even venture a guess.

"So this one... Erh, it takes something from the outer band.” Daina struggled not to look at Mani for confirmation but she wasn’t interrupted so she continued. “That'd be the memory of the shape, I think. Not a lot else to get. Then it- heals? Restores! So it is the repairing mechanism. It doesn't loop, though, so I can't see... Can it make material on its own? There are a bunch of runes missing, so I can't be sure."

Mani stared at her.

"And with that in mind,” she asked slowly. “Why do you suppose we haven't powered it again yet?"

"Because we... Don't have the materials? Or is i-" Daina jolted when she finally got it. "Most of the runes are missing! The infusions don't work because the loop is broken and the inner one isn't even finished!"

"Exactly," Mani nodded. "Now, I can tell you the outer band repeats, or loops all the way around, as you said. The inner one is more complicated. It repeats once, then the rest is just runes attaching the two repeats. It can create materials, but very little. It's very slow, too, drains power like you wouldn’t believe. It would never fix a real hole, but it works for tears. It has another function, though; if you just give it material, it can blend what it needs into the cloak, make it part of the remembered shape. So what do you think we need to fix it?"

"We would need to complete the rune bands," Daina said carefully. "We would need materials instead of what was lost, so fur, leather, feathers, linen for the pockets. Iron and, I guess just string? To affix the bear claws on the clasps."

"And, we need the memory from the surviving runes," Mani said. "Otherwise it can't go back to that shape. That is your task. Look at what we have left here, recreate the two bands in their entirety and give me a proposal for how we move the memory to the new runes."

"I'm sorry Master, but I have never worked with runes this complex before," Daina said. "I can certainly replicate what I can see here but I have no idea how to make an infusion that can produce material."

"I know that, girl," Mani answered. "You'll get to use some of my books. The method is moon-based, I will tell you. As the phases of the moons change and return to their old form, so will this. You'll be training the soul unification exercise with Aisma as well, back to work means back to work. This time without damaging yourself. Are you up to that?"

"I won't make the same mistake again, Master," Daina said, then smiled. "I'll ask for a day off if I overwork myself."

"Good. But don't make a habit of it. I will not have laziness at the expense of my kindness."

"How are you coming along?" Daina asked as she sat down with a heavy tome. It had a wooden cover with thick parchment pages. Parchment was expensive enough that few people used it in everyday life, preferring sticks or small wooden plates which took runes just fine. But for bigger projects, like a book, it was perfect.

"This knife is the dumbest thing I've ever been set to in my life," Aisma grumbled. She was sitting cross-legged on the floor, fiddling with a loose formation of rocks. She had taken to using rocks to form an approximation of the unification constellation that was supposed to truly prepare their souls. Apparently her echo liked it better.

"You'll get it, don't worry," Daina said. "What about that little project there?"

"We can hold five shards in position," Aisma said.

"That's great! I haven't managed two yet."

"For the first two, you hold one, your echo the other," Aisma answered. "But once you get above that, you have to start splitting your attention and the bastards won’t sit still. Four is manageable once you’ve practiced a bit but five? You have to split your attention in threes. Feels like dancing on ice during an earthquake."

"That's good advice, thank you," Daina had somehow convinced herself she had to do it all herself. "How long are we supposed to hold it for?"

"Not long. I heard one guy got them there by accident. He'd kind of moved them around and for just a split second, they aligned and poof! One of the first unified mixes."

"One of?" Daina left the book on the table unopened. "How many have done this?"

"No idea, last I heard was over ten, but that was a few weeks ago."

"Over ten?" Daina hadn't even started yet. "Skies above, they're quick."

"So, are you going to read boring runes, or do you want to come solve this with me?"

"Sure," Daina carefully returned the book to Mani's room of treasures and sat by Aisma. Their echoes both circled the stone constellation, pondering it deeply. Occasionally they prodded one, lighting little green lines between them, as accurate as they could. It couldn't be exact on a flat surface. All the depth was lost. But it was something. "And, now that Mani's out getting herbs, let me know if you want help with the knife."

"I'll crack it," Aisma said. "Don't worry. Now, as I said, the real problems begin when you have to hold five of them at once."

"Do we need to though?" Daina asked. "I mean, if that guy only needed it for a split second, maybe we do too?"

"Tried it," Aisma said. "They start going off course as soon as they get close to each other, so you can't just shoot them at each other."

"But I was thinking,” Daina had been considering something for a bit and moved the rocks around to show Aisma. “What if we make a bunch of small groups, right? Three or four, whatever we can keep stable. Then we move those as close to each other as we can then finally smash them together?”

“It’s worth a shot. Hold on, I got something to help with this.”

They spent the rest of the evening experimenting, while getting through the mostly-filled bottle of strong purple wine Aisma had dug out. Daina's idea worked decently; with some practice, Aisma got eight of her shards in position for a brief second. But they were still left with the same problem; they ran out of ability to control their shards long before they got them all in position. Daina managed to get three under control. Eventually though, between the sheer exhaustion of the exercise and getting drunk off the wine, they ended up just burying themselves in fur by the fire Mani had lit earlier in the day to start selling their logs again.

"Why's this so difficult anyway?" She scowled at her three meager shards. "Shouldn't a soul want t'be unified anyway?"

"Echoes should be born awake, too," Aisma agreed solemnly. "Being a mix is bullshit."

"Yeah," Daina agreed. "We should go tell 'em they're being assholes." 

Aisma snorted with laughter. She leaned in and whispered louder than she normally talked: 

"Don't think it'd work."

"Yeah." Daina giggled, then turned serious again. "Shouldn't souls want to unify anyway?"

"Maybe they don't wanna," Aisma answered. She spread her arms out. "They're all disco- Spread out. Maybe they like that?"

"Not helpful," Daina scowled at her soul. "Should make friends with each other."

"You remember those apple candies Stani made?"

"Apple isn't a candy."

"No no, so she'd," Aisma paused. "And she'd mash 'em with this sugary sap. Wrap it round a stick. You chew it, it's like... Mashed apples and sap."

"I don't think I'll unify," Daina muttered. "Can't do it, can't even get to four." She ventured a bit out of her furs and leaned her head on Aisma's shoulder. With them both sitting down, she could actually get that far up.

"That's shit," Aisma put an arm around Daina's neck and nuzzled her hair. "You'll be unif- uni- you'll do it. No time at all. Like this." She snapped so loudly Daina jumped halfway out of her furs.

"What the fuck was that?!"

"Oh no, I'm so sorry!" Aisma choked out between laughing so hard she almost kicked her feet into the fire.

"Look out!" Daina scrambled to pull her feet out of the danger zone. "This is real fire!"

"Don't worry," Aisma, still cackling with laughter, tucked her feet back into safety. "See, no problem!"

"Yeah but just- but don't get hurt," Daina leaned back to rest on her shoulder, reaching her arms around for a loose hug. Aisma was immediately back to nuzzling and scratching her hair. "I just- don't get hurt, you know. I don't like it."

"Sorry sorry," Aisma nudged Daina's chin upwards so they looked each other in the eyes. Aisma's bulging eyes had always been intense, green and fiery. This close they looked ready to swallow her up. Then Aisma leaned in and planted a soft kiss on Daina's lips. "There, one for your nerves."

Seconds later, Aisma had started a longer monologue on the virtues of the apple candy, and Daina sat back flushed and confused. She almost asked her to do it again but held her tongue. She was definitely blushing and felt terribly embarrassed at her reaction compared to Aisma's. 

Inside her, emotions were stirring up a riot. She felt suddenly very deep in unknown territory, every path and trail strange and terrifying. Something in her screamed very loudly at her to get out, get away, dodge out of this risky situation and not mess it up, not embarrass herself, not ruin the friendship. But she knew in her gut that leaving would be messing it up. And at the end of the day, she didn't want to. It was warm and nice and Aisma was telling her about something. She was starting to fill out her cheeks a bit, instead of the sunken hollows they had always been. It suited her looking less bony and hard. She was more a joker and a chatterbox than this stone-cold warrior-murderer she pretended to be, anyway.

So she remained sitting where she was while Aisma lost her way in her sentence and started the whole monologue over again.

The lower patrons split the celebration up all over the lower houses. It made it easier to claim you were just having a party with friends if an escaped prisoner wasn't partying with you, and none of the safe houses that now dotted the lower houses were big enough to contain everybody anyway.

Daina, being one of the escaped prisoners to be celebrated, had been invited to the big party, the height of rebel luxury and revelry in their unexpected victory. Not in the dilapidated old longhouse, oh no. This was in a dilapidated old farm north of the city, a whopping two decaying buildings instead of just one. This one had been kept in close to decent shape; patrols used it and it was occasionally reopened as an inn for up to a year at a time.

It was, however, too close to the city and too far from the proper fertile lands further north so most of the time, it simply stood empty.

As a guest of honor, Daina had been dressed in a red and white dress, short sleeved with a v-opening in the front, to symbolize the fox. It was finely woven wool, lined with snow-white bands of silk. Albrim Charlain, a bear devotee and one of the most famous jewelry smiths and bead makers in the clan had come by their house with beautiful white iron and gold armbands and necklace, as well as a pair of black bone combs, all meant to be fitted with beads. He had, with no small measure of pride, declared himself one of the big sources of rebel funding. He was a rare devotee born to mix parents; by chance he had inherited the bear tattoo from each. He talked at length of how his fox-eyed mother had taught him the tricks of the trade that now placed him at the top of his profession.

They had chosen Daina’s iridescent opals for the fitting. Finally out of their hiding pouch, they made her glitter with color. Her moonstones turned into a necklace didn't exactly suit the rest of it, quality-wise, but it fit the white lines nicely. Aisma, coming as Daina's companion, had been given a green woolen dress with longer sleeves and a subtle scale pattern sewn in with blue thread, to represent the viper. Charlain had not had as much for her, but Aisma's opals now glimmered from a new belt that held all her beads, plus a pair of combs to match Daina's.

"They're really pulling out all the stops, aren't they?" Daina asked, trying to sound less nervous than she was. Mani had spent an hour clasping and weaving black feathers into her hair, carefully making sure they were all nice and undamaged. Daina’s hair, still not at its old length, had suffered further from her starvation. Feathers covered the bald patches and the deplorable condition it was still in. Daina was fidgeting, clicking her beads together over and over. 

"Hush with that, girl," she said. "You are being paraded to show you are well and fit, that imprisonment will not quell the echo of rebellion. You are a canvas they can hang their riches on, to show the rest of us they are not as poor as their safe houses look."

"It just seems ridiculous," Daina objected. She felt neither well nor fit. She was still thin and sickly-looking from starving. Her dress had been politely and quietly sown in drastically to fit her skeletal curves. Darkness, cold, mud, being inside, it all reminded her of the mud hole. Her sleep was filled with nightmares. "It's so much. Shouldn't they spend this on, I don't know, beads? Bribing guards, whatever they need to. I'm going to look ridiculous, I don't even know how to wear this stuff properly."

"I am going to shove you in the basement for a week, you ungrateful brat," Mani scowled, securing the final feathers with slim black leather bands that hid well. "You look beautiful and I will hear nothing more about it. You're there to show everybody the life they can have if they pull this off. Now stop moving so I can finish this."

Daina stood silently, trying to still her heart. Mani had declared that Aisma would be Daina's companion without consulting either of them, when the dressmaker had come by. As far as she knew, Mani hadn't seen anything that happened that other night, but Daina blushing every time she was close to Aisma might have clued her in. Aisma herself hadn't brought it up, but seemed to waver between delight in how much she could throw Daina off track just by stepping close to her and nervous avoidance at Daina's silence. Now they were going to spend the entire evening together. The thought alone made her heart pound and her fidgeting grow almost frantic. An entire evening for her to blow whatever it was the two of them had. Mani had cackled and refused when offered to attend.

"I don't have the feet or the age to walk that far for a party," she'd said. "I'll celebrate somewhere close by, thank you."

So they'd be alone as well. As the hour came closer, Daina's thoughts increasingly threatened to spiral out of control. She had no idea how to handle any of this. The whole thing seemed like a dangerous forest path, rife with dangers and places to trip up. It wasn't that she minded being there, she wanted to, but she had no idea how to maneuver in there.

"I'm scared, Mani," Daina whispered. A great pressure was building in her chest. Behind her, Mani stopped fussing with her hair. "What if I mess it up?"

"Mess what up?" Mani came around to look her straight in the eyes. "The party? Or Aisma?"

"I just don't know," Daina blurted out. "I don't know where we are, what we're doing. We haven’t talked, haven’t- I don’t know how this works! I feel like I'm going to blow it any minute now and then I'll lose my friend or my- whatever it is we are, forever."

"How?" Mani kept her eyes locked on Daina. "How are you going to mess it up? Tell me how that would happen."

"I don’t know! I'll say the wrong thing, I'll insult her without meaning to, I'll be boring, she'll realize she only liked me because I'm literally the only person her age she talks to. I don’t know, Mani, I don’t know how it works!"

"Rot, the lot of it," Mani jabbed a finger at Daina's head. "Whatever is in there coming up with all that is having the time of their life, because you're buying anything they're selling. How what works? She likes you, that’s how it works. Before she came to us, you think she never talked to others? She has been healed of her wounds for months now, where has she gone? Your brain is fourfold rotten if you think she's here because she wants to be an infuser."

“But that’s the-” Daina’s arms flailed as she struggled to find her words. The pressure in her chest kept mounting and she started pacing, pinching her arms and punching her thighs and stomach hard. None of it helped. The pressure just kept mounting, clouding her thoughts and muddling everything. “She- I mean, she likes me now. But I can’t be- I don’t know how! How do you- How can I have someone that close? What can I even give her in return? There’s just doubt and fear and stupid rules up here! I couldn’t even give up my seat! I can’t- Bear’s balls, I’m just trouble and she’s going to leave and find someone better and-”

Mani slapped her, hard. The stinging pain shattered her thoughts and sent them tumbling across the floor. Then she grabbed Daina by the arms and sat her forcibly back down.

“Breathe girl, with me.” Mani held her fast and took her through a few deep breaths. Daina stared at her toes hard and followed along. “Slowly in, slowly out. That’s it. Listen to me. You are choking on problems that don’t exist. Your mind is inventing problems and pretending they’re real. You are not going to follow any of what it tells you. Tonight, you are going to do three things. First, you will prance around and look pretty for the guests. Just smile and don’t drink too much. Second, you will tell Aisma that you like her, but you need clarity about what you two are. And third, you will keep it together. Tonight’s not your night, clearly. You should stay in. But you can’t. The party is tonight, and you were not invited, you were told to come. So you breathe deep, plaster on a smile and just make it through tonight. All else is for tomorrow. Understand?”

Daina nodded, drawing in a shuddering breath. She’d been crying, was crying. Smile. Talk to Aisma. Make it through tonight. Breathe deep. Okay. That’s doable.
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Daina and Aisma were picked up by an entourage, clearly guards more than guests, though they were dressed fine enough. They came in a large cart, disguised as a cattle transport, that took them all the rest of the way. They had been given simple instructions: Mingle, have fun, when the high devotees call you up to the stage, go. You won't need to talk

If Daina had thought herself uncomfortable in finery so far above what she was used to, Aisma must have been in hell. The dress was beautiful and fit her well, but she was endlessly fidgeting with the neckline, the sleeves, everything. The multiple layers easily made it the heaviest thing she had ever worn, and the most restrictive. It might have been her first time wearing a real dress. In this, she resembled the guards who all looked like the type who were used to wear old wine-stained leathers and not brightly colored silks. With the clothes robbing her of the tough-as-nails demeanor she usually showed the world, she was clearly struggling to hide away in a dress meant to be seen.

"Are you doing okay?" Daina asked her. She didn’t have any beads to click and it was driving her up the wall. She had mostly recovered from the conversation with Mani but she was so worn out.

"Yeah," Aisma replied stiffly. "I'm great. This is my jam, my arena. How could I not be okay?"

"You'll do fine," Daina tried a reassuring smile. "If anyone wants to talk to us, it might mostly be me anyway. We just gotta muddle through."

Aisma just nodded and the conversation died. Daina tried to strike up a conversation with one of the guards but got only grunts in return. As the silence settled in the gloomy cart, images of the mud hole flashed before her in visceral detail. Skies, she could smell it. Flicking her armbands helped a bit. Aisma hadn’t ever seemed to mind the sounds of Daina’s flicking, but the guards around her were clearly struggling not to tell her off. She settled for pinching her arms. The pain helped her keep an even keel while the silence gave her mind free reign.

Maybe halfway through the trip, someone slammed the wagon hard, in some rhythm. The guards stiffened instantly.

“They have a fox,” one of them said. He was an unusually gruff member of the group, a viper devotee with the relatively rare viper eyes tattoo. Daina didn’t know what he was talking about but opening her own fox eye showed her. Somewhere ahead of them, auras were clustered together, moving. A brawl. Four of them were devotee auras and around them, several mixes lay on the ground. Her aura vision gave her precious few of the details she wanted, but it definitely seemed like the devotees were winning the fight. Even as she looked, mix auras around them retreated.

“There’s four of them,” she said. One of the guards nodded as he opened the cart door and they all spilled out into the evening air.

“Fox would see us in there without trouble,” the guard explained as they started a brisk walk. “They make searching for Dawners much easier.”

“They have foxes?” Daina asked. The guard snorted.

“Tribe exiles, mostly. Some just like loads of beads. Here,” he handed her and Aisma worn leather cloaks while the guards put on their own. “Hide the finery. We’re going in here.” They had stopped outside an inn that was bursting with guests. Inside was pure chaos. People jostled back and forth, yelled at each other to be heard over the music and everybody else yelling. At least it was mostly mixes. Mercifully, they had a roofed area with benches and tables outside where the group settled down. Sitting down, the mood here was so unlike the mud hole Daina couldn’t help but liven up despite the situation. There was no way it was still real if things like this existed. Being surrounded by mixes and lower devotees helped, too. Trying to wrestle them out from here would be madness.

“Get us some beer,” the viper guard, apparently the commander of the group, told one of the others.

“Deep red for me,” Aisma broke in.

“We’re not here to get drunk,” he said.

“Deep rep,” Aisma maintained, then nodded at Daina. “For her too.”

The viper guard looked at Daina, who nodded, then sighed.

“Get the girls red,” he conceded and the guard left to get them drinks. “Our job is getting you to the party in decent shape. You can drink when you get there.”

“We’re giving off opal smells,” Aisma said. “What are rich girls like us doing here of all places?” The place was, indeed, not very fancy. “We’re slumming it. The fun way to do that is getting piss-drunk, not sticking to water or whatever.”

“Opal smells?” he asked.

“Wolves can smell strong beads,” Daina said, clicking one of the opals in her hair.

“What, all of them? What’s a ‘strong’ bead?”

“Don’t know,” Daina shrugged. “But they can smell opals. We’ve had trouble with it before.”

“This is the dumbest fucking plan,” the viper guard grumbled as the other guy came back with their drinks. “Ferrying everyone together and now I learn wolves can smell the decorations. Dumbest fucking plan.”

“Let’s complain about that in a minute, huh?” Daina said. “They’re coming this way.” A quick fox-eye look had shown her the four auras were approaching. A minute later they could all see them.

Two wolves, a bear and a fox walked openly down the street. The fox had her eye activated, the others had all four, looking beastly. Their clothes were stained with fresh blood. The bear devotee, especially, had his fur steeped in it, arms and claws dark and crusty from it. The wolves were better off except for their snouts, which were just as drenched. One was cleaning flakes out of his teeth along with other, less pleasant parts of the people they had just fought. Their hair was thick with beads, and talismans hung from them in droves. They didn’t even bother to disguise looking over everyone they could as they passed the inn.

“Look at the traitor!”

“Filth!”

“Spit-licker!”

As the fox passed, the jeers from the inn grew more intense and more elaborate, while one of the wolves sent them a blood-stained smile. The fox ignored them, scanning the crowd again and again as she went. Not that she’d see much, Daina wagered. The big difference between mixes and devotees was supposed to just be awakened echoes, so Daina should be able to see as much with her fox eye as the devotee could with hers. And it all turned to a headache-inducing slurry if she looked at a crowd. The devotee was impressively unaffected by it, but being able to get useful information? Hardly.

As the shouts turned to loud speculation on what the fox thought would happen to her inevitably mix children, the patrol rounded a corner and disappeared from view. Daina breathed a big sigh of relief. Aisma almost got up, but the guard next to her tugged her back down.

“Not yet,” he said. “The fox is looking for someone to leave just as the patrol disappears. Give it five minutes.”

“How does any of the lowers serve the uppers against their own patron?” Daina said, taking a sip from her wine. It was strong stuff, the deep reds packed a good punch.

“Traitors,” the viper guard spat on the floor. “Though they’d say pragmatists. The uppers offer obscene amounts for foxes and ravens when they can.”

“Ravens?” Daina asked.

“Ravens,” he grinned. “Been keeping them under boot for centuries, now suddenly they have no fliers. That’s payback all on its own. Think we can count on one hand how many skin-makers are with the uppers now. Half the top-infusers are ravens, like your feathered Master. The rest are mostly foxes.”

“Mani’s a top infuser?” Aisma said. “Try another one, she makes fire-logs and tar for a living!”

“Oh, she keeps it under wraps,” the guard grinned. “But vipers have supplied guards for the ravens for a hundred years, and my Nan was one of them back in the day. She hauled that bitter hag around for almost a year while she was still active, and we keep tabs on that kind of people. Don’t know if she’s a skin-maker, but she’s up there.”

“Do you know how she got touched?” Daina asked, leaning forward. “Is her nose part of it?”

“No idea,” he said. “Ravens are full of talk until it comes to their secrets. Anyway, let’s head out. Mereet, Ajin, front and back. Opal girl, keep your eye open. We need to know about patrols before they know of us.”

The two foxes left first, keeping far ahead and behind the group. Daina winced slightly at the nickname the guard had given her, but she obeyed, keeping her fox-eye opened as they continued the journey on foot. At least all her finery gave her plenty of power for the walk.

The farm had been decked out in the primary colors of the four lower patrons; blue for Cat, red for Fox, green for Viper and black for Raven. Torches and bonfires infused to glow in different lights made the yard a cascade of color. Surrounding the whole thing was a perimeter of complex infusions, carved on metal bars. Daina’s best guess was they bent light because everything was dark before they crossed and bright after. As the guards excused themselves, the mass of people became more and more apparent. Everyone was in their best, which to many meant their most clearly colored clothing with as much fur as they could afford. It was all a bit chaotic but everyone was enjoying themselves. Daina almost missed the cart.

“Think we could sneak off and take a look at those rune-sticks?” She asked Aisma quietly.

“Don’t think they decked us out like this so we could sneak off,” Aisma said. “Besides, if I see another rune I’m going to throw up.”

“If I have to talk to all these people, I’m going to throw up,” Daina muttered.

“Well then,” Aisma said. “It’ll be a party at last.”

“I don’t think they want their guests of honor to do that,” Daina said.

“It was a joke, don’t worry. I’m not going to- Skies above.”

“What?”

"Look, there's Hanis," Aisma bit her lower lip hard. In a crowd of people, just barely visible was indeed the high devotee of the vipers. Being the general size and shape of a barrel with legs, he was almost lost in the crowd. "Just... Talking to someone, laughing. I saw him at the devotee tournament, you know. Took down opponents like, you couldn't even see him move. Battle would start and they'd just be down. Took down a bear without getting hit once. He lost to Hirdan Moram, big surprise, but no one else even lasted five seconds.”

"Should we go talk to him?" Daina asked. An unpleasant memory tugged at her and she was eager to move on from talk of the tournament. Besides, Aisma being so starstruck helped her feeling less lost. It wasn't quite confidence, but it would do.

"What?" Aisma stared down at her.

"Come, we'll go say hi." Daina grabbed Aisma's hand and steered her towards the high devotee of the vipers. She was still sick with ifs and buts, but she could at least help her fri- Aisma meet her idol.

"Excuse me, high devotee Hanis?" Daina asked, bowing deeply as he turned toward her. He had a kind and patient glint in his eyes, and looked much nicer than Daina had expected. "My name is Farun Raianar Daina. My companion here, Farun Aisma is a big admirer of you, she's been talking about your achievements on the tournament scene."

"Ah, I remember you," Hanis broke out a big smile as he saw Aisma. "Almost got to the top sixteen in spring, good legwork. Wolf and viper, right? That doesn't sound fun." He extended a hand toward her.

"High devotee, it is an honor," Aisma rushed forward and grabbed his hand, bowing at the same time. "I-I saw you at the Trial of Champions, it was... I wish I could say instructive but no one could even see what you did!" She gave a nervous, shrill laugh.

"The lore of Running Water," Hanis said mildly. "Makes you faster than anyone else. It's a simple lore compared to others, but invaluable on the battlefield."

"It was incredible," Aisma breathed. "I've dreamed of doing that ever since."

"Eventually, you will," Hanis said. "How far are you towards unifying?"

"I- only eight shards so far, high devotee."

"Eight?" Hanis' eyebrows shot up. "And you're a four-way mix, aren't you? That's very impressive. We only have very few starting where you have who's unified so far. Eight is excellent progress."

"I-I-I thank you, high devotee," Aisma bowed awkwardly. "It was only with the help of my dear friend I made it that far. She found a way for us to get more of our shards in position, just for a second."

"Good!" Hanis looked to Daina, eyes flickering from her scarred cheek to her curled right hand, then up to her eyes. "Trying to keep full control of them all is a fool's errand. Anyone who tells you otherwise is lying. It just needs to fit for a second. Glad to hear you figured that out yourselves."

"I-I apologize but," Aisma swallowed and gave a small bow. "May we trouble you for advice on the process? Even now, it seems impossible to continue."

"Only if you stop bowing," Hanis said with a smile. "I long for when I can talk to people less formally. And I'll do my best. It's obviously easier for devotees, so I can't fully fathom the difficulties you two have to surmount but I can say two things: First, the more you get them to fit, the easier it is to make them to fit again later. So repeat, repeat, repeat. Another thing, I found it easier when I worked out in the meantime, really worked up a sweat. Makes the power flow easier, makes it easier to work up to another attempt. One-two-one-two-try, you know."

Aisma nodded eagerly, looking more attentive than she ever had in her life. Daina felt a jealous sting, mixed with a strange warmth. She really wasn't with them to become an infuser. Something else kept her there. The warmth rose to her cheeks and she found herself fiddling while Hanis and Aisma talked.

"Ah, but look at my own impoliteness," Hanis said, looking between the two of them. "I'm forcing one of our guests of honor to stand aside while I steal her companion from her. Will you permit me the company while I get us something to drink?"

Aisma stood stunned for half a second, then nodded vigorously.

"Happily." Daina agreed. It was much easier being here with this easy-going man to talk to. Following Mani's description of high devotees, she was expecting someone a lot... Colder.

"Now you," Hanis said as they walked towards one of the buildings that already reeked of humans, wine and other expensive drinks. "I thought I'd met everyone our good Divran rescued but I must have missed you. Did he save eleven?"

"Well, I wouldn't know," Daina said. "I-well, I wasn't there for his rescue." Hanir's gregarious smile faded the slightest fraction and she hurriedly continued. "That is to say, it- well I was the one that let him escape. Threw him the ladder and some beads, distracted the guards, that stuff."

"Oh really?" Hanis' eyebrows shot up again. "Of course, that's right. We mostly talked to Divran and the others who were less seriously injured than we heard you were. Your Master was very adamant you needed rest." They found a free table, in the sense that one end of one was promptly vacated for the high devotee, and Hanis ordered three of something Daina didn't recognize as they stuffed themselves onto the benches. "I hope you will forgive me, but the others didn't report being physically tortured as much as just, well, exposed to pain. May I ask what they did to you? Any information we acquire can be vital."

Daina felt like she’d been politely pushed into quicksand. Flashes of a torch in the night, the bubbling of her own skin still so vivid whenever she slept, the terror as they tore her clothes from her-

"I apologize, high devotee but I can't repeat what was done to me," Daina said, finding the bench under her and clutching it hard. "I- The wolves that caught me did this, those in the prison worked to keep me alive. I beg your forgiveness, but that is all I will say on the matter." Under the table, Aisma loosened her hand and squeezed it. Calm spread up through her arm to make war on the pressure in her chest.

"The apology is mine," Hanis said, looking sheepish of all things. "It is not a topic to be brought up lightly, and I forgot myself. How far are you in your unification?"

"Just three," Daina forced a smile and hurried along. "I have only recently recovered and Aisma here had to teach me the exercise again."

"Three is a fine start," Hanis beamed at her. "I'm sure we'll be teaching you two your first lores sooner than you think."

"Can you really only learn a lore after you've unified?" Daina asked.

“I’m really not the person to ask,” Hanis shrugged. “I didn’t learn my lore until afterwards, and that certainly is the norm. But I don’t know much about the theory of these things, I’m afraid. Maybe it’s easier like that, maybe it’s the only way to do it.”

Daina nodded thoughtfully and sat back as Aisma started asking Hanis questions about his training regime, his favorite wolf-catching techniques and they started discussing her footwork. She spent too much energy moving back and forth, apparently. Raven had shown her a part of her own lore and Daina was easily the least unified at the table. Sure, it was exhausting every time she had to do it, but it was definitely possible. Maybe it was another strain on her veins to do lores before unification? If so she was happy the infection seemed to be completely gone; she hadn’t made the constellation for days and she felt good. The break in her part of the conversation felt good, she could haul back a smidgen of energy while the others talked.

Their drinks arrived in small carved cups. Hanis threw his head back and immediately emptied his. The girls followed suit. Daina regretted it immediately. Pure fire burned her throat and spread out through her entire body. She sputtered and coughed and glared angrily at Hanis, who was laughing heartily. Next to her Aisma was trying her very best to keep her composure, but she was sweating and shuddering with suppressed coughs.

"I must apologize again," Hanis said when he was done laughing at their misfortune. "I should have warned you, this takes some getting used to. It warms you right up, though!"

"I'll say," Daina croaked. Now that the worst had passed, a pleasant warmth was settling in her body and she relaxed a bit more. "What is that?"

"I can never say the name," Hanis shrugged. "Yar- no... Jarcull or something? The Skaring clan makes it. They're honor-less filth the lot of them, but we can't match their breweries."

"It's certainly memorable." Aisma said.

"For sure," Daina said. "I know I'll remember it when I'm forced to swallow burning salves before I can eat anything again."

"Mani's gonna make you do it, too," Aisma chuckled. "'Curse the youth, drinking fire! In my days we drank lukewarm rain water and we liked it!'" She cawed. They both giggled.

"Ladies and gentlemen, if I may have your attention?" Someone called from the back of the room. Daina instantly stiffened.

"Oh, this is you," Hanis looked at Daina who paled instantly. "Don't worry, I think you just have to stand there while he talks, nothing more."

"Alright," Daina said, taking a deep breath and squeezing Aisma’s hand hard. “I can do that.”

The only one of the eleven ex-prisoners she recognized was Divran, who looked at least as uncomfortable as her to be up on stage. Some of the others stood taller and straighter, doing their best to project the strength and power that was expected of them. The other women among them both carried themselves much better than Daina felt. Of course, after months with nothing but pain and prison food, none of them had much in the way of fat or even really muscle. Everyone had this air of a dressed-up corpse. She comforted herself with that; none of them looked remotely their best.

Without Aisma to lean on and help, she was back to feeling out of place and faced with expectations she couldn't quite pin down. So she stood next to Divran, a towering, handsome creature who radiated strength even in his emaciated state, hoping to hide a bit behind him. Then one of the others, another towering guy, this time with a long, patchy beard stood on her other side, and she felt very visibly short and inelegant next to them.

"My friends," Irman emerged as if from nowhere, wearing dashing and flowing fox fur. Did he have a different outfit for every occasion? "It fills our hearts with joy to see so many of you out to celebrate the return of our brave warriors. It makes us even happier to report the upper patrons are tying themselves in knots trying to find these people we have so carefully hidden." His sweeping arm encompassed all twelve people behind him and their grand outfits. Laughter emerged from the crowd.

Irman went on to tell an almost certainly embellished tale of Divran and his rescue of the other prisoners, all of whom stood forward when called and had their personal part in the story told to the enraptured, and increasingly plastered, audience. Daina was grateful to be left out of the main story; the less attention drawn to a rescue brought about by swapping their cause for Raven's, the better.

She took the time to sneak glances at the others as they stepped forward and she started to notice something. Whenever she looked carefully at any of them, she could swear she heard the fluttering of wings. In fact, with all of them standing so close together, the stage smelled of darkness, dreams and soil not of this world. She could see the others shuffling from side to side or fidgeting nervously, couldn’t actually hear any of it. Even when Irman’s thunderous storytelling was dominating everything, the stage was much too silent.

"But, my friends, Divran could not have acted alone!"

Daina was torn out of her musings.

"Fortune smiled on another prisoner, an unimposing one who, through great resourcefulness and willingness to act when action was needed, brought this triumph about. To think, my friends, the slightest careless act on part of our oppressors brought about the rescue of so many of our captured warriors. Farun Raianar Daina, step forward!"

Fuck.

Daina took a few tentative steps forward and was immediately pulled forward to stand next to Irman. She scanned the crowd for Aisma, fearful beyond words that she was absorbed in conversation with Hanis. When she found her eyes, beaming back from the audience at her with pride, she felt herself swell a little. For once this entire evening, the pressure in her chest seemed to abate a little.

"A single bead, dropped by a careless prison guard, and this young lady brought about the death of three of our enemies and the boundless humiliation of the rest! A single bead, ladies and gentlemen, in the hands of a single mix still working on her unification, and we see what happens." He spread his arms in triumph and riotous applause erupted. He looked at Daina briefly and spotted how she'd gone paler and stiffer the more he had talked about her.

"Now, these are not people of the stage, my friends. These are men and women of action, used to another stage than this. So, I say to you; I will keep you no more. You have our deepest gratitude for your resourcefulness and dedication and we look forward to following your achievements in the future." He turned and swept into a deep bow with the same fluid motion and another round of applause erupted. Daina eagerly left the stage with the rest of the ex-prisoners, trying hard not to run.

Back at the table, Hanis was gone.

"You did great!" Aisma jumped up and gave her a big hug.

"Thanks," Daina answered, not entirely sure how she could have done great. "Where's Hanis?"

"He had to go be official," Aisma said with a sour face. "No time for just a companion."

"Don't sell yourself short," Daina grinned as they sat down. "He was so much more interested in you than in me, I was getting jealous."

"Oh, were you?" Aisma looked at her, a coy smile playing on her lips. Something in Daina wanted her to shut up and go hide away somewhere but instead, she answered the smile.

"Now, my friends!" Irman had never left the stage and the other high devotees joined him. "Listen, please! We have more good news to share with you on this already fantastic evening. Gather round and hear the plans of Cat and my Lord Fox finally unfolding!" In a second everyone's attention was back on him. "You all know the cowardly men of the south. They cower behind armor and weapons, shivering at the thought of an honest battle. They serve their patrons not as the Lords we do, but as tools to be bargained with! They elevate their own mortal and limited humans, as their living patrons, use them as tools, forsaking the wisdom of the spirit world.

“Instead of tattoos, they carry their power in their blood, dividing their realms in countless families with no central ruler. Divided as they are, and ever looking for an advantage over others, they hunger for the precious lands of the Farun clan. They desperately want our purewater springs, our fey forest and all the riches we possess. Just last night, our scouts reported that some of these southern families, drunk on tales of old victories and desperate to avoid extinction, have claimed our southern lands and approaches the river Tamares.

"You are unsure, as well you should be. An invasion of clan lands should be met with the harshest punishment, the full force of our patrons should meet and crush these men of the south until they never dare say the name Farun out loud for fear of drawing our wrath! And right you would be, were this a real invasion. But it is not. It is but a scattering of desperate fools, soon to be swept aside like fall leaves before a storm. But the upper patrons, they know the risks and rewards of this. 

“They know the lands of these fools may be claimed without reprisal were they to be beaten. They know that to let the southerners live is to admit weakness. They no longer trust the lower patrons and so, they will see to this themselves. Soon, their armies will depart the capital and they will seek to prove to the south, and to us, that the upper patrons are indomitable when stirred. Soon, they will be bereft of the soldiers which protect them and our time will be at hand! While they send ten times what is needed to faraway lands, we will rise within this city and right what is wrong with our beloved clan! They believe us a weak, small concern and their pride shall be their undoing!"

Wild cheering followed, but as Daina looked around she saw multiple people not joining in. She sympathized. One thing was a rebellion against injustice and all that, but this was a Farun matter, surely? An invasion by an old and powerful enemy felt like a time for unity. Especially when said enemy had won their last great war, taking almost all the Farun lands south of the river Tamares. And the timing was so very very good for the New Dawn. Had they planned this, helped set it in motion? That felt much more like a betrayal than the actual rebellion ever had. Then again, the armies of the Farun clan were mainly of the upper tribes. Wolves, bears and moose were just better fighters than cats, ravens and foxes, who mostly served as scouts and raiders. Something like this was necessary for the New Dawn to have any chance at all. She flicked her armband hard. Rebelling was distasteful business, it seemed. Then again, she merely had to try and stretch her burned hand to find her distaste fading.

As she looked around, she saw Divran clearly trying to get her attention. He made a few come-hither gestures, then a shush. Come along but be quiet. Inside her, her flowers swayed gently to his movements, urging her on with what she was sure would be song if they had throats.

“Can you keep our table for us for a second?” Daina asked Aisma. “Apparently there’s some more honored guest business.”

“But they’re taking the stage apart,” Aisma replied, confused. Daina squeezed her hand.

“Yeah, I don’t know either,” Daina said. “Get us some food though? I’ll be back in a second.”

“Alright, sure,” Aisma smiled, returning the squeeze. “Just don’t leave me here to wither while you go off being famous.”

“Oh fire free me from fame,” Daina sighed. “Having enough of it already. Back in a second.” With that she slipped off the bench and headed towards Divran, taking a deep breath and drilling a thumb into her stomach. Great job, lying and keeping secrets. This is definitely the kind of behavior she’s looking for. Couldn’t be going better, you lying filthy snake.

As soon as she’d thought it, it compounded the guilt. Aisma might be a mix but the viper was her most pronounced patron, like the raven was hers. First class job again, Daina. Who wouldn’t want a prejudiced liar? What a catch you are. She mustered up a smile as she got to Divran, clasping both her hands together so he couldn’t see the thumb still drilling away.

“What is it?” She asked. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that to sound rude. It’s just been a long evening already.”

“I get it, I don’t want to do this either,” Divran seemed to have folded in on himself, so clearly uncomfortable it almost physically made him smaller. “But we- yeah, you’ll see.” They headed outside.

The crowd outside had mercifully thinned out. People had either packed into the drinking house to hear the speech, or crowded those who had come out to share what had happened. No one paid particular attention to the honored guests huddling together, around a young, thin, beautiful raven devotee. She carried herself with supreme confidence and stared down the final two arrivals as if they were delaying her as part of some childish spite.

“Now that we’re all here,” she began as soon as Daina and Divran had closed the circle. “Welcome to the true rebellion.”

A few sighed like they were expecting it. No one looked happy.

“You are the flowers of change,” The devotee continued. “And it is through you that this project will succeed. The nightshade flowers. Raven knows what is necessary for this to succeed, and it goes beyond the machinations of Fox and Cat. You have been prepared, and you have sworn your service to the ancient patron. It is by your hand the upper patrons will fall, and the New Dawn will hate you for it. The road will be long and hard and necessary. But in the end, you will be thanked and remembered as the instigators of change.”

She handed them each rune disks. They burned as they were touched, leaving a time and a place seared in the mind. Two weeks.

“Do not be late,” the devotee said. “Do not speak of this to others. The nightshade flowers thrive in the dark, and there you must remain.” With that she turned on her heels and strode out of the group. Daina again became painfully aware of just how silent the group was when no one spoke. 

“Shit.” Divran muttered, breaking the imposing silence.

“Shit.” One of the women echoed.

The unnatural silence fell again and no one seemed eager to break it.

Daina just faded out of the group as it slowly broke up. She exchanged a quick look with Divran, who looked pained, but they didn’t talk. She had been tired and anxious when she got here. The speech had made it worse. This had made it so much worse. There was no hiding her rapidly collapsing mood as she got back to the table.

“Daina, that was quick!” Aisma said. “Listen, they’re carving up a pig and they asked if we wanted sweetfire bark on it? Do you have any idea what that- what’s up with you?”

“I have been forbidden from telling you,” Daina sat down, burying her head in her hands.

“Raven business?” Aisma asked, scratching her back in long, soothing movements. Daina just nodded, afraid she was going to tear up if she said any more.

“Sweetfire bark is good, by the way,” she mumbled into her hands. “It’s really hot, especially if you eat the pieces. But you can remove them and they’re still- they still add to the flavor. I’m sorry I lied to you. I knew it was this kind of business, I just- you weren’t supposed to come along, so I lied to you. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay,” Aisma tried to catch her eyes, her concern growing by the second. “You didn’t want to, it’s okay. Do you want to just get out of here? Hanis told me where the wagons are, we can just tell them we’re leaving.”

“Skies, yes,” Daina muttered, vaguely aware her hands were soaked in tears. “No. Maybe. I’m really hungry, and sweetfire pork is really good. Do you think they can wrap it for us?”

“I’ll start breaking fingers until they do.” Aisma said.

“Please ask them first,” Daina said as they swapped seats.

“Alright, fine,” Aisma chuckled, but she still looked concerned. 

The trip back was mercifully devoid of guards. Daina had curled up in a corner of the wagon and nibbled at her pork. As a guest of honor, they had wrapped her a long stack of ribs and two chops, and the same for Aisma. Daina wondered for a bit how everyone was going to be fed if they gave people these kinds of portions but found it really hard to care. The meat was excellently spiced, hotter than her Dad had made it. They had had it back in the upper houses and he’d tried to copy it many times, never getting the amount right. She chewed a big piece of bark, chasing it with another bite of pork. It burned all the way down almost as hot as that thing Hanis had given them but any distraction was welcome.

As they put some distance between the party and themselves and Daina cried herself dry, she felt herself improving. Her thoughts no longer tumbled about in a haze and she could rejoin the world a bit. She started eating with more gusto. She was going to pack it all away if it killed her. 

“You really like that,” Aisma tried carefully. She’d eaten her fill and put away the rest for tomorrow.

“I want to be fat again,” Daina said between bites. Her imprisonment had reduced her weight to less than half of what it had been and she wanted all of it back. She felt bony and frail and it was their doing. Nothing they made should remain.

“What a goal to have,” Aisma grinned. “I like it. You’ll be my little bear cub.”

“Your little what?” Daina looked up but Aisma just smiled.

“Yeah, you know. Small, soft and very comforting to have. Sure, sometimes the world gets a bit much and you need help with that, but you keep me calm and even.”

“Oh,” Daina tried to return to her food but suddenly it was oddly hard to remember how one ate things. Her cheeks were glowing deep red. “That’s very sweet, that’s- Skies, you’re going to make me cry again.”

“Hey,” Aisma put her food away and grabbed her hands. “We need to look out for each other, okay? Life’s hard now and it’s going to get harder. I need you with me, okay? I’d get myself killed without you. And I hope I can help you deal with everything that’s going on in your head in return.”

Daina just hugged her.

“That sounds really good,” she muttered into Aisma’s shoulder.

“It’s a deal then,” Aisma said and Daina nodded. Then she pulled away again.

“Yeah that, it’s,” she had to take a second to put her thoughts together. “What are we now? I mean, I know we’re friends and all but- are we more than that? What are we?”

“I suppose we are whatever we want to be,” Aisma replied, growing more serious. “Who cares what it is, right? As long as it’s ours.”

“I care,” Daina said. “I don’t- I don’t like uncertainty very much. I like knowing. I like things out in the open.” She sucked in a deep breath and took the plunge. “I think I like you. Like, I don’t want to just be friends, you know?” Plunge or not, she couldn’t even say ‘together’. ‘Lovers’ seemed terrifyingly forward.

“Alright,” Aisma replied and sat back. “I like you too. I do. But if we want things out in the open and all that, then before we move on this, I need to know: Do you think I’m stupid?”

A bucket of cold water struck Daina. She had forgotten nothing about that afternoon, about Aisma’s strong reaction, about what she’d said. She had hoped beyond hope they would never revisit that day again.

“I-It’s uhm,” Daina began, then had to steady herself and take a deep breath. How did you even approach this? She closed her eyes and tried to think.

“That’s a very long time without the word ‘no’,” Aisma said, her voice having grown noticeably harder.

“No no, it’s,” Daina took another deep breath. No time to think too much. “I just- it didn’t go very well last time. I want to be sure I have the words. I don’t think you’re stupid, I don’t. I think you’re smarter than me. You have your brain under control, you can make it do what it needs to do. I don’t. You’ve seen that. It goes everywhere, scared of everything. If I’m not calm, I feel like I can’t think. I envy that. I was trying to, I don’t know what I was trying to say. I tried to catch that, the ability to make your brain do what it needs to, just talk about that. I never meant to call you stupid. I’m sorry.”

“Alright,” Aisma smiled and Daina breathed a sigh of relief. “I believe you. Thank you. But what you’re saying is also nonsense. First of all, you know every one of those blasted infusion runes by heart, but I’m the smart one? No way, madam. And also, I remember the night with the fight. You were absolutely not calm there, but you acted. You did what you were supposed to do. Maybe it doesn’t feel like it, but you can think even when you’re stressed.”

“I don’t know, maybe,” Daina conceded. She hadn’t been very calm that night, had she? “But, if I may return it, what you’re saying is also nonsense. I only know those runes because my parents insisted I learn them. It’s like, I don’t know. Oh, I know! It’s like if someone came along when I was little and built me a nice house, right? But no one came and built one for you. Now, when it’s raining I’m dry and you’re not, but you’re claiming that’s because I’m a better builder than you.”

“Hm,” Aisma chewed her lip for a second. “Alright, enough of this. We’re both brilliant. Agreed?”

“Agreed,” Daina stuck her hand out in mock agreement.

“Uh-huh, girlfriend,” Aisma grabbed her hand and pulled her close. “You wanted to know what we are?”

Then she kissed her.

Aisma’s lips were warm and soft and tasted of sweetfire pork. It banished her thoughts, the pressure in her chest, narrowed her world to just that feeling. She only just started worrying she was lingering too long when Aisma’s hand curled around the back of her head, slipping under the feathers and grabbing her hair softly but insistently. Daina went with it, a shiver running down her spine from Aisma’s hand, acutely aware of everything and nothing at the same time. Aisma’s fingers toyed with her hair and Daina did her best to emulate, surprised and excited to hear a content sigh from her as she brushed her fingers across her neck. She considered experimenting with that when someone hammered the side of the cart with a cudgel and they both jumped in shock.

“That’s it ladies,” the driver called. “You’re home. Go finish up in there.” 

Aisma grinned, cheeks flushed. Daina had half-formulated an apology when she realized he wasn’t telling them off. They got their things and jumped out. The driver, a shriveled kid already missing an eye, winked at them both before taking off. 

Daina stretched and yawned. It had been a long and exhausting evening.

“Think I’m done for the day,” she mumbled. “I’m going to lose it, if anything new happens between here and my bed.”

“I think you’ll be okay,” Aisma stuck her head inside. “Mani is snoring so I’ll guess it’s safe.”

They put the remaining meat in the basement. It was cold already, but Mani used it to charge the heat- and fire infusions she made for the New Dawn, making it freezing. Very good for storing food though. Aisma made a few beads on the side storing and retrieving food for their neighbors.

Then they pulled a pile of blankets and furs out by the fire to lie on and cuddle. That was the plan anyway, Daina fell asleep as soon as she lay down, curled up in Aisma’s arm.
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In the weeks after the announcement the Farun clan truly woke up. The upper houses stirred enormously as thousands of warriors were called from the capital and all corners of Farun lands. Parades were held to showcase the awesome power of the Farun clan when it fully extended itself. Even if you were the enemy plotting their downfall, it was very hard not to be impressed by rows and rows of marching bears and wolves, of great moose transformed, shining with authority and strength. The wolves would perform intricate war-dances, synchronize themselves in ways impossible to other patrons. Beside them, the bears would simply walk, enormous pillars of strength and stability, a promise of the inevitability of the Farun will. 

Leading them all would be the moose, antlers heavy with vines and moss, fur white as snow. Where the bears were a clear promise of violence against those who would defy them and the wolves were a wild sea, flawlessly coordinated and utterly lethal, the moose were solid, stable. The rock upon which the Farun clan was founded and from which all else was built. It was by the grace of Moose himself that the forest had been tamed, that its riches flowed unending to the coffers of the Farun and they used this power to extend themselves ever further. He was the indispensable foundation of all the Farun had become in two hundred years.

And Daina was going to kill him.

Not alone, of course. In the last two weeks she had, by the force of Aisma's rigorous training, gotten five shards in the correct position. Aisma had gotten to nine once, but struggled to repeat it.

Either was still far from the sixteen needed. And Aisma wasn't here right now, which Daina found almost unbearable. The last few weeks had been wonderful. She had found she loved studying the runes in Mani’s old books with Aisma next to her, playing with her hair or scratching her back. Mani had complained about the productivity of love-smitten youth but with Aisma on your side, it was much easier to discern what was to be taken seriously and what wasn’t. She loved watching Aisma practice her shards and vigorous workouts, a pleasure only mildly soured by Aisma’s repeated insistence she joined in.

Most of all, she loved having someone on her team. She didn’t doubt Mani was with her as well, but it was different. It really felt like her and Aisma versus the world these days.

Except for when she had to go plan a rebellion against the rebellion and couldn’t tell her anything about the flowers that grew inside her.

Daina was sitting near the window in an ancient, two story house, watching the procession below and stroking her echo absently. Lately it’d been positioning herself to make it easy for her. Either it did like it, or it just wanted to be helpful. They had to march through the lower houses to leave the capital, it was inevitable that they would pass through dilapidated areas like this. Like the ones ravens hid in to hold her meetings.

Raven herself wasn't here. Rumors passed down from devotees had it that the four lower patrons were always together in these crucial days, planning and waiting. Instead, the young devotee from the party was explaining how they were going to kill a god.

"Timing is essential," she was saying. "Moose derives much of his power from what he owns, that is part of the lore of Dominance. When the rebellion rises up properly, he will be shocked and stunned by the drain. This is the moment to attack. We have people sworn to our Lady Raven among his bodyguard, and Raven herself will guide us to the hidden paths the patrons use. We will strike where the forest is dense and hateful, where it yearns to break from the bondage imposed upon it by Moose and enforce its silence once again. When we strike, the forest will rupture its chains, dealing another blow to Moose's power. It will quiet its enemy, so that his voice, his greatest weapon, is silenced. Even so, we face an enemy that equals Raven in her prime. We will have this one chance and we will need everyone in this."

"Why not bring Fox and Cat in on it, then?" Thaur asked. He and Daina had been very surprised to find each other at the meeting, and neither had said a word of how they came to swear Raven's oath.

"Fox and Cat would deny our Lady Raven her rightful retribution against Moose," the girl replied. "We will still serve their plan; they wish the death of the upper patrons, barring Salamander who will be spared in return for her services. They still struggle with accomplishing Moose's death; our Lady Raven will free them of this burden."

"How selfless of her," Thaur mumbled. Daina wondered how Aisma was doing with the knife. She was still learning all the infusion runes and their interactions with each other.

"Cat and Fox believes we will occupy Moose until their plans have succeeded, until Bear or Wolf lies dead. We will not. We will kill him. Once the army is well engaged in the south, we will make our move." She looked over the crowd of maybe twenty. Assuming this was one of five to ten meetings, Raven’s conspiracy involved one to two hundred people at most. "Any questions?"

"How are we meant to help?" Daina asked. "I mean Raven no disrespect, I'm sure she has thought of everything but I'm not unified and in a few weeks or whenever I still won't be. I know I'm not the only one in this room alone who's not unified. How are we meant to help, not to mention not simply be burned to cinders?"  

"We all proved ourselves to our Lady Raven to be granted the honor of following her," the girl replied. "Raven has great faith in the quality of those she has chosen. You are one of the nightshade flowers and you have been prepared. But of course, you will not be expected to face Moose head on. Those like you will provide support and distracting attacks while those more capable will do the main fighting."

"And who will that be?" Someone else asked sarcastically. "I’m not a ‘flower’, and I can’t break a charging moose. Will we have Moram with us?" We could bring Aisma, she’s really good. What’s Raven’s policy on bringing your girlfriend to an assassination?

"Hirdan Moram will be in the south to aid in the war," the girl replied. "Ours will be people specially trained and prepared for battle with Moose. Some you will recognize from tournaments, others will be strangers to you. Years of infusion work will aid the battle. You will not learn their names before the day, but you may rest easy we will be well-prepared."

The mood was uneasy and the girl’s vague assurances helped not at all. Few people seemed to be here because they were genuine believers in Raven's cause, most had simply been bound by oath. And this one seemed to be air-tight. There was no way around obedience. Daina hadn't had much time to study it, and it was mostly beyond her anyway, but as far as she could tell there was a loosening of requirements once Moose was dead. Oaths worked in this reciprocating fashion; obey and the oath loosened. Keep obeying and you would eventually be free. Apparently even Raven couldn't skirt that requirement.

But air-tight oaths didn't breed loyalty and there was rumbling in the ranks. The girl representing Raven ignored this with the same ease she ignored the parade below them. Of all of them, her faith in Raven seemed to be the only truly genuine one.  As they left, she handed them all a new rune disk with a new time and date. 

One month from now, when the armies would be well entrenched, after the last bits of summer had turned into mid-autumn and the new years celebration, when all three moons would be full, was to happen. By the time they learned of what was happening, the weather would make traveling back to Dia Farun a slow and increasingly dangerous proposition. They certainly had this planned out.

“So, this’ll be exciting, huh?” Thaur caught up to her as the left the house in small groups. He didn’t look excited. Her echo looked him up and down, though, then started sniffing his feet. “We’ll be fighting a patron directly. Never really thought I’d see the day.”

“Yeah, I can’t wait to get smeared all over the floor,” The girl had essentially told Daina to just ‘try to stay out of the way’ as a survival strategy. She was starting to feel sick. “At least my tombstone will have an impressive inscription.”

“Hey, you’re one of those flowers, right?” Thaur sent her a reassuring smile. “They’ll keep you safe, I’m sure of it. Besides, you and I are kind of even at this point. You’re awake but not unified yet? Being a flower you could probably kick my ass!”

“Hm, maybe,” Daina chuckled. “That is so weird to hear from a devotee, by the way. Wait, what do you think a flower is?”

“I don’t know, a dandelion?” Thaur shrugged then laughed. “Alright, no idea. Raven girl in there seemed to think you’re key to killing a patron, so I’d guess it’s some sort of secret training they’re giving you guys. Maybe they’ve infused you. What is it?”

“It-,” Daina croaked. “Sorry, can’t say. Oath and all that. I haven’t felt any great bursts of power yet though. Maybe it’ll come when I see him. I’ll grow into a big bear-moose with wings and we’ll duel.” She reached down and grabbed her echo by one antler, gently stirring it away from trying to climb Thaur.

“Wouldn’t that surprise him, all twelve of you?” Thaur laughed. “How are you, other than that? Last two times I saw you you were in a bit of a state, then you got captured. Rough year?”

“To say the least,” Daina sighed. “It’s okay, I still live with Mani. Aisma’s moved in too, we’re her apprentices. We’re also, er, together now, so that’s really nice.”

“Oh, congratulations!” Thaur clapped her on the back. “Always nice with a bit of good news! She good to you?”

“She’s so great,” Daina beamed. “We’re a little team, we are. When I’m not out, you know, sort of betraying the cause she’s bound to.”

“Don’t look at it like that,” Thaur said. “We’re doing what someone had to do. Moose needs to go for this to work. We’re the ones to take him on. Raven picked us for a reason. I don’t trust that bird at all, but not because she’s careless.”

“That’s a good point,” Daina said. “All this secrecy just makes it feel wrong. But I guess you’re right. Someone has to do it, and I’m sure every unified Dawner will be needed a dozen different places. We small ones have to fill in somewhere.”

“That’s right,” Thaur nodded. “And we’ll do our very best as we do it. We’ll be eating moose steak for a week after this, mark my words.”

“Spirit steak,” Daina chuckled. “Literally food for the soul.” At the talk of food, her echo looked up at them expectantly, like it was coming now.

“Can’t wait,” Thaur grinned. “Normally you have to read to get that sort of stuff.”

“What a luxurious duty we have.”

“All that aside,” Thaur said. “Promise me you’ll make the most of this time. I’m sure we’ll make it through this, but any one of us could get hurt, many of us probably will. We’ll be with a patron, your Aisma won’t. Don’t waste the time you have, okay?”

“Okay,” Daina said, her good mood evaporating instantly. “I’ll- yeah, I’ll do that.”

“Sorry to break the mood there,” Thaur said. “But it had to be said as well. Take good care of her.”

“Do you have anyone like that?” Daina asked.

“Kind of,” Thaur rubbed his neck. “Used to. It’s a long story. Just trust me, enjoy the time you have.”

The rebellion was rapidly preparing themselves. Conscripted infusers across the lower houses were busy readying anything they could to even out the coming battles. Even with the main armies and associated infusers and other suppliers out of the way, the remaining guards and high family members would pose a formidable challenge. The pride of the upper patrons wasn't unfounded. The Bhuat and Ashtar families, of Wolf and Bear, had stayed behind to ensure the safety of the capital while the main armies were gone. Both were prominent in the tournament circuits and had produced numerous champions adorned with the frightening power bestowed on tournament winners. The Bhuat family also maintained several elite wolf companies who now patrolled the upper houses. Even after months of intense training and promotions, the rebels would barely be able to muster the strength to take these on. Awakened or not, there was no substitute for years of training, and they were tragically void of elites and champions to further training. Victory would have to rely on the unusual versatility displayed by fully unified mixes, whose full range of tattoos defied easily trained counters.

This was one of the trump cards of the rebellion; the other was all four high devotees had worked day and night to haul other of their devotees up to their level. Hanis now lead a group of about thirty viper devotees with a frightening capacity for killing wolves, the cats were performing break-ins that shouldn't be possible and two Ashtar champions had been found reduced to ash in their own homes. In the weeks leading up to the planned attack, all of this was intensifying and the upper patrons were conscripting any civilian whose loyalty they could be reasonably sure of in preparation for the inevitable attack.

The raven’s date, that of the attack, made Daina’s cloak work more important than ever. She had been able to coast through late summer without it, but there was no way she’d be in fighting shape if she was cold and wet. It was in the middle of the night, too.

The good news was the work was pretty straightforward, in a sense. Sure, the runes were ridiculously complicated and left very little room for error, but they were all there in the book. Knowing the regrowth mechanism was moon-based, and being able to run her work by Mani regularly, she managed to recreate the missing runes over a few weeks. She still hadn’t cracked how to pull a remembered shape out of half a rune circle, then put it back in. It should be simple enough, but memory runes were fickle things and she had yet to master them. Fortunately, she convinced Mani that getting a cold wouldn’t help her training and she promised to take care of that bit, then teach it afterwards.

A few days before the date, late in the evening Daina was sitting and, for once, working on her unification alone. Aisma had had a breakthrough in learning the multitude of infusion runes and their interactions and had spent hours decoding the knife. She sat at the table with her big pile of rune disks, each with an infusion rune clearly marked and explained, and muttered.

Daina had taken the floor space where the unification training usually took place. Secretly, she was happy she didn’t have to join the exercises. Aisma had taken Hanis’ advice to heart and Daina was loathe to disappoint her. It was also pretty effective, she was forced to admit. She had six shards in position now But still, getting to simply sit and meditate on the shape, feeling the desired final constellation, gently nudging her shards felt to her like they would ultimately accept the shape more readily. It wasn’t getting her any new shards in position now, but hopefully it would help in the longer run. 

Besides, it was good thinking about something else besides the coming day. Aisma had gotten her orders a few days ago; she was to join one of the bigger New Dawn forces storming Wolf Hill, tying up the soldiers left behind and hopefully interrupting whatever Wolf herself would be doing. It sounded hideously dangerous and Thaur’s words had been ringing in her ears since then. ‘Enjoy the time you have’. She’d tried to, she had. She loved Aisma’s company, doing anything with her. But between the growing nerves about the assignment, Aisma hadn’t been thrilled either, and their unending duties, it had been hard to truly relax and enjoy themselves.

“Here,” Mani’s voice appeared out of nowhere as a heavy pile of leather and feathers was draped over Daina’s head. “It’s done. I’m going to sleep now. We’ll go over it tomorrow.” Her taloned steps faded as Daina pulled her cloak off her head and stared at it. It was done. It was back to normal. Mani had just dropped it on her head and gone to sleep, but Daina wanted to run and hug her. It was really back. She ran her fingers over the runes, many of them hers now, looked for seams where it had been torn and finding none. Soundlessly, she shook her hands hard in excitement. One less thing to worry about; she’d be taking Aisma’s present with her on Raven’s mission. Looking over her shoulder, Aisma had noticed nothing. She was glaring between the knife and her runes, muttering at it with an irritated wrinkle in her forehead. Her echo played nearby on the table with one of the rune disks, making it light up periodically.

Then Daina had an idea. Far braver than anything she’d done before, she felt. But Mani had gone to sleep, she had her cloak back and Aisma was deep in concentration. It was perfect. 

Aisma still hadn’t noticed anything when Daina hugged her neck and kissed her hair.

“How are you doing?” Daina asked her sweetly.

“Horribly,” Aisma muttered. “I can’t work this bit out. This here, this is one of those power-strengthening rune thingies-”

“Reinforcement runes.”

“Right, reinforcement runes. But now this one, it looks the same but do you see that line? That makes me think maybe it’s one of those,” Aisma picked up one of infusion rune disks she had lying close to her. “Fire-building ones. This one, see? But I can’t work out what it’s doing there. None of the other runes support a fire-builder. It’s completely wrong and weird.”

“The line is just from of the stone,” Daina kissed her hair again. “It’s just another reinforcement rune.”

“Oh, I see,” Aisma exhaled heavily. “That makes so much more sense. I thought you weren’t supposed to help me with this, by the way?”

“I’m not,” Daina said, moving some of her hair to the side so she could kiss her neck. “I’m trying to distract you.”

Aisma stiffened instantly at the neck kiss and, finally, turned around. First, she noticed the cloak. Then the bare leg peeping out from under it. A small look to the side and she saw the rest of Daina’s clothes in a neat pile by her meditation spot. Her eyes gleamed.

“Mission accomplished,” she muttered and Daina felt herself blush. Her moment of braveness was almost completely replaced by shyness as she undid the lowest of the cloak’s iron clasps.

“I mean, we’ve both been working hard,” Daina said meekly, undoing the second clasp. “Thought we could use a break.”

Aisma stood up, opening the final two clasps so the cloak fell off Daina’s shoulders. She instantly felt much more shy and had to fight covering herself. The plan had felt much better when she was still hidden by the cloak. But standing there in the light of the low-burning fire, she felt her last bravery draining.

‘TRAITOR’ was still clearly written across her stomach. The infection was gone from the wounds in her breasts and feet but had left their own ugly scars. Her upper arms and left leg were marred by red welts of scar tissue running up and down from the burns, not to mention her hand and cheek. She was too thin and her skin lay in flaps around her stomach, too big for her now.

From the look in Aisma’s eyes, she didn’t care one whit. She drank in Daina’s nakedness eagerly and gratefully, slowly tracing her fingers over her neck.

“Fire take me, you’re beautiful,” she whispered and Daina felt herself swallow.

“Do you mean that?” She asked.

“Oh, I do,” Aisma breathed. Daina was about to ask another question but then Aisma kissed her and she never got the chance.
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After that night, not even the day of the attack could dent Daina’s nerves. She felt invincible; she’d hatched a daring plan, and it had worked beyond her wildest dreams. Aisma had even agreed to ditch her pigsty of a bed for Daina’s much neater one. She still smiled as Aisma prepared to head out. Daina was staying for now; someone would come get her, according to the rune disk. The attack would happen after sunset, so the new years celebrations would affect the soldiers as much as possible. As the three full moons rose, tradition dictated duties were stalled and the customary silver wine was rolled out in great amounts. It was a thick, strong wine that colored the tongue and tasted like pure sugar. Disgusting on any other occasion, but everyone loved it on new years. This year looked to be a muted affair, but several breweries had refused to believe anyone would abuse this great tradition and, by the looks of things, at least some uppers agreed.

“Now, we’ll both meet up here, once we can, or get a message sent,” Aisma said. It was late in the evening as she prepared to leave. “Soon as the worst is over, we’ll let the other know we’re safe. Deal?”

“Deal,” Daina said. “I have no idea how long mine’s going to take, mind you. But I’ll be in strong company, so if mine takes a while, it doesn’t have to mean trouble.”

“You’re both heading into trouble,” Mani said from behind them. “Don’t lose your heads, you hear? Be careful!”

“We’ll be careful Mani, don’t worry,” Daina said.

“Yeah, we’ll stay safe,” Aisma agreed. “We’ll want to be home again.”

“Love is rotting your brains,” Mani sighed in despair. “If you’re done drowning in each others’ eyes, remember it. Stay. Safe. No heroics, no theatrics. Do nothing alone. Retreat if it gets bad, hear?”

“I hear you, Mani,” Aisma looked away from Daina to catch Mani’s eyes directly. “I’ll be careful. I’ve learned my lesson. I’ll come back here.”

“Good,” Mani sniffed, then looked at Daina. “And you?”

“I’ll stay out of harms way,” Daina said, looking at Mani as well. “I’ll keep safe and at a good distance, helping where I can.”

“Don’t need to think yourself a helpless maiden, girl,” Mani mumbled. “But rather that than not returning, I suppose.”

You don’t know what I’ll be doing, Daina thought to herself, the thought darkening her mood a bit. She really would need to stay at a safe distance.

“I’ll be careful,” Daina nodded solemnly at Mani, and that seemed to satisfy her.

“I should really be going,” Aisma said. “Stay alive, stay healthy, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“See you tomorrow,” Daina said. They exchanged a kiss and then Aisma was out the door, taking several of Mani’s recent infusions with her. True to her concerns, Mani had made them each a bunch of infusions meant to protect them against the attacks of bigger devotees, along with a handful of attackers. It was hard not to feel confident with magical bracelets running up both arms.

“Will you be safe, Mani?” Daina asked.

“Pah, I’ll be fine,” Mani cawed. “I haven’t just made infusions for you two, you know. Anyone trying to get in here will be reminded why you don’t disturb infusers at work. No, you worry about yourself girl, I’ll be fine. Now go and get ready, they’ll be picking you up soon.”

Daina was ready, had been all day. She’d only bring her cloak, it had enough pockets for anything she’d be needing. In it she had packed away a small bundle of things including some food, a bit of spare clothes, a set of flint and steel and a big sharp knife. Weapons were considered supremely dishonorable by the Farun but Daina had always favored her life over her honor. She’d been on the losing end of enough fights this year that she wanted some kind of backup. She spent the next hour or so trying to optimize the positions of all her things in her cloak only to end up with everything mostly where it had been in the beginning. 

Then it finally knocked on the door.

Outside stood two lanky, pale and dark women, looking so alike they might have been twins. It took Daina a minute to realize these were the ravens who had accosted them over Aisma’s power use that night. That was far more prestigious company than she had ever expected.

“Are you ready?” The left one asked.

“Yes I am, yes. Hello. Do you remember me?”

“We do.” The right one answered. “Your friend has proven trustworthy.”

“Have they started fighting yet?” Daina asked. “Is she in danger?”

“They should start soon,” said the right one. “We know little else. If you are ready, we must go.”

“Alright, yes,” Daina said, then turned her head. “Mani! I’m leaving!”

“Alright girl, hold it for a second,” Mani grumbled from another room. “I’m comin-” She stopped as she entered the main room and saw the two ravens.

“Farun Shivet Mani,” the left one said, bowing her head slightly. “An honor, as always.”

“I bet,” Mani scoffed. “Where are you taking her?”

“We cannot reveal our Lady Raven’s secrets,” said the left one.

“Great, no, of course not,” Mani snarled. “One minute, ladies, I need to talk to my apprentice.”

“She will come with us,” the right one said. “It is the will of our Lady Raven.”

“Like I said,” Mani glared them down. “A minute.”

They both nodded as she closed the door.

“Earth below girl, what have you gotten yourself into?” Mani’s hands were practically shaking.

“It came with the oath, Mani,” Daina shrugged helplessly. “I’d tell you if I could, I would.”

“Yes yes, of course,” Mani was rummaging through her pockets, going through the bracelets and rings she’d infused and worn. “Those are the Hragi’s, some of Raven’s personal servants. Purged of identity and anything else that may get in the way of loyalty. They speak and act in her stead, and now they’re fetching you, girl. This is not just an oath, is it? That hag did something else to you, didn’t she? Something that makes you precious to her.”

Daina didn’t even know if she wanted to answer. The nightshade remained within her, the flowers verging on blooming and she longed to share this great coming with those closest to her. But she also dreaded doing so immensely. What if they turned her away, condemned it and her and left her in the care of people like the Hragi’s? Not that it mattered, her oath wouldn’t let her speak a word of it.

“That silence is all I needed,” Mani sighed, collapsing in a chair. Her hands were still fumbling, looking for something. “Intolerable hag. What did she do? Don’t answer, I know you can’t. Anything she wanted, I bet. Is it killing you? No, wait. Are you dying? You can answer that, surely?”

“I’m not dying.” Daina shook her head and Mani breathed a sigh of relief.

“Take what you can get, I suppose,” she finally fished a snail shell out of a pocket hidden somewhere inside her sleeve. It was painted in bright red and blue and seemed more vivid than it should be. “Here. If whatever she’s planning is about to get you killed, smash it and run.”

I don’t think it’ll be necessary, Daina couldn’t say.

That’s not what she’s planning, also a no-go.

“You’re being too careful,” Daina said carefully and deliberately as she pocketed the shell, hoping Mani caught the message. It’s not my death she needs. She would have killed me already if it was. She needs me alive. Needs my flowers.

“You can never be too careful, girl,” Mani said. “But I’m glad to hear you say it. Now go, your entourage won’t let me keep you much longer.”

“Why are they so respectful of you?” Daina asked.

“Because I’ve been where you are now,” Mani said. “A precious tool used for important work. I survived and for that, they honor me and bear my insolence.”

“What did you-” Daina began but Mani waved her off.

“Now’s not the time to fill your head with stories,” she said. “Go. And stay alive, girl! I need you in the shop.”

“I will, Master,” Daina bowed and smiled what she hoped was a calming smile. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Outside, night was falling. The long bright nights of summer was over but fall was the season of all three moons and darkness usually didn’t fall completely. Especially now, on new years eve, the only night in the whole year all three moons were full at the same time. The soft red and yellow light of the sunset was giving way to the silver light of the moons as Daina and her two silent companions made their way through the derelict parts of Dia Farun. Up in the upper houses the party, such as it was, was starting up. There were still patrols out in the lower houses, clearly signaling not everyone up there thought adhering to tradition was a good idea. The deafening silence of the lower houses certainly supported their notion.

Speaking of that, there was a group of wolves further ahead, one breaking off to take a leak. The Hragi’s faded into the deep shadows of a nearby house and Daina was just about to follow them when the moonlight caught the lone wolf. Long silver hair, braided and lined with rubies. It was him. As soon as she saw, she knew. She needed nothing more. She’d taken three steps towards him, power flaring when one of her guards caught her arm.

“Stealth,” she implored. “We are not here to fight wolves.”

“It’s him!” Daina hissed at her as though he meant as much to them as to her. “The one who did all this to me, did this!” She jabbed at her cheek, showed her hand. Skies above, how long would he stay there?

“We are not here to fight wolves,” said the other one.

“Raven promised me vengeance,” Daina almost shouted. “Against this man. Do you deny her promise?”

Silence. Then the hand on her arm was released. Daina raced off immediately, her echo flaring awake within her, guiding her power as it burned ever higher.

Kafir only had time to turn his head before she slammed into him. She wrenched his arm back until the shoulder cracked and broke then drove her hand into the break.

“Not a sound,” she growled at him. When he kept quiet, his expression one of pain, eyes fixed on the two ravens behind her, she had to suppress a wild giggle. She had him. She already knew what to do. Reaching up, she took his first ruby line by the roots and yanked it out. Kafir grunted but did nothing else. Her hand on his break kept him well in place.

“I’m so happy I get to tell you this,” Daina said gleefully as she tore out another line of rubies, stuffing them both in a pocket. Skies above, each of these were a treasure trove of power. “I didn’t kill your friends. Cat and Fox did. I’m not a murderer,” she pressed a finger into his break, making him grunt in pain again. Another line yanked out. “yet. I owe you so very much, you fucking filth. I took her opals, still carry them with me. Fox told me to. Honorable? No, but it’s not like you ever cared. Didn’t kill them. Did you tell them to follow us?” Another line. Two remaining. “Then their deaths is on you as much as me. I owe you so, so much. A torch. Four nails. Your home. Months of pain.” Tears were coming. She pulled the fifth line with so much force it tore his head back. “Some of them, we can do, but the others? Oh I’ve been thinking. We can squeeze and pull, can’t we? I’m sure if we heat it enough,” the final line was torn from his head. His power had dwindled with each pull and now, she noticed, hers was greater. “It’ll work, won’t it? Otherwise, I’m sure we can find something else to do. And that won’t be enough, oh no. I don’t know what will, but you know what? We will find out. Together. We will-”

“Hey boss, you alright back there?” Steps approaching.

“Oh well,” Daina grinned madly at him. “Looks like I’m still not a murderer.” She pushed off him, putting as much power as she could into it, and setting off down the street. The two ravens followed her without a sound.

“Skies above Boss, are you alright?”

“GET HER!”

Steps followed but they were already far ahead and ducking into parts of Dia Farun even a pack of wolves hesitated to go these days. They were soon lost in the growing silvery night. Ducking into a barn that reeked of pigs, they hid themselves from the noses of the wolves.

“Was it good?” One of the Hragi’s asked her as they waited.

“Yes. I think so.” Daina was furiously shaking her hands, clicking her beads and pinching herself, not caring who saw her do it. She wanted to laugh and cry at the same time, every emotion she had threatened to overwhelm her. The feeling of all that power, over a hundred rubies, made it no easier to contain herself.

“Revenge is like water,” the other one said. “Too much will drown you, sure, but none and you’ll wither. Flowers need water, after all.”

Daina looked at her in surprise, then caught herself. If they were as close to Raven as Mani said, of course they’d know.

“What are the nightshade flowers?” She asked hesitantly.

“They are essential to our Lady Raven’s plans,” the first one said.

“We will say no more,” said the other. “What you are to know, our Lady Raven will have told you.”

“She hasn’t told me anything,” Daina said. “Please, just- Will it kill me?” She was almost sure it wouldn’t, but...

“Flowers cannot grow in dead soil.” The first one said. “Nor can a dead gardener care for them. Our Lady Raven wants you all to live.”

Daina released a deep breath. She had thought the same, but to hear it from them was very welcome.

“We should go,” the other one said while the first, as if on queue, faded into a cloud of smoke which quickly sucked itself into the shape of a raven. She hopped a few steps, then took off out of the barn. For a few seconds, silence reigned.

“Do the flowers make you move like that?” The remaining Hragi asked, nodding to Daina's hands. She was swapping between shaking her hands and clicking her beads.

“What? Oh no, it’s just- It’s just how I get rid of energy,” Daina replied. “It builds up, like pressure in my chest if I’m excited or scared or tense or- Well quite often, you can imagine. This is the best way to get rid of it. It’s not a possession,” she quickly added, pointing at her fox eye as she opened it. “I’d know. It’s just, I don’t know, how I cope.”

The Hragi frowned at her in confusion, which made Daina feel like she’d just admitted to cleaning up animal dung as a hobby. Before she could ask another question, though, the raven returned, changing back into her human form before she was even inside. The two hastened to each other, talking quickly and quietly.

“We are safe,” one of them said. Daina had looked elsewhere for a second, and lost track of who was who. “We must go.”

At the edge of the forest, about a hundred figures huddled together. They were devotees and mixes both, and not all had raven tattoos. All they shared was an oath sworn to Raven, and a supreme discomfort at the situation. Even Skri, surrounded though she was by her personal entourage of trained ravens, looked a bit nervous. It wasn’t that she lacked for illustrious company. The Hragi’s escorting Daina abandoned her with the other flowers to go join a group of about ten equally dark and gloomy ravens who surrounded Raven herself like a protective shield. Between Skri’s entourage, Raven’s personal servants, a smattering of upper devotees, as well as a tall bulky man with hard lines and no tattoos Daina could see, and the flowers, they filled out about half of the group. The rest were mixes and lower devotees like Thaur.

“So, here goes, huh?” Divran looked at her as she joined them. In the darkness he seemed more sure of himself, more confident. “You ready?”

“As ready as I’ve ever been,” Daina said. Honestly, she wanted to go talk to Thaur, she knew him better. But everyone else stuck to their groups.

“You certainly look prepared,” Divran pointed to the infused bracelets that clattered on her arms. He had opened his fox eye. “Those things are brimming.”

“Oh uh, yeah,” Daina held up her arm so he could get a better look. “My Master worries for her apprentices, so she outfitted us as best she could.”

“That’s amazing,” Divran said, looking closely at her arm. Around them, the other flowers were looking on. As always, it was a quieter group than it should have been. “What do they do?”

“Most of them are lore replications,” Daina explained, happy for something to talk about. “These blue ones, they’re for the viper lore, Running... Erh- Running Water. This copper one, it’s for Bear’s lore. I can’t recall the name. It stores power better, though, and it works well with my claws. The black ones, though, they-”

“Attend,” Raven croaked out. Silence fell on the group like a stone. “We go... To serve... Vengeance... And rebellion... We go to... end our... Grand Patron.” Croaking and hoarse as she was, the last words were heavy with venom. “Four lines... Follow those... In front... Do not... Deviate.”

“Four lines, everyone,” Skri echoed. She and Raven’s servants started moving everybody into place, shepherding the various groups so the formation held. Daina and Divran wound up on an outer line near the front, where the other flowers were clustered together.

“We follow... Secret paths...” Raven said, perched on a branch on Skri’s staff. “Be silent... Stay in... Formation.”

Darkness swallowed them as they entered the forest.
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This far in, Daina's fox eye saw things equally fascinating and terrifying. More than half the trees were fat with power, awake and mobile. They scuttled around the group, staying well out of reach of the patron, but keeping a very close eye on them. They made sure the path was always wide enough, but that made Daina no less worried. She had no idea where they were. 

The animals were changing as well, trolls and other monstrous mutations taking over from normal deer and foxes. 

They were stepping across forbidden places, where the forest lived and breathed and hated, where its cherished silence would be kept on pain of death. No patron could protect them should they disturb the forest here.

So they walked in silence. Fox mixes like herself were kept on the edges of the group, to catch anyone about to lose the path. Daina gulped as two round yellow eyes the size of her head buried in a rotten face half-eaten by moss stared at her with unfiltered disgust from less than three feet away. The rest of the monstrous shape was visible only as an aura black with hatred. It watched the intruders make their way across holy earth, slipping in sacred moss that had lain undisturbed since the forest came here, uttering blasphemous sounds. Even with their best efforts, with whatever deal Raven had made for a hundred humans to be permitted in here, they walked a razor-thin line.

They walked the secret ways, unknowable paths that led to places you would never otherwise find, that slipped between the world of spirits and the world of the forest, leaving the world of man further and further behind. Daina would pay any price to be out of here. She felt very strongly that were they to stop and rest, the moss would eat them. 

It covered everything; the ground, fallen trees, rocks, bones. Like a snake digesting the world. It gave off no aura and no power, but Daina feared this was because the power her fox eye used to see these things was eaten before it could return. Maybe it was easier when you weren't followed by a hundred clumsy terrified humans, but it baffled Daina how the patrons could travel these paths as regularly as they evidently did. She missed Aisma, she missed Mani and she missed their home's roaring fire, the soft furs, the day-to-day of runes and soul-exercising. 

In here, it felt like faraway dreams, like she’d imagined them. More than once, she had to suppress flashes of her imprisonment and an almost uncontrollable urge to run. 

Then, finally, the oppressive hate of the forest abated ever so slightly. Whatever temple to itself they had stepped through, it was behind them and the forest grew less interested in their presence. There was even light ahead! The hundred terrified faces became visible in vague, pale colors as the trees slowly moved aside to show a real path. So far, they had mostly criss-crossed between the trees, knowing they were following a path only because Skri and Raven had led them. This was an opening in the forest, moss making way for soft grass, darkness giving way to a faint look at the night sky above them where strange stars and a single moon peeked back at them. They were deep in the world of the forest now, and the path led them deeper in.

They followed it until a wide clearing opened up. Soft and inviting grass by a pleasantly gurgling stream invited rest and relaxing your guard. It was as clear a trap as Daina had ever seen.

And somewhere ahead, something shone with its own light.

As soon as she saw it, she had to close her fox eye. Unlike Raven, what was ahead made no attempt to disguise its power, its aura blinding any who looked at it.

It was Moose.

He was enormous; pearly white fur over bulging muscles and bone, black hooves reverberating with every step, though they made no sound. His eyes were liquid black orbs in his face, matched by pitch-black antlers so grand they stretched across the path, where the trees bent to accommodate them, though they almost burst with vitriol at having to do so. But with the power of the Farun behind him, Moose could command the forest and it could do little to him. Even with the rebellion apparently begun, it seemed not to touch him. Daina saw all this though Moose was still minutes away, hidden behind bends and twists in the road. His presence defied ignorance, his power commanded attention and knowledge of him. Trees and twigs could no more hide him than air could hide the sun.

There was no way they could fight him.

Daina became aware of having sunk to her knees, of a desperate need to lay prostrate before the approaching creature, of giving her life as penance for the mere thought of disobedience. Of murder, even. There could be no more fitting punishment than the end of existence for this. But she never went prostrate, her thoughts of ritual suicide remaining in the back of her mind, insistent and terrifying but never bursting open.

Inside her, the oath had uncurled. It wrapped her mind in a protective net, fighting off the demanding thoughts and keeping her mind safe from the approaching presence of Moose. When she stood up again, she had a vague feeling that the oath pulled her along, like it was her strings, her free will mere suggestions it chose to go along with. Around her, others got to their feet as well. Even Skri had gone to one knee before the oath could protect her.

"To the sides... Out of his way." Raven rasped. Everyone scrambled to the sides. Opposite Daina, Skri visibly brought herself under control. Her devotees, transformed to resemble feathered monsters with talons for hands and feet, a great beak and human eyes, crouched near her. Ravens weren't fighters, not in the physical sense. But these were all deep in the lore of Rot and Soil. They would infect the body and tear at the soul while the mixes and other expendables kept the lord of all the Farun busy. Somehow.

Moose knew of them, of course. His attention alone was a heavy presence that swept across the meager group of rebels, knew them and dismissed them. To someone like Moose, who had followed the lore of Dominance seemingly to its conclusion, rebels would cause him no hesitation, no reaction. He might lower himself to sweep aside those who did not collapse to his will but he would give the rebel no concessions. Not a hesitant step, not a look, nothing.

He entered the clearing and their hiding was made useless. He knew them all. They were none of them strong enough to hide from someone like this. So they cowered, one and all, as Moose's presence hammered at the protection of their oath, beating them towards submission. He hadn't even spoken, hadn't even used his power and they had lost. None of them could even move, much less fight. And he was not alone. Twelve guards, dressed in splendid white fur with lines of shining beads of white gold. Black antlers crowned their heads and their hands were fused together in hoof-like knives that glinted in the splendor of their Lord. They walked as though his presence was nothing, as though the rebels didn't exist.

But then Moose did stop.

He looked up to a branch where Raven sat, watching. As their eyes met, the full power of Raven unfurled. It was rotten and bleak, deep and ancient, enfeebled and sick. The branch beneath her rotted and cracked with worms and termites, the whole tree withering in an instant. She pounded with a deep need for vengeance, for regaining that which was lost. Tendrils of power rose towards the sky, aching for the domain that had been lost to her, screaming against the shackles that kept her here, slaved to this creature of the ground.

Against the presence of Moose, it was like an old dying woman trying to intimidate an army. It fluttered and battered against the dominating air of its Lord, doing nothing that merited a response.

"Raven." The voice of Moose doubled its presence tenfold. Daina struggled to even breathe. "You wish to parlay?"

"You know... My wish." Hoarse and croaking, Raven's voice was a pathetic thing, a butterfly trying to beat back a storm. Her burning, unending need for revenge battered harmlessly against Moose.

"So you come to fill your need." Moose said. His attention flared. The oath protections flayed and strained and the humans found themselves on their knees. "You come, shackled and bound, and you hope to end me."

"We cast off... Your shackles." Raven said. Her voice echoed, her words spoken as one with Fox, Cat and Viper. Their voices reverberated with hers. "We defy... Your laws... We bring your rule... To an end." With that, the shackles on Raven's presence fell away as though they had never been. Vengeance rose like a material thing between the two patrons, darkness washing off the blinding white of Moose. The oath inside Daina flared like black fire and she would have screamed had it let her. It warred with the presence of Moose inside her, burning his power and making the net around her mind strong and tight. Power like she had never known raged triumphant within her, and she found herself standing again. Her flowers sang with joy, a song that wilted the grass beneath her and sent her echo fleeing her inner world. Death was coming and they sang its praises, hungry chicks calling to their mother.

In front of her, Moose had not visibly reacted. And yet- his power flickered, the faintest single instance but it did. Not so much weakness as a temporary cessation of overwhelming strength. But to those like Moose, that was weak. That was the beginning of the end.

"Attend me." One bellow and his power unfurled. Any trace of weakness was washed away. Again the protection of the oath was strained to its pained, screaming limits, flaying and withering as Moose trampled it with a single utterance of power. It was to the greatest credit of the oath that it did not die immediately but held on for brief, precious seconds.

In those seconds, Moose’s error became clear. In his desire to render his authority absolute, he had torn the silence, commanded where he was a guest, powerful though he might have been. The forest had endured much from this usurper, this bearer of its own lore, and it had felt him flicker.

The forest, already filthy with hatred, turned horribly, viciously alive around them. Where darkness had ruled between the trees, it became nothing. 

In an instant like that of Moose’s flicker, the world around the clearing disappeared. Surrounding them now was the servants of the Forest, one of the four fundamental forces against whom all power paled. What was tree and what was troll was hard to see. Daina would never again feel horror as in that moment, when the smallest sliver of the forest broke from its slumber to turn its attention towards them. In that single instant, the command of Moose was sundered and torn, the sound that carried it left behind in the old world.

And the battle began.

A full half of Moose's guard, oath-sworn to Raven, fell on the others and the humans rushed forward, all in utter, unbroken silence. Daina brought all her tattoos to bear, flared the power of her rubies until her veins screamed and her flowers’ song became deafening. She rammed one of Moose's guards, throwing him off balance as Thaur slipped around her, faster than anyone should be able to, and bit into the guard's neck with his enormous, distended mouth. Then another exhalation of Moose sent them all tumbling. Even now, he could make the oath scream with pain as it fended off his attack. With a roar of rage he tore Raven's branch away, antlers catching the fat bird as she tried to fly away and drove her to the ground. Moose reared back to stomp her but then Skri and her chosen devotees fell on him. With talons that tore the spirit more than the body, carrying sickness and infections, they rammed into him from the side, disrupting the balance of the great beast and drawing the first bit of patron blood.

Black and yellow pus erupted from Moose's wounds, staining his pure fur and he roared again. With his antlers he caught one devotee, smashing it under hoof and slammed into a tree, crushing another. Skri herself only barely escaped with her life. 

Then Raven was back up, and her power drilled into Moose's wounds, infections burning like fire and scorching away hide and muscle, feeding on the great stores of power within. Daina had to turn away from the battle. Even without her fox eye, it threatened to burn her eyes.

Next to her, one of Moose's loyal guards was battling a mix she'd seen before; with two bear tattoos and two wolf tattoos, she was the most solid fighter Raven had brought with her. The guard had torn open her chest and stomach, bone and intestines spilling out as his thick knives crushed and tore and split her apart. Two more arrived, fully transformed into great white moose themselves. They trampled the humans, great bodies crushing everyone before them. 

Daina activated one of her infusion bracelets. A viper replication, she almost lost her balance as all her movement sped up insanely and it took her a second to reorient herself. But then the balance and awareness kicked in, and she found herself in full control, ready.

She threw herself at one of the moose, her bear claws digging into its side, her wings flapping so she could easily climb the beast and tear at its back. Before she knew it, she sat astride one of the moose, alternating between holding on and clawing deep into it, blood flowing around her. She tore with unparalleled speed, digging a deep hole in its back before it could even properly react.

She was vaguely aware of enormous trolls wading into the clearing; built like tree trunks strangled by vines, they were masses of bone and muscles, moss growing over rotting skin. They rammed into Moose, forcing him two steps back and he turned to focus on them over the crushed traitor guards he had been trampling before. 

But then her bracelet ran out and with it, her wild rodeo ended. The moose bucked and she was thrown from its back, falling between a horde of trampling hooves. Then Thaur was on it, fangs and claws glittering with poison as he went at the side Daina had used to climb on, digging into the wounds and leaving deep marks of poison. The moose roared in pain, then rushed towards the humans by the edge of the clearing, crushing anyone stupid enough to remain in its path.

Someone grabbed its hind leg; a unified bear mix who strained as he pulled and the moose pitched forward, digging up dirt and roots as it slammed into the ground head first.

The humans fell on it like angry ants, tearing and biting until they were soaked in blood and the creature lay still. Daina jumped to join in the carnage, tearing out huge chunks of muscle from its neck. The vengeance of Raven burned in them all, sending them wild with battle rage. Two other moose battled a traitor guard and several raven devotees who were barely holding on. In the center of it all, Moose rammed one of the trolls easily the size of himself, lifted it above his head and flung it into the other. They tumbled into a mass of humans, crushing and breaking as they went down and then Moose was on them, trampling and kicking them until their bodies burst. Skri’s devotees clung to him, clawing and tearing at his spirit, sending power streaming from him, but he ignored them until his work was done. Then he went down, rolling on the ground before getting up, several more of the devotees dead. Daina saw Skri and Raven land on his back, tendrils of power gripping and tearing into him, infections spreading throughout his whole body. Raven sat on his antlers, beak tearing chunks off them. 

Then Daina had to return to the moose trampling the devotees. With Thaur and the others, they fell on them like a hungry horde. Daina rammed one of them as it lifted its leg and, with the help of others attacking it without end, brought it on its side. She activated her bear bracelet, and felt her power grow. For every drop she got two, three times the strength she had gained before. She hammered its legs, breaking bones and stopping the strong kicks that had already torn into her side. She could feel herself bleeding but was unable to stop. The song blasted through her, propelling her ever onward. There was only one way to survive this. 

A dying cramp-like kick caught her in the stomach and she stumbled back, gasping for breath as the bracelet ran out. For a few seconds she lay there, battle rage pumping in her. The oath curled through her entire being, screeching at her to fight, to kill, to avenge centuries of humiliation. As she looked up, the last two loyal guards, both fully transformed to moose, trampled into the fighting mass before her, saving their ailing comrade and crushing humans underfoot. For all their numbers, Raven's servants were battered and broken, the traitor guard crushed under their former master. Raven was still tearing at Moose's antlers, cutting them smaller with every bite but having to fly to safety moments before Moose rammed a tree, trying to crush her to a pulp.

Daina needed something more to even the battle. Something strong and deadly. Something black and pointy and right at hand. A great piece of Moose's antlers lay before her, looking like a deformed knife. Two prongs stuck in the same direction from a bit that might be a handle, sharp as spears. It would do. She grabbed it and felt a shock of power up her arm as she did so. She gritted her teeth and held on. Jumping to aid her, her echo wrapped her claw in power, a layer of protection from the undiluted patron essence she was touching. Then she jumped at the moose trampling Raven's oath-sworn, stabbing and sending them howling pain as she did so. The wounded one she stabbed in the hind legs so it collapsed, stumbling as it tried to kick the grievously wounded Thaur underneath it. The surviving humans fell on it as before and she turned her attention to the two others. One was limping away; the other was furiously defending its downed brother. Another stab with the antler-knife and it focused on her instead. 

She had only a second to realize her mistake. She activated her other viper bracelet, but too late. She was lifted off the ground by its antlers and hurled into a tree with such power she felt and heard cracks and breaks through her whole body. Then another troll burst from the undergrowth around them. It grabbed the moose, lifting it and throwing it like a rag-doll at Moose, sending them all to the ground. Then the troll itself fell on the pile of great animals, tearing at the thrown moose to get to its master. 

Daina lay on the ground, briefly wondering if she was dead. But the song within her did not let up. Her flowers spread out, gulping power from her activated bracelet until it burst. The flowers grew like vines over her broken bones, steadying and solidifying her. Her head swam but the song gave her purpose. Broken and battered, but stable, she got up. Feeling up her arms, she closed her hand over the three black bracelets she had left. Power reserves, protection in a pinch. That would have been the solution. Too late now.

She turned her attention to the uninjured moose, the one that had sent her flying. It was holding its own. The human horde was so diminished, so wounded, it could no longer overwhelm it. Daina fiddled in her pockets, finally finding a shell, more vivid in color than it should be. She held up her improvised knife, waited for the moose to see it, see the piece of its master used against him.

It didn’t take long. It charged through the diminished humans straight at her.

Daina activated all three remaining bracelets. Her veins couldn’t handle any more, even with the flowers to help they hadn’t yet adjusted to the rubies and were screaming in pain. But that was okay. She directed all the power of the bracelets forward, outward, to shield and strengthen her body for a brief second or two.

As the moose charged into her, she threw the shell. 

Colors exploded from the impact across the moose’s neck. Like cloth it enveloped, then choked, the moose, spreading even farther across it, blinded and bound it then started burning fiercely. The creature was much too big and heavy to stop, but its charge was interrupted and Daina was overflowing with power. She staggered backwards, grabbing its antlers to keep her balance before losing it anyway and collapsing backwards. But the charge had become a fall and though it left her sore and bleeding anew, it did not crush her. She scrambled away from the great creature, getting to her feet as the color bands sunk ever deeper into its flesh, searing it until all that remained was an impossibly small, burned carcass. Never disturb an infuser, indeed.

Moose had gotten back up, affording his fallen guards not an ounce of attention. He flayed and kicked the troll until it fell back, sick pus flowing from numerous wounds. Moose did not let it escape and under his hooves, it became pulp.

But he was now alone. Skri clung to his back, tearing and biting and sending infections deep inside it. Raven was perched on his head, tearing splinters of skull with unceasing pecks. Moose roared and bucked and rolled, trying to rid himself of his tormentors; but pain and infections made him slow and heavy and the ravens had no trouble jumping off and back on when they could. Even Daina, drunk on the oath within, went at him. She drilled her antler knife deep into one of Moose's uncountable wounds. She jumped out of the way of a kick that made the air crack, then went back in, stabbing Moose with his own weapon.

Then he buckled, knees giving out and the great patron of the Farun clan fell. Power flowed from him in endless torrents, he twitched as infections burned into him and with glee, Raven dug her beak deep inside him and drank. 

At this, moose cried out in pain, a sound much unlike anything the great beast had made before. It was true pain, his spirit being drained from him, sucked up. Raven’s power flowed from her as she feasted on the soul of the grand patron, bathing the entire clearing in her dark aspects. Daina was right there, clinging to her knife as Moose had gone down and she could not help herself. She knew what Raven was doing, had known ever since she showed her how to devour the living for power. Her flowers called for it, needed it, wanted it, desperate to feed off the death they had been born for.

"Do it," she told her echo which obeyed with glee. As it formed the devouring constellation, she dug into the wound, tearing out a handful of flesh and bit into it, wild inspiration and the manic desires of Raven's oath guiding her. Raven wanted to devour Moose and thus, Daina did as well. She had tasted nothing like it before. It vaporized in her mouth, seeping into her being and finding her shards, finding the one bound to her moose tattoo. It burst alive, glowing and growing. Veins of power opened in her, taking in the thick soup of power that flowed around her. 

The surviving flowers fell on the downed beast as well, the carrion eater of their master taking over. They fell on the feast like animals, the feast for which they had been saved from the prison pits.

Power suffused her entire being, more every second than she had ever used in her wildest straining of her own body. The thought came almost of its own and once she had thought it, so had her echo. With this much power to help them, it was trivial to complete the exercise, to force the shards into position so that, with a burst, she unified. Already fueled by power, her tattoos all glowed fiercely, absorbing more than she had ever known they could. Within her, new options opened up. In that single instant, the spirit world took one step closer to her, as she took one step away from the world of humans. Constellations of shards that had seemed impossible before were now trivial. Her claws flared with power, seeming ready to cut stone. Her body grew stronger, more solid. The light of her tattoos on her shards grew ever brighter.

Then, the spastic kicks of the grand patron ceased. Her moose tattoo went dead on her chest, lit by her power but never again by its own glow. Within her, the singing of her flowers grew as they bloomed. Blood red flowers among dark green leaves sprouted and life flooded her from within. It met with the torrent of power from without and shot upwards, bursting out from her inner world and into the outer.

In a moment instantly familiar, the back of her skull burst and thick, dark green branches grew from the back of her head, filling the holes. They spread out to form grand antlers, vines and blood red flowers growing and twisting around them. In anticipation of what was to happen, her wings grew from within, shooting from her back and stretching to twice their old length. Black feathers mixed with red leaves flowed all along her new wings, grew down her back and replaced her hair. Around her, the surviving flowers underwent their own transformations, their own tattoos guiding the growth of the nightshade within them.

And in front of them, Raven ascended. 
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Splotchy unkempt feathers became shiny, beautiful. The antler in her neck dissolved, absorbed inside her. She grew in size, her wings stretching until they seemed to fill the whole clearing. Her talons took on the snow white of Moose's fur and her power expanded enormously. Shackles and limitations Daina hadn't even seen before fell away, she gained substance and strength where before she had struggled to hold her form together. Where only rot had ruled, the faintest stirring of a spring breeze now sent her feathers stirring. She ate nothing more, there was no need. Moose's essence flowed into her until she was full to bursting with it and then, she simply expanded. Whatever the flowers had taken, it was a pittance by comparison. 

When the clearing itself was filled with her wings and enormous power, she simply grew denser. Daina watched, without breathing and without blinking, as her patron was reborn to what she had been before. She opened her fox eye without truly meaning to, and watched the last moments of Moose’s spirit as it was absorbed into Raven. 

It was a tremendous meal, one that would not be digested immediately. Her aura was a swirling mess of colors, each threatening to overwhelm one another. Raven shrunk herself again, withdrawing her essence and packing it layer upon layer over the great meal, colors slowly falling back in familiar patterns as she did. From the outside, her powers seemed to fade as she did, but digesting Moose without losing control would take a lot of power. Besides, it was probably not a great idea to signal her presence so heavily. Moose had followed the lore of Dominance and forgoing stealth was a fundamental part of that. Raven did not and hubris was best avoided.

With the death of Moose, the oppressive silence that had blanketed the battlefield since they were all removed into the world of the forest abated slightly. The trees withdrew the tiniest bit and the path appeared again. The forest had played its part in the killing of its usurper and wished to return to its slumber.

Daina couldn't understand the negotiations that happened between it and Raven; she wouldn't even have known they were happening had her newly unified status not made her fox eye even more aware than before. With that, she could just glimpse the outlines of the communication that happened between the bird and a consciousness connected to a power that spanned the world. Finally, she gestured and the sorry remnants of her oath-sworn left the clearing, shaking their heads clear of the frenzy that had possessed them, carrying their wounded. Less than twenty had survived. Skri was more or less alive, having been almost crushed by two of Moose's guards, but she was limping and breathing heavily. None of her trained devotees had lived. Thaur was carried by two others; he resembled a wound in the shape of a man. He was broken, trampled, bleeding and, incredibly, breathing.

Jain was already preparing what little he could, walking beside him and carefully applying the sticky healing mucus that flowed from his fingers to Thaur with the utmost care. He stopped regularly to rub his eyes and shake his head, struggling to recover from the frenzy and the aggressive war for their souls the two patrons had fought.

Inside Daina, the oath had curled back on itself, evidently at rest. It felt less comprehensive now, less restrictive. Fighting Moose had burned out a lot of it. It was by no means done, though. Raven must have worked on it for many, many years. Or maybe the oaths of ancient creatures like her were simply this powerful. She hadn't even known oaths could be more than simply restrictions and permissions of behavior; this one had, however, contained promises of protection against the power of Moose. When invoked, it had spent power from somewhere to enact these protections. Maybe it was Raven herself who had powered it. She flew above them now, a thoroughly different creature than before. She was still fat, but now she was bursting with power as well. She was beautiful and vital now, where before she had been decrepit and half-dead.

Soon they passed out of the realm of the forest and from there, the going was less oppressive. They rested by a purewater spring Daina didn’t recognize, and she took a second to look over herself and their surroundings. They were back in the world of humans, the moons confirmed it, but still deep in the forest. The forest which was no longer shackled to the grand patron of the Farun. She had relaxed her tattoos, but her wings and antlers were still out, with no power used from her. Experimenting, she found she could make them retract by sort of activating the tattoos, but if she didn’t spend power on it, they remained out. 

Apparently, she was touched now. She hadn’t known this to be a part of the deal, and didn’t know what to think about it. Frankly, she was too tired to think of the implications. But she did remember something else. The last thing Raven had told her. The promises made. 

She piled up her courage, told herself repeatedly her request was legitimate, then walked over to Skri and Raven. Raven was whispering directions from atop the staff Skri was struggling to hold up.

"My Lady Raven," Daina began with a bow. The black bird turned to gaze at her. "You told me we would talk once I was unified."

"Yes," her voice was still scratchy and cawing but now, it was also strong. "Your wish remains flight, and vengeance?"

"Yes, my Lady," Daina bowed. "How may I go about it?"

"Vengeance will come," Raven said. "Your enemy cannot leave you alone as long as you breathe. Train and prepare, and it will be yours when next you meet. Under my tutelage, you will exceed him."

"Thank you, my Lady," Daina bowed again. "And my flight?"

"You will fly," Raven said. "However, you are not a bird and not devoted. To fly you will need the lore of the Seeing Sky, that which was mine before the dead patron tore me from the clouds. It will never be mine again. That was the price I paid for life. But you will learn it nonetheless. You will have the flight you seek."

"I thank you, my Lady," Daina bowed again. Her wings fluttered and inside her, her echo bubbled with excitement. It was all she could do to not jump up and down. "You are generous with your time."

"I asked much of you," Raven said. Then she raised her voice a bit, so all could hear. "I asked much of all of you. You were given promises and I will fulfill those. On the oath you swore, I will pay my debt to you all."

Eyes glittered in the dark, hopeful, greedy, desperate. It took a lot to bind someone under such an oath, and many had great desires they wished to see fulfilled. Daina herself was struggling to contain herself. It was all coming together, finally. The deaths, the battle, the blood. Her dream was ever closer and, with the clear promise of a patron, it would happen. Aisma would be so happy to hear her news. Mani would scoff and hide her own excitement. She couldn't wait to celebrate with them.

Wait, what had they been up to? An entire rebellion had started while they were in the forest. Were they okay, how had it all gone?

"My Lady Raven," Daina tried carefully. It was impossible to read Raven's expression. Was she fine, or impatient? "Do you know how the rest of the rebellion has gone? Will we go to join them now?"

"Not as planned, I would expect," Raven answered. "Fox is fatally optimistic, especially concerning his own capacity. But we cannot help them yet. You are hurt and spent and ill-prepared for another battle. I must coalesce, gather my new essence. It would be unwise for me to fight in your stead."

Daina nodded. Understandable. The rebels would be involved in battling the wolves and bears that had stayed to protect the Hills. While she remained steady on her feet, she was bleeding and tired and many were worse off. Now would not be the time to engage anyone.

They had just decided to move along when Fox appeared from the forest. Black and beautiful like Raven, with four tails and red lining his muscles and three eyes, he appeared unscathed.

"Raven," he said, voice so thick with trustworthiness it almost certainly covered lies. "You look well."

"Moose angered the forest and it struck against him," Raven answered. "We took the opportunity presented to us."

"Indeed you did," Fox said, smiling, showing his white human teeth. "And what an opportunity! I appreciate you trying to call us to your side so we could all gain our part of the bargain. Essence shared, fair and square, correct? In accordance with our deal. Or was there some other reason your call to us didn't reach us in time?"

"The forest pulled us deep into its world," Raven might have shrugged. "There was no way to call you."

"Ah, most sad," Fox's voice lost a hint of its trustworthiness, gained an edge. "And so very convenient that the object of your hate, which you swore on your life to put aside, would die in such a way you had no choice but to devour him on your own. Though I see you had the grace to share with your... Friends." His eyes fell on the humans in turn. Daina and the surviving flowers, seven in all, earned a particularly deep look. "Your friends who, it seems, lack the oath we put together with your help."

"What happened, happened," Raven replied. "Without this oath, they could not have withstood Moose, and the battle would have been lost."

"Convenience," Fox stared daggers at Raven. "You lie. If not by words then by omission. You broke the oath we swore, you tore from us soldiers and you used our plan to feed your own scheme. Bear faces all that Cat can muster on her own, and it is not his blood that stains the streets. Wolf and Viper stalk each other, killing all in their path. Only Hanis remain to stand against the champions. Hatred and broken promises tear us apart already.”

A hunch made Daina open her fox eye and there it was: Hidden in the forest, a contingent of fox devotees. Hardly born warriors, but quick, and no one was in a condition to stand against them.

“Tell me,” Fox continued. “How you now differ from Moose. Is your usurping done, your lies? We bowed and scraped before our Horned Lord for centuries. Will we now bow before the Feathered one instead?”

“Moose acted in betrayal,” Raven answered calmly, though the shadows darkened around her. “I acted in vengeance.”

“You are both betrayers,” Fox spat on the ground. “Breakers of oaths freely given. You have broken the Farun for your revenge.”

"The Farun need not break," Raven said, though she bristled. "We may work with the forest in other ways. I have plans if you would only hear me. What has happened, has happened. I am what I have not been in all your living years and I offer you my alliance. You will need what help you can get in the time ahead and I offer you mine."

"Lies," Fox answered. "You will help where it helps you and no more. Your alliance is not worth being spat on. We know you now as the creature of deceit Moose fought, not the friend and ally you presented as. You are expelled from the Farun clan. You are an enemy of the Farun clan. On pain of death, you and your ilk will have until morning to vacate our city, our lands, our clan, our memory. May you die and may it stick." He spat again, then strode from them, disappearing into the darkness. But he did not go far. Out there in the darkness, they all waited, listening.

Daina stood quiet, understanding coming slowly. Before she could muster, someone asked the question for her.

"What does that mean?"

"It means the devotees of our Lady Raven and her faithful mixes are expelled for now," Skri answered. "It means we must fight to gain our rightful place within our clan. It means we must flee to preserve ourselves, returning when we have the power to do so. The devotees will know, and the mixes will learn. By morning we will know where we stand."

Understanding hit Daina like a bucket of cold water. They were the enemies of Cat and Fox. The patrons Aisma fought for.

"May we go and pack?" She asked faintly.

"Dawn approaches," Skri answered. "We will go to the meeting site and we will survive with what we have."

The meeting site. As Skri and other senior Raven devotees transformed and brought the message out, Raven herself led them onward.  They halted again by a tall, white rock on which Raven perched so as to be visible for miles above the treetops. They had always known this would happen. They had never planned to return. Daina looked towards the capital, the grand sprawling city that had always been her home. Much of the lower houses was on fire, as was some of the upper. There, in the distance, a bear the size of a house carved a path through a mass of humans. His roar reached them even here. Would Mani make it? Would she see Aisma again? How could Aisma even survive something like that? 

Sick to her stomach, she huddled in her cloak, waiting for dawn as ravens started trickling in.



Afterword

Hello! Thank you so much for reading my book through to the end. I certainly hope you enjoyed yourself and, while this may bring some kind of GRRM curse down upon me, the next one should be out some time in 2021. 

This is a bit of a passion project for me, so it really means a lot that you got all the way to the end. A review dropped on Amazon and/or Goodreads would be wonderful, if I could persuade you thus. 

AND if you want to keep up with the minutiae of my unbearably boring life you can find me on Twitter here: https://twitter.com/BuchKatrine

I also have an official subreddit going on where you can come and ask complicated questions about inconsistencies in my books! https://www.reddit.com/r/TheRiverTamares/

Both places will also be where to go to learn about new releases and all that! In time there will even be a website, and you’ll learn of that on there too!

The front page is made by the super talented Jonas & Mette Lohardt Havlykke. You can contact them here if you want them to do work for you as well: jonas.lohardt.havlykke@gmail.com 
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