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Seventeen of them.

Tava closed her eyes. Seventeen bandits were too many for her to fight. It was one thing when she had been tracking just five of them. Five, she could handle, since she could have separated one or two from the others. But not seventeen.

Six was the number that had ambushed her father. Varamon Vel Tith had defended himself, slaying one of them with his dagger. The normally gentle scribe had fought hard and well. But two of the cowards had hidden in the bushes and shot him with arrows; Tava had seen that for herself in the tracks and debris they had left.

If I had gone with him, pressed the matter, he would be alive. Six would have been no match for him and me, not even with bows and arrows. Father . . . Father, I’m sorry. I should have insisted. I should have been more forward, even in front of the Aldeman. They already consider me strange enough, so why shouldn’t I have also been unfeminine enough to have argued?

Opening her eyes again, she blinked, adjusting her vision. Despite her skills, the underbrush was thick enough in the foothills of the Correda Mountains that it wasn’t easy to see all of the bandits at once. She counted them carefully as they moved through their encampment, marking them by the clothes they wore, the color of their hair, the weapons they bore. Still, most were visible, bartering over the loot they had stolen, gambling for each piece and laughing or groaning at each toss of the gaming sticks.

Her father was not the only one who had been ambushed by this group. From the looks of things, they had struck a cloth trader’s wagon, one filled with bolts of brightly dyed linen, cheerful ribbons, spools of thread, and a chest filled with buttons and buckles and clasps, most made from pewter and brass. Apparently these brigands had encountered her father after disposing of the trader and purloining his goods, for they were still dividing the wagon’s contents.

Her father was dead. The only parent she could even remember. Dead, because of these cowardly, dishonorable thieves. She wanted to strike them all, to tear into them, to spill their blood as they had spilled Varamon’s . . . but seventeen was too many.

Too many.

Think! she chided herself. You don’t have time for grief right now, so think. Father always said that if you have the time to think, do so, for thinking is what separates failure from success. So think, Tava. How do I separate out one or two at a time, and how do I take them out quietly without drawing the attention of the rest?

She shifted on the stout branch she had selected for her spying perch, considering her options. She wasn’t about to go down there as herself, a single, young woman with no resources whatsoever. Luring them with the sight of a game animal wandering too close to their encampment was equally dangerous. Noises might be a good strategy, since they would need to investigate to keep their camp safe, but that was something best attempted after nightfall, and this was mid-morning.

Tava could see better in the dark than anyone she knew, and it would be child’s play to lead a few of them around, separating and then attacking them in the deepest shadows of the night. The sounds of battle might even unnerve the rest into following and then getting lost in the dark. But she would have to be quick with each strike and flee into the shadows before she could be spotted by the rest.

. . . Yes. An attack at night. Or even over several nights, she decided.  Whittle down their numbers. That, I can do.

She clutched at the branch supporting her weight, wishing it was their necks being throttled in her grasp. Mornai women were supposed to be gentle, docile, polite, and pleasant. They weren’t supposed to argue in public, and they definitely weren’t supposed to fight. Most wouldn’t even think of leaving their homes to track down their father’s absence, and most certainly wouldn’t have chosen to travel alone. But something fiercer than the blood of the River People coursed through her own veins. Sometimes she was ashamed of that foreign blood, but not right now. Not when these filth had to be stopped before they could attack anyone else.

Maybe if I rigged a deadfall and led some of them to it? Or some other sort of trap? It would have to be some distance away, so they wouldn’t hear or see me building it. I don’t have any tools, but it’s not that far to the Plains from here; I could make some braided rope from grass and rig a log to swing down at them, bashing into them . . .

Movement to the side made her twist her head that way, peering through the trees for the source. Another bandit? A new raiding party returning home? A . . . tiger?

That was odd. It wasn’t unusual, since tigers hunted all along the fringes of the Morning River, particularly near the Shifting Plains. They even ranged up into the mountains on the south side of the Plains. But they were wild creatures; they disliked fire, and they were wary of men. They did not creep up to the edge of a bandit encampment, and they certainly would not do so on the downwind side, where the smoke from the three fires tended by the bandits would  sting the striped cat’s sensitive nose, arousing the instinct to flee. A tiger might approach from the side, but not from fully downwind of a campfire.

Tava searched the rest of the wooded slope that flanked the small vale the bandits occupied. The tiger was acting unnaturally; there had to be a reason. Unless there was something she was missing, something prompting it to be there, stalking slowly, warily, through the underbrush—there, another anomaly. But . . . what is a bear doing there? And so close to the tiger?

Confused, Tava kept searching the underbrush, narrowing her gaze to help sharpen her vision. A third bit of movement, soft and gray brown. She didn’t know what it was, either another bear or maybe a wolf, but so many predators so close together was unnatural. Or at least not normal. There was a possible explanation, but it was one that unnerved her.

Morna! So many predators in such a small area can only mean one thing: Shifterai. This is a Shifterai warband, no doubt hired by some village, either Mornai or Corredai. If so, they’re here to wipe out these brigands . . .

On the one hand, her father would be more than adequately avenged. Shifterai were shapechangers—at least, the men were—and they often formed warbands that traveled into the lands surrounding the Plains, looking for work. When they did so, when they traveled on foreign soil, they were usually trustworthy, sticking to the letter of any contract they made . . . unless they crossed paths with a lone female. Like her mother.

She had seen Shifterai twice before. Both times, her father had written the contract between the warband and a village to the Five Springs, where she and her father lived. He had acted as the scribe for at least eight other Shifterai contracts in the last twenty years, but had traveled to the other villages in order to do so. Few Mornai were well versed enough in the written arts to draw up a contract, so the Aldemen of no less than six villages had relied on Varamon for their business transactions.

Those same village leaders had also accepted Tava to a lesser extent, but only when her father wasn’t available and the matter was time sensitive. Mornai females weren’t allowed to negotiate important contracts; recording one was bad enough. Varamon had argued that in the larger Mornai cities, ladies of good education were often preferred as scribes for the neatness of their penmanship, but there weren’t any large cities near Five Springs and the other villages. Nor even a modest-sized town for a full three days’ barge-travel in either direction. The Aldemen refused to bend their minds to an unfamiliar way.

A scrabbling, yowling hiss snared her attention. Tava craned her neck carefully, peering through the boughs. She saw movement among the bandits, watched them snatch up their weapons and head to the right, toward the bear’s position. Voices shouted in command, then yelled in pain. She had a brief, nerve-racking glimpse of the bear bowling over a yellow-shirted bandit with the swipe of a paw, and of the yellow tunic quickly staining red as the man tumbled heels over shoulder into the underbrush. Other bandits darted around the clearing, either grabbing for weapons or drawn to the attacks of the other predators . . . or fleeing their approach.

She was in the wrong spot to see anything after a few moments. A good one for seeing the scattered loot lying throughout the hastily abandoned encampment, but not for the war being waged beneath the layers of the forest canopy. Lifting her head to try to find a better vantage point, again she spotted movement through the trees. This time, it was the stealthy movement of two, maybe three men. One of them with brown trousers and a shirt that was dyed half in dull blue, half in sun-faded purple.

That was one of the bandits she had tracked; his boots had a distinctive crack across each sole. He and the other two men that she could see were picking their way uphill, sneaking away from battle. It was a wise course, provided they could get up and over the hill before the warband realized they were missing. There was a stream  on the other side of the ridge, something they could lose their scent in . . . but only if they made it that far unnoticed.

Which they would do if the warband didn’t realize they had left. Most of the battle noises were off to her right, toward the mouth of the little vale. Not toward the hillside. The hill wasn’t tall, either; it wouldn’t be long before the bandits were out of sight.

Thrusting off of her leafy perch, leaping fearlessly from branch to branch, Tava followed them, sticking to the higher gaps between the branches for cover. She would have justice for her father, and for the wagon’s owner. A death for a death. And, most important, an end to these bandits’ continued predations. They had to be stopped.

If you ever have to fight someone, she remembered her father instructing her, make sure it is done swiftly. If they offer you violence, end it quickly and decisively. If they are neighbors—if Josan gets too much stout in him and he starts swinging at anything that looks twice at him—then you end it without killing or maiming him. If they are enemies, and they are trying to kill you, end it any way you can, but end the fighting quickly. You will be as much a target as they are, when you fight.

The bandits crested the hill; she could now see that there were four of them, not just three. Two carried bows, arrows nocked on the strings. The other two carried axes and knives. They moved cautiously, but quickly, their attention behind and ahead. Not above.

Diving down between the branches, Tava concentrated as she fell, swelling her muscles, her mass, until she was as large and furry as that bear she had seen. Hitting the first man on the shoulders, she crunched  him under her excessive weight. Thick fur and thicker muscles padded her from a bad bruising as she tumbled free. Those same muscles also allowed her to launch herself at the next man as soon as she completed her somersault.

Paws shifted into claws when she pounced onto his back. They raked down his spine, slamming him into the ground. Ribs cracked under her weight; blood flung in hot, wet droplets from her claws when she leaped again. It took two bounds to get to the next man,  who had whirled at the noise of his companions being brought down. Pain blossomed in her shoulder, but it was too late to stop her lunge. She shifted shape as she passed his dodging body, shoving the arrow shaft out of her flesh by sheer force of will.

Now vaguely human, but fur-clad and three times her normal size, Tava used her uninjured arm to grab the wrist holding the offending bow. She used her forward momentum to spin herself around, yanking the bandit off his feet. A yell escaped him as she slung him around and released him, sending him flying through the woods. A  thump ended all further noise, save for the crackling of branches, as his body landed limply on the bushes at the base of a tree.

Whirling to face the last bandit with the momentum of her throw, she shifted again, leaping at the ax-wielder with a feral, feline snarl. Bears had power for brute strength, but she wanted the claws of a stripe-cat to make this murderer pay. Something else slammed into him from the side, knocking him out of her way. Or rather, someone else. Striped and tigerish, the other shapeshifter tore into the bandit even more brutally than she had treated his three comrades. She skidded to a stop, not wanting to get involved in the fierce, brief battle between the two males.

For a moment, Tava allowed herself to feel a feral satisfaction, even though her aborted target was the one with the blue and purple patchwork tunic, her rightful prey. Still, at least one of the five who had survived her father’s ambush was now thoroughly dead, one of the few she had been able to identify as one of his attackers. She let herself feel satisfied for a moment.

Backing off of his bloodied prey, the other tiger looked up at her, tawny, light brown eyes narrowing in wary puzzlement. Realization dawned as he met her gaze.

Shifterai male. Lone female. Oh . . . muck!

Spinning, she launched herself downhill, sprinting for the same stream the bandits would have used to hide their scent and their tracks. When she glanced behind her and saw the other tiger giving  chase, Tava threw herself and her attention forward. She raced as hard as she could, ignoring the pain in her shoulder and the stitch in her abdomen. Unfortunately, tigers weren’t built for long sprints; they could dash after prey, but usually only in short bursts. Mostly, they traveled great distances at a steady lope. Time for another change.

Limbs lengthening, spine bunching and flexing, she bounded over bushes and rocks, dodged trees, and crossed the wending stream in her nearly straight flight. A few minutes later, another glance showed no further signs of pursuit; Tava slowed just enough to catch some of her breath, but she didn’t stop running and didn’t lower her guard. Shapeshifters could become almost anything and hide almost anywhere.

There was only one place safe for her, and it was at least an hour’s run from here. The Morning River. She had heard of Shifterai warbands taking the shapes of eagles, but she had never heard of them taking the shape of a river eel. As soon as she reached the great river, she would be relatively safe, provided she avoided any barge nets and made herself too large to be swallowed by another fish.

Father, I have avenged you. At least in part. And, Goddess save me . . . the Shifterai have avenged the other part. I never thought I’d be grateful to their kind for anything, not after what they did to my mother! But as you taught me, I must acknowledge the truth, and the truth is, they have done me a favor. I could not have taken on all seventeen bandits, not so swiftly, and not on my own.

But Father, I wish it hadn’t been necessary! How I wish you were still alive!

 

 

 

A tigress . . . That was a tigress.

Still a little stunned by the discovery, Kodan padded back toward the bodies of the fallen bandits, nose to the trail. Tigerish, humanish, bearish pawprints reeked of nervous sweat and battle adrenaline.  A bloodstained arrow discarded on the ground smelled of pain and injury. And all of it smelled female. There was no lying to a Shifterai nose.

Noise up on the top of the ridge made him tense, then hurry away from the four corpses. I have to keep the others away. He didn’t question the possessive urge; it was a cautious one, and caution usually saved lives. Her life, whoever she was.

But that’s the problem, isn’t it? Shifter females don’t usually leave the Plains. Not without an escort; they’re too important. If the others got a whiff of her, they’d act impulsively, scaring her farther away . . .

Whoever she is, I haven’t smelled her before. Either she’s someone from a far-flung Family, exploring on her own, or . . . Well, I don’t think there has ever been a case of a Centarai cross-kin being a female. This could be an exception, but if she is cross-kin, where is her escort? Even cross-kin males ride from their Plains to ours with an escort of some sort.

“Did hyu get de last of dem?” the bear pausing at the top of the ridge asked, peering down through the bushes and trees.

“Hyez.” Talking with a tiger’s mouth was about as comfortable as talking with a bear’s, but it was less tiring than shifting into something more human. And more courteous; Manolo wasn’t a multerai, but he might still feel compelled to shift back to a humanoid form if Kodan did. Better for the older, less skillful man to conserve his energies until they were absolutely sure the battle was over. “Fhour crozzed de ridge, and fhour are dead. De odders?”

“Dead.” Twisting his head back over the ridge, Manolo indicated the vale. “I help gadder tings from dem?”

“No, I be fine. Go help de odders,” Kodan directed him.

Nodding, Manolo loped over the top of the hill, heading back down toward the others.

Normally he would have suggested the other way around, that Manolo strip the corpses while he returned to the others. He had been voted the warlord for this expedition, and it was his duty to direct their group efforts. However, the scent of that female shifter  still lingered near these corpses. Until he knew what to do about her—if anything, given how fast she had fled from him—Kodan would keep her existence to himself.

He retreated back to the four corpses. Two had crushed rib cages and one had a broken neck, thanks to the woman shifter. The fourth, he himself had disemboweled. Her kills were cleaner than his, with mostly minimal damage to the brigands’ clothes. Much of it could be salvaged. Keeping enough fur on his body to preserve his dignity, he shifted to his natural form and started tugging off the nearest set of boots.

Whatever he and his men didn’t want for themselves would go to the villagers that had hired their warband. It was only fair to reclaim such things; most of whatever these bandits owned had been stolen from others in the first place. He had his duties to perform, in spite of her tantalizing, fading scent and the unpleasantness of handling dead and bloodied bodies.

If I wasn’t in charge of the warband, I would have given further chase. Whoever she is, I’m fairly certain she’s not Shifterai. A Princess of the People wouldn’t have run from a fellow shapeshifter. A thought made him pause as he stuffed a pair of brown, Mornai-style britches into a yellow tunic. Unless perhaps she’s a spellshifter? An actual mage? If so, she’s a long way from lands where mages are born. Possibly from the head or the mouth of the Morning River, or possibly from somewhere to the east?

But she doesn’t really smell like a mage. I’ve only been close to three, all of them priestesses, but they all stung my nose like fresh-ground pepper.  Adding the boots and the worn leather belt, he moved on to the next corpse. It’s a question I may never get answered.

When he was finished stuffing tunics with garments and using the last of the belts to lash the weapons together, he bundled the salvaged belongings over his shoulder and headed back across the ridge. The others had been equally industrious; not only were the bodies stripped, but the buttons and buckles the bandits had been gambling  over had been gathered back into their storage chest, and the bolts of fabric were being reloaded onto the wagon.

That’ll be a good haul to bring back home, Kodan acknowledged, satisfied. The Aldeman can send word back along the trader’s route of the poor man’s loss . . . though I wouldn’t give the Aldeman the bolts and buckles to send back as well, not without knowing exactly who should inherit them. He’d be more likely to “tax” the whole amount and keep it for himself and his fellow Alders.

These remote village leaders are often greedy, even power-hungry. Full of themselves. And we don’t have a written contract with them, just a verbal one. They wouldn’t accept me as the scribe, and they were too cheap to send for the local man.

“You’ve snagged a fine haul for us, Brother.” Kenyen came up and took the bundle of weapons from Kodan. Like his elder sibling, he was clad in fur from waist to knees, his feet bare of all but self-toughened skin on their soles. The younger shifter lifted his chin at the wagon. “Such bright colors and finespun threads will be worth quite a lot when we get to the City.”

“Yes, when we get to the City,” their father stated, limping up. He, too, was mostly naked, though he had chosen to clothe himself in feathers from hip to thigh. At Kodan’s concerned look, Siinar lifted his hand. “Just a stab wound to my calf. It’s half-shifted whole and no longer bleeding. I’ll be fine by tomorrow—don’t tell your mother. She worries too much. I am not too old for the warband, whatever she says.”

Kenyen snorted, and Kodan grinned. Sinya had been worrying over Siinar Sid Quen for as long as they could remember, despite how often he came home alive and well. She wasn’t a princess, but she did rule over their family whenever her menfolk were home.

Siinar eyed his sons, then the wagon again. “A fine prize indeed. That just might be enough to retire for the winter . . . though we could always seek out more. Only a few of us were injured. Even  Torei, the least-shifted of us, should be healed within a few days. So, do we head back to the Plains, Warlord, or do we seek out more work?”

It wasn’t the prospect of more wealth that occupied Kodan’s thoughts. It was the sight of a tigress bounding downstream as fast as she could. Work would be a good excuse to linger in the area. If she gets over her fright, she might seek us out. She’s not Shifterai, and she’s not a Centarai cross-kin. The Centarai are warriors in their own right, but even they don’t travel alone when they leave their Plains. No, it’s slightly possible that she’s a by-blow from some shapeshifter’s visit to a local village. If so, she may be local-born.

“We’ll stay and seek more work,” he decided. “These bandits were attacking whoever they could. We’ll head upriver to the next village after we’ve collected our fee from Muddy Ferns, and see if they, too, will be suitably grateful . . . though we won’t tell them immediately why they should be grateful.”

Siinar chuckled and clasped his eldest son on the shoulder. “You’ve learned your bargaining at your mother’s knee. I feel pity for these Mornai.”

Kenyen laughed outright at that, heading to the wagon to add the weapons to its load. Someone was bringing over the pair of horses that had drawn it, preparing to hitch the geldings to the traces. The bodies of the bandits would be left where they had fallen. Kodan followed his younger brother, adding the bundle of clothes to the items piled under the wagon’s canopy. They would have time to wash and sort everything on the journey north, since Muddy Ferns was roughly a day away.

Manolo came over, tying the drawstring of his breiks around his waist. The older man had draped more than his own tunic over his naked shoulder; he had also fetched Kodan’s clothes. “Here. I’m off to fetch the rest for the others. Did I hear right, just now? We’re going to look for more work?”

Kodan nodded, accepting his breiks, chamak, and boots. A check of  the lattermost showed his socks were still stuffed inside. “It’s a good haul, with no one other than the Alders of Muddy Ferns likely to try to claim the wagon’s goods, but we have enough time left in the season to do a little better. Family Tiger is strong because of its wealth, not because of its numbers.”

“I think there’s a village just south of here, within a day’s walk. Five Springs, Aldeman Tronnen, if he’s still in charge. It’s been a while since I was in a warband this far south along the Border.” The older shifter shrugged. “We’d have been here long before, if Clan Dog hadn’t claimed this corner of the Border for themselves.”

Kodan shook his head, glancing at the forest around them. “Claimed it, but not sent any warbands into it. I hate to say it, but . . . Clan Dog has grown strange over the years. There’s something . . . unfamiliar in the way its Families have behaved.”

“Well, the land down here is still somewhat familiar to me.” What Manolo lacked in shifting ability, he made up for with his long memory. Kodan listened as he continued, rubbing his chin. “There was also a scribe living in the village of Five Springs . . . Vanamon, I think. A good man with a neat hand and a little girl. Though I suppose she’s all grown by now. I haven’t seen any of them in years.”

“We all grow up,” Kodan said, shaking out and stepping into his  breiks. “And I picked this far south because no one has been down here in years. If the Aldeman of Muddy Ferns gives us trouble, we’ll go find this scribe of yours. They usually have Truth Stones and Truth Wands as part of their business.”

“T-T-Truth St-stone?” Torei asked, limping up to the two men. “Sc-sc-sc-scribe?”

The youth was barely eighteen summers old and could take only three shapes, but he was a good enough fighter to qualify for a warband. Of course, not good enough yet to avoid getting injured, Kodan noted. Torei’s thigh wound was bandaged to prevent further seeping of blood, though it did show some signs of shifter-fast healing. A few more shapeshifts and the wound would be fully  closed, though it would be an effort for the young man to heal himself that way.

He wasn’t like Kodan, who had learned seven shapes within his first year as a young shifter. At the age of eighteen, Torei had mastered only three shapes and would likely never become a multerai. His stutter didn’t help him to appear strong and powerful, either. But there was nothing stunted about his ears or his mind. “You mean, th-this?”

He dug into a bag slung over his naked shoulder and fished out a handful of quills, a scrap of parchment, and a smooth, white, marble disc.

“Why would bandits have a Truth Stone?” Manolo asked, frowning slightly.

“Why would they have a bag full of parchment and quills?” Kodan countered, plucking one of the altered, ink-stained feathers from Torei’s grasp. He gave Manolo a grim look. “I suspect the scribe you just mentioned may have also fallen victim to these brigands. If so, it is our duty to tell his fellow villagers what may have happened to him. Particularly if they do not already know. I think these curs may have been killing their victims, not just robbing them.”

Nodding, Torei handed him the disc and the bag, leaving it a matter for his warlord to deal with. Accepting the bag, Kodan tucked the feathers gently back inside, along with the disc. Lifting his hand when he was done, he rubbed at an itch on the side of his nose . . . and smelled something faintly familiar.

Brow pinching in a frown, he lifted the bag, examining it. Oiled canvas on the outside to shed the rain, leather lining the inside for sturdiness. Dyed threads stitched along the canvas in interweaving bands of wool. The embroidery smelled of sheep, making his nose itch, but other parts smelled of that same familiar something. It took burying his nose along the fabric covering the leather shoulder strap to figure out what that elusive scent was: something very similar to her.

The tigress . . . she’s touched this bag. Not just once, but several times.  It’s an old scent, the kind that has become one with an object. Nothing too recent, and definitely not with adrenaline or fear. There’s no stink of either in her scent on this strap, nor any hints of pepper in her scent. He eyed Manolo, who was studying him curiously. Lowering the bag, Kodan slung the strap over his head.

“I smelled spices.” It wasn’t really a lie; there were faint hints of herbs and spices imbued into the canvas along with the scents of a male and a female. “Maybe this Five Springs village has some for trade?”

“It’s more likely for them to have tea this close to the Corredai Border than foreign spices,” Manolo said. “Don’t hold your breath on finding exotic foods this far from outlander cities, Kodan. Not in quantities they’d be willing to trade. We wouldn’t be that lucky.”

“Good luck only happens if you’re quick enough to grasp an opportunity, Mano,” Kodan returned, thinking of his own missed opportunity in letting that tigress flee. The older man shrugged and moved away, letting him dress in peace.

By the time he had his breiks tucked into his boots and his tunic settled over his chest, Kodan knew he would have to go looking for that tigress. Somehow. Even if it meant sending the warband home without him, since he had no idea which way she had fled once she had vanished downstream.

But she is Shifterai, and I will find her. We don’t abandon our own.

 

 

 

Both Tava’s and her father’s horses were tired by the time they reached home the next day. She had spent too many hours yesterday obscuring her backtrail and hadn’t been able to hitch up the cart until this morning. Driving to the place on the trail where she had found him, she had wrapped Varamon’s body in a sheet and lifted it into the wagon. It was a task made physically less difficult from the way she could flex her muscles bigger, but a task made emotionally harder from the tears that kept blurring her vision.

Even now, with the sun playing shine-and-shadow games with the drifting clouds overhead, it wasn’t easy to keep her grief at bay. Her father was gone. The only parent she had ever known. The one person who had accepted all of her, from her occasional stubborn streaks to the outlander magic she had inherited.

Varamon had loved her, encouraged her, cared for her, even when the rest of the village had declared her an improper disgrace. She wasn’t docile enough, she was too forward and bold, and she didn’t heed her rightful place. Her father hadn’t cared that she couldn’t stitch as neat a seam as the other village maidens, so long as she could pen a neat line. He hadn’t limited her education to the needs of household and garden, but had encouraged her to study as much about the world as she could, given their limited resources. He would debate with her in the evenings, discussing motives for people’s deeds, the balance of politics versus profit, and the way the events of the past echoed into the future.

But that was all gone. No more debates on the King’s decision to rebuild the levees this far up the river next spring, no more mutual sympathies for having to weed the garden when we’d both rather be reading . . . no more seeking out and studying new kinds of animals together, to see if I can transform myself into some new creature . . .

“Where have you been?!”

The strident demand startled both Tava and Tender. The gelding tried to rear in the traces, forcing her to deal with the reins. With a voice that could erode iron, the Aldeman’s wife attacked her again.

“You ungrateful child! Unnatural girl! You’ve been gone all day long, and with your father off on business, there’s been no one to chaperone you!” Abigan Zin Tua grabbed at Tender’s halter, yanking the nervous horse still. “You were gone yesterday, and you were gone today—for all I know, you’ve been tossing your skirts for the boys in the next village! Is that why you’re on the path to the priest? Are you finally going to confess all of your hidden sins?”

The urge to growl like a beast rose up within her. Tava swallowed  it down, even though she knew they were alone at the moment. Abigan was a proper Mornai woman; she never raised her voice this stridently in the presence of a man . . . but there weren’t any men around at the moment. Hypocritical to the last, Tava thought sourly. She didn’t fight with the reins for control, not wanting to give the gelding a sore mouth.

“Tender came home alone, yesterday,” she managed to say, only to be cut off before she could add more.

“Alone? What do you mean, alone?” the middle-aged woman demanded. “Alone, like you were alone? Where is your father, girl?”

“I went searching for Father . . . and I found him, yesterday. But I couldn’t bring him home until I came back for the cart. That is where I have been all day. Bringing my father home . . . and taking him to the priest.”

Abigan choked back her next demand, face coloring. She quickly released the gelding’s harness, hurrying to the back of the cart. No doubt she intended to apologize profusely for being so forward in his presence, but she stumbled to a stop, peering at the shrouded shape in the bed of the small wagon.

“He . . . he . . .”

“He’s dead,” Tava confirmed.

Abigan’s mouth opened and closed soundlessly a few times before she managed to ask, “How?”

“He was ambushed by bandits.”

Shrieking, Abigan snatched up the hem of her skirt and pelted up the path, gasping something about warning the village’s Alders, and something else about invaders on the way and everyone being murdered in their beds.

Depression warred with disgust. Gently shaking the reins, Tava nudged Tender into plodding forward again. She wasn’t going to the priest to confess her supposed sins; she was going to the priest to deliver her father’s body. After that . . . she didn’t know what she would do.

I used to ask Father why he stayed among such small-minded people . . . and he always said that they needed someone with a bigger mind to watch over them, even if they didn’t appreciate it. But what you did, Father, putting up with these people . . . I don’t think I can do it. I don’t think I want  to do it. Not for these people.

I can’t stay here in Five Springs, Father. Not without you to buffer and protect me from these people . . . and not without you here to protect them from me. Because the next person who calls me unnatural and accuses me of . . . of . . . with men, I might not confine the urge to growl and bare my teeth at them.

I don’t have you to protect me anymore, Father. All I have is myself. I  must protect myself. Somehow.

 

 

 

If Tender hadn’t been waiting for her, if the goats hadn’t needed milking and the ducks and chickens feeding, Tava wouldn’t have returned home. Not that sitting outside all night had been pleasant; the edge of the great Morning River was a prime breeding ground for mosquitoes, midges, and other insects. She had hardened her skin to keep them from biting her all night long and wrapped herself in a wool cloak to keep warm against the cool night air, but they had still buzzed around her eyes.

She sat vigil long after the other villagers returned to their homes for the night, stoically watching the flames on Pyre Rock until there was nothing left but smoldering ashes and bits of bone. Varamon’s soul had fled to the Dark at his death, to make its journey to the Afterlife; the body that burned was nothing more than a shell. Yet she couldn’t quite tear herself away from her vigil, couldn’t quite contemplate going to bed without remembering that her father wouldn’t be waiting for her.

It was hard to grasp. Not until she heard a horse nickering in the distance, the sound joining the twitterings of birds welcoming the dawn, did she think of her father’s horse. She had returned the gelding to its paddock, had made sure there was water in the troughs for him and the other animals to drink, but hadn’t done much more than that to see to her animals’ basic comforts. She certainly hadn’t seen to her own, other than the cloak.

But that whicker from one of the village horses reminded her of Tender and the fact that he would need her. That his stall needed sweeping, his water needed changing, his coat needed grooming. Thinking of that made her realize that she needed water, and grooming, and a bit of food herself.

The village priest had laid out her father’s body for a day so that mourners could pay their respects. The second day had been spent purifying it with prayers for Varamon’s departed soul and wrapping it in fat-soaked linens woven in the rippling blues, greens, and browns of the river that gave the Mornai their sense of identity. On the third day, it had been carried by the village Alders to Pyre Rock, which the men of the village had stacked with bundles of wood to ensure a full, clean burning.

In all that time, she had eaten and drunk whatever had been pressed upon her by the more sympathetic wives in the village, but nothing had passed her lips once the funeral pyre had been lit. Now, contrary beast that her body was, it dared to feel hungry. To protest that it was alive and wanted something to eat and drink. Life and death flowed like the river; even after a terrible flood, some plants continued to live, and some animals continued to survive. She was alive, and her body reminded her that she needed to stay that way.

Mindful of her duty to both the gelding and herself, Tava uncurled her body from her seat on the stones of Mourning Rock, erected on the edge of the river across from the matching stone platform of Pyre Rock where the remains of countless villagers had been burned over the years. Giving the smoldering cinders one last, long look, she picked her way down the rough-hewn steps and headed inland, following the path that skirted the village.

The sun rose as she mounted the first embankment, golden pale  as it peeked through the trees around her. Some of the golden rays lit up small, bluish, acorn-shaped fruits lurking among the leaves of the salal bushes. Father loves . . . these.

Closing her eyes for a moment, Tava fought back the sting of association. When she opened them again, she harvested several of the pea-sized berries. Father is dead, passed into the Afterlife where he will be offered the holy fruits of the Gods and the best of history’s finest feasts. I am alive and am required to earn my food, either by growing and gathering it myself, or trading for it through some craft or skill. I do not dishonor his memory by being hungry for the same fruits he loved.

They were tart-sweet, puckering her mouth and reminding her of her thirst. Still, they were food, and they were good. Picking and eating as she moved, she slowly made her way toward the second embankment. The path joined the road not far from where it crossed one of the two streams that flanked the village. Detouring when she reached the brook, she knelt and cupped her hand, drinking her fill from the one, and nibbling on a few of the berries cradled in the other.

Closing her eyes, she rested on the mossy bank next to the road. Tender could wait a few moments more; he had water and grass. She had water and berries. A simple, meager repast, but at least she was able to focus on it. It certainly shows the recent state of my mind, how I cannot remember what I’ve been eating over the last few days . . .

I am alive, and I will live, she thought, eyes closed as she accepted her father’s fate. I must decide how to live. I know farming and animal-tending, but I’ve seen how the Aldemen treat their servants. Particularly the female ones. I will not take up a life where I am ordered about like that, with no say in anything I do, or when I can do it. I am a scribe, a good one . . . but these villagers hesitated to take me on even with Father’s reassurances.

He did say women scribes were preferred in the cities, and he came from the cities himself, so he would know. I should go downriver to the next city and see what kind of work a wandering scribe can acquire. It was a daunting thought, but a necessary one. She could guess what life here in Five Springs would be like if she didn’t go. Staying here is not a pleasant thought. At least I’m of age, and the sole heir to Father’s belongings.

Alder Bludod has always wanted to annex Father’s property. I can sell the land to him for a good price, pack up all the things I need on the cart, and drive Tender south along the road—I know it’ll be safe to travel on the road because the bandits are gone. Warbands are vicious and frightening, but they are thorough. That was the only thought that spoiled her imaginings: running into the warband again. No, not drive downriver. I’ll take the next barge, instead. Even if it’s headed upriver.

There are large towns upriver as well as down. There are even other kingdoms I could visit, if I’m brave enough to leave the valley. Surely someone, somewhere, will need a scribe, and won’t mind if it’s a woman. Father always said these little villages were very conservative, compared to other places.

Footsteps on the road brought her out of her thoughts. Opening her eyes, Tava twisted to peer behind her. The sight of Alder Bludod and Aldeman Tronnen coming up the path made her scramble to her feet, almost tripping on her skirts in her haste. It was rather early in the morning for both men to be up and about, particularly when she knew from village gossip that the elderly Bludod preferred being served his breakfast while he still lay abed.

It was even odder to see both men headed her way. Either they were leaving the village to go somewhere—which was unlikely, given Bludod’s age—or they intended to come and see her, since the side path that led to her home wasn’t that far ahead. Dusting off her skirts, Tava firmed her resolve. She would speak to Alder Bludod about selling the farm and its animals to him, save only for her belongings, the cart, and Tender to pull it.

Having the Aldeman on hand made the moment a little awkward, since she knew Alder Bludod was reasonable enough when on his own, but the other man was a bit too status conscious for her tastes. Then again, the sight of the village leader stiffened her resolve to  leave. Father put up with these small-minded men for his own reasons, none of which is mine. I know I’ll lead a happier life as a traveler, even with all its uncertainties, than I would if I remained here.

“ There you are.” Aldeman Tronnen didn’t wait for her to greet him. He jerked his head back, indicating the road behind him. “Go to my house. Abigan is expecting you, so do not dawdle.”

His terse words confused her. Stepping onto the road, Tava blocked both men. “I don’t understand. Why is she expecting me?”

“ To tell you what to do, of course. Now step out of our way,” he said.

To tell me what to . . . ? That sounded like he expected her to take orders from his wife, like some sort of servant. Tava didn’t move. “I’m sorry, but I have other things to do today. Including speaking to you, Alder Bludod. I know my father refused you several times over the years, but now that he is gone, I would like to discuss selling our farm to you, since I know you’ve always been interested in it.”

“Sell the farm?” Aldeman Tronnen scoffed. “You do not have any rights to sell that farm, girl! Get to my wife, and do not waste any more time.”

He moved to step around her and cross the low, wooden bridge spanning the brook, but Tava shifted, blocking him. “What do you mean, I don’t have any rights? With . . . with my father dead, all that was his now belongs to me as his sole heir. And as I am of age by three full years, the property is mine to do with as I please. To keep or to sell.”

“ That is a lie,” Tronnen said.

“That is the law,” she countered.

He frowned at her for arguing, but Tava didn’t back down. Hands going to his hips, the Aldeman addressed her. “You, woman, are no heir of Varamon Vel Tith. You are not of his blood, you did not come from his loins, and you are not his inheritor. You are nothing more than a landless bastard—and you will be grateful I am giving you a roof over your head!”

“Varamon bathed me in the waters of the river and accepted me as his own child. My name is scribed in the priest’s book of names and lineages. I am his daughter, by the writings of the law!”

The middle-aged Aldeman smirked. “Funny, I don’t recall reading  your name in the priest’s book.”

Barely in time, Tava bit back the retort, That’s because you’re too ignorant to know how to read. Saying it would have been the truth, but it would not have helped her cause. Instead, she strove for logic.

“It is still the law, and my name is still in that book, written down as the sole surviving heir to Varamon the scribe. And you, as Aldeman, are sworn to uphold the laws of the Mornai. Deny me my legal rights, and you will break the law,” she warned him. “If you do so, you are nothing more than a greedy criminal. Are you a criminal? Or are you an Aldeman who follows the writ and the spirit of the laws you have sworn to uphold?”

For a moment, she almost backed him down. Noise on the road behind her distracted all three of them. Glancing behind herself, Tava spotted several riders coming into view through the trees. The winding nature of the road had cloaked their approach until now. Both the Alder and the Aldeman stepped around her, moving onto the bridge for a better look. Tava had to crane her neck to see the riders, with their loose-gathered, pale-dyed garments and the gleam of strange necklaces made from gold and polished stones draped over their collarbones.

Alder Bludod grunted. “That looks like a warband from the Plains. I haven’t seen any Shifterai in a good three decades, but I do remember those pectorals they wear.”

“Thank the Goddess,” the Aldeman muttered back. “I’ve been worried about those bandits that killed the scribe—you will go to my wife,” he ordered, turning to face Tava. “And you will learn your place, serving in my household. Count yourself lucky that you will have one. If you serve well and are obedient, I might grant you a small dowry so you may wed.”

Tava felt her blood roil. Before her father’s death, she had done her best to hold her tongue. She hadn’t always succeeded, but she had tried, for his sake. But for all she was Varamon’s legally accepted daughter, she wasn’t enough of a Mornai to stay her tongue now. “I will do no such thing! That land is mine, and all that stands upon it!”

Stepping around him, she strode across the bridge, intending to angle through the woods to reach her home all the faster. It wasn’t just about feeding and watering Tender now; it was about securing her few belongings and the cart, and getting ready to leave this place as soon as she could. Whether or not she was paid for the land. She was not going to stay in Five Springs just to be a servant to a pair of hypocrites. She knew she had caught the attention of the Shifterai men ahead of her, but if she just could get across the road and slip between the thickets—

—Pain exploded through her head as the back of the Aldeman’s fist knocked her down.
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