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	The Lion's Cage

	
    
        Before the Jetha clan had taken Kefira into their brood, she’d seen the world twice over. For said achievement she could rank the various types of dirt that was best to sleep on (clay, after the Cleansing Rains), tell you which leaves would blister your skin (
    
    
        “groups of threes, no sympathies”
    
    
        ), which would kill you if ingested (
    
    
        “purple veins, the body’s bane”
    
    
        ), and a number of phrases in different languages that more or less amounted to ‘kill the filthy outcasts!’. She was profoundly talented to say the least.
    



    
        “This is of the utmost importance, so I expect nothing but discretion. You understand me, girl?” Levona, the High Sage of the Jetha said. She believed Kefira was very talented too.
    



    
        Levona sat cross-legged on a sea of silk cushions within her private yurt, sipping from a cup of steaming black tea. Old amber incense burned in the dry air, making it but a whisper of a scent amidst the clinging stench of sex. Normally a handful of nude men framed the High Sage who attended to such banal tasks as serving tea, but for Kefira, Levona’s yurt always had two people: herself, and the High Sage amidst her sea of plush, leisurely colors.
    



    
        “Will they know how to bring about the rains?” Kefira asked. 
    



    
        “You let me worry about that, and I’ll let you worry about not getting caught.”
    



    
        Kefira nodded. “I will give you nothing but the best.”
    



    
        “Good,” Levona said as an afterthought. She was focused on preventing her long black hair from dipping into her tea. If examined closer, you’d see the sprinkling grey hairs that revealed her wise age.
    



    
        “Do come back alive—
    
    
        with 
    
    
        the information I need, mind you, girl,” Levona told her.
    



    
        “It will be done, mistress,” Kefira said with a bow. It was the only answer she ever gave the High Sage; the only person worth doing anything for.
    



    
        There waiting outside on the pavilion was Abbas. He was pretending the hot sun was preferable to Levona’s sheltered comfort, and the grin upon his face as she approached almost made Kefira believe it. His smile was warm and crooked, and generally the only sense of kindness Kefira received. Even if he was an affable man to all, his easy tolerance of her was like shade under the high summer sun.
    



    
        The Jetha were an anomaly, or rather, their high sage was and Kefira owed her her life for it. The other two clans of the Lucent Dry Forest had hunted Kefira and her father for sport. When Levona had found her a year ago, orphaned and alone, she had offered her not death, but a new life under her wing. There was no hiding the brand across Kefira’s chest that signaled she was the blood of a traitor; everyone obeyed the High Sage, but it did not mean they offered the same kindness. Abbas, too, was an anomaly in this matter.
    



    
        A guard spit on the ground as Kefira passed. Her presence warranted more than casual disrespects, but the High Sage’s confidence in her abilities was all the power Kefira needed to discount any lonely ache nestling within her heart.
    



    
        Kefira ignored her. If the guard wanted the High Sage’s approval then maybe she ought to pay attention to her job as well as Kefira did to hers.
    



    
        Abbas, however, scoffed. “Wasting precious water again, sentry?”
    



    
        The guard didn’t cede her attention to the lesser sex, even if he was the High Sage’s pet. No man was worthy of comment, Levona had taught her. Kefira’s grandmother, the traitor of her blood, hadn’t even bestowed her father the honor of their clan’s mark (or its subsequent defilement). Most of Abbas’s privileges came from his sheer size and strength, and the fact that he was the oldest and most favored of the High Sage’s bedwarmers (see: size and strength). He frankly only got away with goading the guard because few were assured enough to punish what was precious to the High Sage.
    



    
        “I take it you’re done being doted on for the day?” Abbas asked Kefira.
    



    
        She refused to slow her pace. “The High Sage does not ‘dote.’” 
    



    
        Abbas slid into her stride with ease. After a rather dramatic journey of silent expressions (raised eyebrow, pursed lips, squinted eyes) he stupidly thought better of keeping his thoughts to himself and said, “You know if you were a boy the camp would be amok with rumors of my ousting as her favorite toy.”
    



    
        Kefira scoffed. “I am far from being someone’s toy.”
    



    
        He smiled slyly. “As am I.”
    






    
        Kefira rolled her eyes. “You are good for two things: your muscle and your—” She took in the entirety of Abbas. The word caught in her throat.
    



    
        His dark eyes drew a knowing glint. “Mouth?” he teased.
    



    
        Her cheeks flushed. “I was going to say the other thing.”
    



    
        Abbas hummed. “Perhaps it is three things I excel in, then. Not as if you would know, 
    
    
        girl,”
    
    
         he mocked in the High Sage’s cadence.
    



    
        Kefira shoved him and he failed to move. She glared at him and his size. “I’ll earn my Rite as soon as I complete this mission,” she said. Levona had asked her to keep it to herself, but the chances to shut Abbas up were few and far between.
    



    
        And indeed, Abbas was struck silent. A knot twisted deep in her gut. This wasn’t the incredulity she was used to when she one-upped him in their spars. There was pain in his silence; the heft of sharpened steel, bloodied, itched invisible in her hand. 
    



    
        The dry, cracked dirt crunched beneath their weighty silence. She wished for the levity of rain. Her father had fallen into a similar silence with the understanding of his death, that Kefira would walk ahead alone. Abbas’s face softened with the realization that soon Kefira would be seen as a woman amongst the Jetha.
    



    
        “Truly?” he asked.
    



    
        Her pace slowed under his scrutiny. There were moments like these when Kefira preferred him this way: serious and serene. It showed his age, and the gentle wrinkles around his eyes stoked the weaker needs of her heart. It made her recall of the times when it’d been her and her father against the world.
    



    
        When the High Sage had welcomed her into the clan under her personal protection, she had told Kefira to make use of whatever tools she needed. While everyone had given her a wide berth, Abbas had eagerly offered his assistance. It’d been years of her and her father, a clan of two. Abbas had slotted into that position comfortably.
    



    
        “We’re to Chatru’s hunting grounds this time,” Kefira told him to put an end to the growing discomfort of his gaze. They rounded down the cliffside edge to where her abode (a simple, damaged tent) sat 
    
    
        just
    
    
         within the bounds of Jetha’s settlement.
    



    
        Abbas would escort her to the edge of Jetha territory, then Kefira would go on to spy on their sister clan’s movements and discover their intentions.
    



    
        Abbas shook his head. “You were made for more than this, little bird. This spying. This time away, and alone.” He tilted up her chin. “It’s going to get you killed.”
    



    
        Kefira holstered her sais and strapped a half-drained water pouch (for that was all she could find) tight to her hip. “You lack faith in my talent,” she said, unable to ignore him.
    



    
        He draped her travel cloak over her shoulders. “And you lack faith in yourself.”
    


⧼⎯⎯●・ ※ ・●⎯⎯⧽
    
    


	
    
        Abbas had trained her in the ways of weaponry, but it had been her father who had taught her how to move in song with the forest. What little rain the Lucent Dry Forest received was considered a blessing, but the season of expected rains had come and gone. The danger of fires whispered in the winds. Each step crushed the cracked earth, each twig snapped into brittle dust. 
    
    
        ‘Walk with patience,’
    
    
         her father had drilled into the very bones of her body, ‘
    
    
        heed the animals as our ancestors did.’
    



    
        The Chatru clan had forgotten their ancestors. Their sacral creature had led her into the canopies and towards the only water source within miles. She had lazed on a thick branch with the lemurs and awaited her prey much like the lioness she would soon be until they had finally arrived.
    



    
        Below her were two hunters from the Chatru clan, an elder and her protégé. They had stopped to fill their water skins in the dying creek—barely a trickle of water against rock—and have since been loitering for a suspiciously long time. The sais on her hip burned with anticipation. 
    
    
        ‘Strike with credence,’
    
    
         Abbas had taught her, 
    
    
        ‘tomorrow dies in hesitation.’
    



    
        She ignored the thought. Levona wanted information, not blood; direction, not chaos. That had been the result of Kefira’s grandmother’s actions back when there were four clans of the Lucent instead of three.
    



    
        The protégé tapped her mentor with the back of her hand and gestured beyond the trees.
    



    
        The mentor stood, and to the shadows said, “You’ve kept us waiting.”
    



    
        Kefira slinked along the thick limbs of the tree to see who had arrived, surprised she had not noticed another hunter. Her face was obscure and body quite broad and tall, which meant her initial assumption had been wrong. This couldn’t possibly be a hunter.
    



    
        Why would they be waiting for a man?
    



    
        The elder gestured to her protégé, who procured a small object wrapped in a dark cloth. She handed it to the cloaked man, who then bowed.
    



    
        “We spent a small fortune to get that,” the elder said. “Dasu weren’t keen to part with it.”
    



    
        Kefira’s breath caught. Levona hadn’t mentioned anything about the Dasu clan. Those hyenas had taken control over her ancestor’s territory, had been the clan most eager on setting her heart on a spike and roasting her father’s bowels for the dogs. 
    



    
        “But they were more keen to do trade with you, than I,” the man said. His voice was deep and husky, yet quiet enough that Kefira had to strain her ears to hear. “And so you have my gratitude. With this in hand, plans may commence at last.”
    



    
        She wondered if the object had been a part of her grandmother’s clan, the Sansena. Remnants of their armor and jewelry were still valuable across the clans. Levona herself had countless prized items including her saber sheathed in Sansena’s art—all made obvious by the hints of their sacral creature, the elephant. If this object was one, Kefira wanted nothing to do with it. It was all cursed.
    



    
        “And just how much longer must we wait for Convergence?” the protégé asked.
    



    
        Maybe it was because she’d been raised by one, but despite his hidden face she could sense the annoyance from this man.
    



    
        “The stars do not bend knee to mortals,” he said. “Patience. The matriarch will soon arrive and summon the Cleansing Rains.”
    



    
        “And if this gamble fails before you can deliver?” the elder asked him.
    



    
        “I am ensuring this is but no gamble at all.” He held up the covered object. “I thank you again,” he said, then departed. 
    



    
        Indecision grappled her. Her gut said to follow him, but Levona had requested information on the Chatru, not some random man. She panicked as she attempted to at least know which direction he was traveling, then silently swore when the opportunity had slid past.
    



    
        “I do not like how we must obey the whims of a man,” the protégé said to her mentor. “Our high sage should be the one orchestrating Convergence, but with this she will become matriarch and owe loyalty to him
    
    
        . 
    
    
        It’s obscene. We should take advantage of the interim.” 
    



    
        The mentor shook her head with a heavy sigh. “The High Sage knows we all rely on the rains. A fact I think your simple mind can fathom.”
    



    
        The girl rolled her eyes and if she had been more adept then she might have spotted Kefira in the trees.
    



    
        “The season of fire looms. The old ways beckon us,” the elder said. “She understands that comes with a cost.”
    



    
        “Those ways nearly wiped Sansena from memory,” the protégé said.
    



    
        Kefira felt the weight of that. Her grandmother had been exiled for her betrayal. So many had died from her actions that the Dasu had been forced to intervene. That was all the information her father had deemed worthy of knowing about the woman who had branded Kefira with her legacy.
    



    
        “The old are responsible for ushering the young into being,” the elder said. “And the young are responsible for opening the eyes of the old to the ways of the changing world. Such is the cycle of rain. We heed the High Sage’s wisdom, so we shall harken this man. A matriarch will
    
    
    
    
        return.”
    


⧼⎯⎯●・ ※ ・●⎯⎯⧽
    


	
    
        Disapproval dripped down Levona’s features. Kefira curled in on herself on her cot. Pain nauseated her. Bright blood seeped into the linen poorly wrapped around her thigh. It had been the best she could do while moving. She had lost her attackers, but hadn’t made it fully into Jetha’s settlement before collapsing. The arrow was still stuck in her leg.
    



    
        “I was stupid,” Kefira mumbled. “Dasu warriors had tracked me and I—”
    



    
        “I don’t care for excuses,” Levona said. Outside her tent two guards sniggered. “You did as you were told, yes?”
    



    
        Kefira was here, alive, and with information.
    



    
        “Yes, mistress,” Kefira said. Blood dripped down the edge of the cot and onto the blanket her father had woven for her—the one keepsake she still had. She winced as she tried to stave her wound.
    



    
        Levona stared at her blankly. Kefira wasn’t sure if she was offended she was bleeding, concerned she was hurt, or happy she was alive. When they had met Kefira had been certain she’d be killed, but the woman had instead placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. She was utterly unreadable and Kefira loathed how it made her want to cry. Tomorrow she would admire Levona’s terrifying calm. Today, she cowered.
    



    
        Levona scoffed with impatience. “You make me walk all the way down to this—” she slapped the torn canvas of Kefira’s tent, “—place of dishonor to await your word? Have I missed that the sun now rises in the west? You think I give you meaningless tasks?” She kicked the blanket out from under Kefira’s bleeding leg. “There. Now speak, girl,” she more growled than said.
    



    
        Hand trembling around her wound, Kefira gave every bit of detail she had writ to memory, even as her energy left her. 
    



    
        “The wretches,” Levona murmured to herself as Kefira finished. She hadn’t seemed at all bothered by the mention of the man, but instead it’d been ‘Convergence’ that’d drawn deep wrinkles into her frown.
    



    
        “I don’t understand,” Kefira said. “We don’t— The Lucent doesn’t have a matriarch, we have the high sages.” Levona waved her off, but Kefira pushed. “What is Convergence?”
    



    
        Levona sighed and caressed Kefira’s face. “You did good, girl. The ties that bind us to our territory matter not to a traitor, despite Dasu’s hunger.” Her hands floated around her wound as if to impart healing energy. Kefira yearned for her to touch and tend to her, but as since Kefira had joined the Jetha, Levona hesitated. She ultimately pulled away. “You are most precious to me, but your task is done, brilliantly so. Now rest, please,” she insisted with equal measure of annoyance. 
    



    
        Kefira beamed, but couldn’t shake the thought she’d displeased the High Sage. “But—”
    



    
        “I said, ‘rest,’” Levona said through her teeth. Shame embodied Kefira, and Levona softened. “You’ve earned the Imperium Rite, okay? One must be hale if one’s cries are to be heard.”
    



    
        Kefira lit up, but Levona was out of her tent before she could finish thanking her. It was odd for her to cut their conversations short. Stranger more for her to ignore a question of hers, though she must have her reasons. Still, Kefira silenced her breath and the beating heart in her ears to glean any information from Levona speaking outside.
    



    
        “—harvest and dry them all,” she was saying to a guard. “She deserves the consequences.” 
    



    
        Kefira’s heart plummeted before convincing herself that Levona couldn’t possibly be referring to her. She was ‘precious.’ This was about Chatru, likely their high sage. Had to be.
    



    
        Louder, and more aggravated, Levona said, “I don’t recall summoning you.” 
    



    
        A deeper murmuring followed. Levona scoffed in a tone Kefira was intimately familiar with—a tone that said ‘don’t make me regret this.’ More murmuring, and then Abbas entered her tent. 
    



    
        The scowl on his face melted as he lay sight on Kefira. His gaze fell to her leg. “A happy return I see.”
    



    
        Kefira swallowed her pride. “Levona is happy, that is all that matters.”
    



    
        Abbas kneeled by her cot. “
    
    
        ‘That is all that matters,’
    
    
        ” he mocked. He inspected her injury. “And what of this? My little bird forget to weave and dodge as I taught her?” His tone was more distraught than chiding, but bothered her all the same.
    



    
        He began to unwind her bandaging. She flinched away. Men were far too tactless and clumsy to be healers. It wasn’t that she wasn’t used to the hands of a man—her father had tended to her plenty of times. It was that the Jetha forbade it.
    



    
        Abbas pulled out a healers’ satchel. By the wear of the leather, it didn’t appear borrowed. “The others refused,” he simply said. “Afraid you’re stuck with these hands.” He gestured with apology, but Kefira only focused on how his hands were larger than her thigh.
    



    
        “You’re going to snap my leg in half, but fine, I guess I have no choice,” she said, knowing Levona had approved it. 
    



    
        He chuckled. “No man would ever fathom marring such lavishness,” he said, too focused on wetting some herbs to sound flirtatious, and thank the skies for that. He mushed the blackened paste around the entry wound. It stung like the blinding sun, but began to numb. Then, without warning, he lifted her thigh and plopped himself on the cot.
    



    
        “Ab-bas!” Kefira whined in pain.
    



    
        “Ah, indeed—” he placed her injured leg on his lap, “—do moan my name while I am between your legs.”
    



    
        She smacked him.
    



    
        “Ah, good,” he said with a teasing laugh. “You do have some strength remaining.” His hands were warm on her thigh and his gaze landed on her in a way that stripped her nude. “You’ve lost a lot of blood,” he said, voice serious. “You’re lucky they didn’t hit higher. Chatru hunters…” He clicked his tongue by way of curse.
    



    
        “It was Dasu,” she said, ignoring how dizzy she suddenly felt. 
    



    
        He scoffed. “They’ll regret it.”
    



    
        He offered her a piece of hard bark. She bit into it and gripped the edges of her cot. She seethed as he pulled the arrow out, but Abbas’s work was swift as he stitched her shut. She wondered how many times he’s done this before, and found herself too bashful to ask. For as much as she’s shared about her life, he’s offered little back. Men were traded between the clans; she didn’t even know if he’d been born to the Jetha. 
    



    
        His focus remained on his work, his face solemn in an otherworldly way. Without the glaring sun his brown eyes shone nearly black; his brows, thick and speckled with grey, were pulled together in concentration. Women enjoyed their men decorated and kempt, and while Abbas was no outlier in that regard it was the roughness of his skin that fascinated Kefira. She had never noticed the rope burns subtly hidden behind the bangles around his neck and bicep, nor the wiry grey hairs dancing in the field of his neatly laid beard.
    






    
        Insincerity lived in his smile like a burrowing spider, she knew. They wait to draw you in and spring its trap, but here she found no spiders. No one but Abbas carefully knotting thread against her skin. She ruffled under his attention. The pain throbbed and in search of comfort she found her good leg pressing against his back. Skin on skin. He hummed at her touch and she froze like a deer. The sound burned into core, held down and pressed into her desires like a brand.
    



    
        Abruptly she looked away.
    



    
        “Abbas?” Her voice was small, like a child’s.
    



    
        He gently shushed her. “Nearly finished, little bird.”
    



    
        “What’s Convergence?”
    



    
        His work slowed for but a moment. “Where did you hear of it?” He wrapped the clean bindings tight, then tucked them in.
    



    
        She shrank in on herself. She knew she shouldn’t be seeking answers Levona hadn’t deemed her worthy of, but she hadn’t anticipated Abbas’s gentleness. It made her heart ache for the old, caring touch she knew, but her father was dead. There was no more them against the world. There was only her fight to prove she belonged with the Jetha.
    



    
        There was also only Kefira and Abbas alone in her tent. 
    



    
        “It is what the Chatru are planning,” she said.
    



    
        He hummed, knowingly. “It is a once-in-a-generation meeting of the high sages and their esteemed elders. They gather to meet new high sages blessed by the Cleansing Rains, but…” he checked the space around them, “…in older days, it was called upon by the clans to select a leader among themselves in times of need: a matriarch with the power to call the Cleansing Rains herself.”
    



    
        Kefira doubted that was actually possible, but it was enough information for her to piece together Levona’s intentions. The High Sage of Chatru wanted power, and Levona knew the Cleansing Rains would never answer such greed. 
    



    
        “I know that look,” Abbas said, scowling. “You hasten to believe anything Levona says.”
    



    
        “How can she possibly be wrong when she is the high sage? The Chatru probably want to eat us alive considering the Dasu took all of Sansena’s lands.”
    



    
        Abbas shook his head. “The clans are sisters, and the rains are five moons overdue. We all grow when watered, all commiserate in ash.”
    



    
        Kefira crossed her arms. “Don’t try to teach me something when the only thing you know is what’s between Levona’s legs.”
    



    
        His gaze locked to hers, his lips thin with anger. A silence stretched long enough Kefira knew her words had stung. 
    



    
        A smile, only detectable by the deepening wrinkles near his eyes, said she had read him entirely wrong. From her bandage his hand traced up her thigh. His fingertips dusted dangerously close to her womanhood. She willed herself still, but it didn’t matter if she held her breath, her groin fluttered outside of her control. She glared at him, and hated herself when she failed to hold it and instead squirmed under his heated gaze.
    



    
        Abbas smiled, closed-lipped, steady, and pleasant. “Jealous, little bird?”
    



    
        She couldn’t look at him. She’d been granted the Rite and would not tarnish it with meaningless lonely urges. “No.”
    



    
        He didn’t even try to hide his amusement. “At least I’m aware her legs are a prison,” he said. “Unlike you, who is too busy gorging on her attention to see the cage she has built around you.” He tilted her chin up. “She blocks your light.”
    



    
        She swooped away from the touch. “I would be dead without her.”
    



    
        He clicked his tongue. “Are you so certain?”
    



    
        She recoiled. “Of course.”
    



    
        He hummed with a sadness she hadn’t known could fill his timbre. He lifted his teasing fingers away from her inner thigh to the brand on her chest where he traced the lines of raised skin. Her breath deepened. 
    



    
        When his finger trailed too close to her breast she batted him away. He seized her hand, brought it to his lips. Her pulse stilled. His breath billowed over the back of her hand. 
    



    
        He was going to kiss it. She processed the fact too slow. She had every right to bruise his ribs for it, but instead she sat there yearning for the grim embrace of quick sand the longer he lingered.
    



    
        There was no kiss. He drew three languid circles with the tip of his nose on the back of her hand instead. This was, empirically, the worst possible thing he could have done to her.
    



    
        Her lips parted in awe. An immediate need to snatch her legs shut overwhelmed her; thwarted by the fact he was still between them…then enhanced 
    
    
        by
    
    
         the fact he was still between her legs, thwarted again by the stupid wound in her stupid leg that stupidly squeezed him, only for it all to be heightened by his bulk, then devastated by his age, refined from the heat of his skin, annihilated by—
    



    
        Taking the arrow had been less painful than this. She wanted to climb him. She needed to.
    



    
        “And if I told you it was I who had convinced the High Sage to spare the blood of Sansena’s traitor?” he asked, words hot against her skin.
    



    
        She snatched her hand back. “Then I would say you are a liar.”
    



    
        He chuckled and the stupid smile she hated slapped across his mouth. He gingerly removed himself from her cot. “Just know this, little bird: I am well familiar with so-called ‘freedom’s’ leash after a life imprisoned. Be wary.”
    



    
        “And you be wary of my sais the next time you touch me.”
    



    
        He laughed, rich and deep, and pulled a reluctant smile out of her. It was only after he left that she realized why she had reacted so strangely. Her face scrunched with disgust and confusion. 
    



    
        The way he had circled his nose three times…her father used to do the exact same.
    


⧼⎯⎯●・ ※ ・●⎯⎯⧽
    
    
    


	
    
        Dusk consumed the final light grasping to the horizon. As promised, the entirety of the Jetha clan had assembled around a small open space with Kefira at its center. Flames dotted the perimeter around her; the respected elderly held their glowing wisdom in their hands. Between her and them: a snaking trench dug into the ground. The warm glow danced on their faces, the ashes fluttered into the cool air. Hints of incense, the ones meant to be a male aphrodisiac, were absent. She had not been adorned with wooden or glass necklaces meant to exhibit her influence. She had not been gifted a red silk garb by her dead mother. Nothing but the crispness of the growing night would urge Kefira’s man towards her heat.
    



    
        Erected behind Kefira was the central piece of her Imperium Rite: the lion’s cage. Wisdom and words of strength from past sages were carved into the metal bars. It was large enough to fit two humans, but no objects of comfort had been placed within. No blankets for her to rest on, no pillows to aid the night; Kefira belonged to the dried, cracking dirt.
    



    
        As all women in the Lucent Dry Forest have before, she lounged upon a dais, presenting herself as the alluring and untouchable lioness. Untouchable was easy enough by the very nature of her blood. Alluring, however, didn’t feel at ease within her—not when she’d spent a life doing her best to stay hidden. Her breasts were bare to the night air, and a simple woven cloth covered her front and rear, attached by a simple chain she had smithed herself. Anyone else would be decorated extensively, but regardless, a pride swelled in her chest knowing her grandmother and mother before her had once done the same. This would absolve her. For despite the High Sage’s welcome, Kefira would not be seen as one of Jetha—not until she tamed a lion.
    



    
        The clan’s many gazes either glanced snidely at their friends or refused Kefira the simple honor of acknowledgement. The raised, taunt skin of her brand glinted against flames, she knew. In their eyes it didn't matter what pedigree of man she tamed, no amount of endowed prowess would lick the wound clean.
    



    
        But not to High Sage Levona.
    



    
        She alone, with her jade eyes, cast a calming gaze at Kefira. Where the lioness's mother was expected to stand, she stood with the full authority of her title. The High Sage would be there for any orphan, but this was Kefira. Savage. Smart. 
    
    
        Loyal. 
    
    
        Levona exuded a loving regard to her that she had earned
    
    
        . 
    



    
        The High Sage lifted her flame to the stars, and the rattling began. Kefira’s pulse doubled. Around her the elders shook their staves of shell and bone in honor of her Rite. Her nerves got the better of her and she scanned the crowd. Behind the women were the men, and among them one had been selected for her by the High Sage to come forth.
    



    
        Was he handsome? Docile? Could she force him to submit if not? Would any man choose to submit to a traitor?
    



    
        A brazen scoff from the women drew her attention. Someone spat. The crowd parted as more women tsk’d their disapproval. Kefira’s heart pounded in her chest. The High Sage had selected someone venerable. Had to be for whoever it was, he had just intertwined his status with hers and earned the measured disapproval of those who hated her. She was instantly endeared to this faceless man.
    



    
        Two large hands parted the perimeter of elders and crossed the threshold. The ground beneath Kefira plummeted even as her body betrayed her.
    



    
        “Little bird,” Abbas said with the same grin he'd offered her the day they met.
    



    
        It was all a lie. No man would submit to her. He’d been ordered, clear as night. All to appease Kefira’s whining. She would never be a true part of the Jetha. Always an outsider. Always to sleep on the ground and be spat upon.
    



    
        How could Levona do this to me?
    



    
        The gleam in Levona’s eyes dared Kefira to speak and disavow all trust she had placed in her. 
    



    
        She could have commanded any of her pets to appease Kefira's Rite, someone younger and far more attainable. Instead she had chosen him: Abbas, aged and defiant. The strongest of all their men. The prized piece of the High Sage's harem. 
    



    
        Abbas crossed his arms. His pecs bulged over the pressure as he peered at her. The implication was powerful: 
    
    
        no one wants you.
    



    
        Embarrassment steamed hot in her ears. This had to be a mistake. Levona must have asked the others first, she must have. Kefira swallowed her words, but could not help but express her question. 
    



    
        Why him?
    



    
        Levona lowered her gaze at Kefira. The night flames doused her in sharp shadows. The darkness in her eyes flickered to Abbas, then back to her.
    



    
        “Tonight, the first cries of a woman shall rise,” Levona announced.
    



    
        The elders followed her lead in chant, and to Kefira’s surprise the rest of the Jetha joined as well. At its height, the elders raised their flames then crashed them into the trench. A fiery wall blazed forth. Orange doused her world, constricted it down to woman and man. Lioness and lion. Authority and obedience.
    



    
        Levona had offered her a challenge—of course she had. She would never betray Kefira’s trust. She had promised Kefira her Rites and belonging; it had
    
    
    
    
        to be Abbas. She must break the will of the High Sage’s beloved. The Jetha would not accept anything less from her. Should she fail by the fire’s dying breath, a life ostracized awaited her, one greater than as a branded traitor.
    



    
        “I’m insulted, little bird,” Abbas said. "No welcoming?"
    



    
        The warm glow suited his skin. It licked up his bare chest and reflected off his piercings in the showy way of male animals. Chosen men flaunted themselves in little fabric and decorative chains, but Abbas appeared no different save for the choice of metal dangling too long from each nipple ring. It was comforting, his normalcy. It was insulting, his audacity. 
    



    
        Abbas closed their distance like a cautious creature. “You were intrigued the other night...” He paced before her. “Perhaps it’s these—not to your liking?” He flicked the metal adornment dangling from his piercing. “I assure you I had no say in the matter.”
    



    
        His tone was leading, as if to imply she could replace the adornment should she choose. She’d sooner drag him by them.
    



    
        As if he could read her thoughts, he winked. She wanted to gag, but was drawn by the way his large hand traced up his body. She did not like it. This was not how Abbas behaved, all provocative in an undeniable way. It made her tense. Uncomfortable. Even more so the longer he circled his breast and toyed with his piercing.
    



    
        Kefira bit the inside of her lip and averted her gaze. Of course he’d be the posturing sort.
    



    
        “Ah,” Abbas teased. “So it’s my chest hair that puts you off. I always wondered why you struggled to look at me. Too much man for you?” He laughed. “A shame—” he framed his hand around his crotch in a manner to make his…
    
    
        stuff
    
    
        …stand out, “—truly.”
    



    
        She was stuck wading through his teasing bullshit and the truth resting at the center of it. She couldn’t acknowledge one without accepting the other, and so, she forced out the word that had been trapped inside her chest, bubbling around like a foul poison: 
    



    
        "Kneel."
    



    
        Abbas quirked his head. “Sorry, didn’t quite catch that.”
    



    
        Her lips pursed. And her face may as well have been soaking in the fires.
    



    
        “Little bird,” he sing-songed.
    



    
        She slammed her fist down. “I am not little!”
    



    
        Abbas stilled. His face softened. She pictured it between her legs and the longing ache that plagued her nights reared to life.
    



    
        “I am a woman, and you will kneel before me,” Kefira said.
    



    
        Abbas sauntered close. His gaze melted down her body from the stars above. It left her speechless. With deep embarrassment she suddenly understood why his size and strength was desirable. She resisted the instinct to squirm under such disgusting wantonness. 
    
    
        For Abbas.
    



    
        “You will have to do better than that, I’m afraid,” he said.
    



    
        She wished she had her sais. Dueling him would be easier than convincing him to…to…
    



    
        Kefira squirmed.
    



    
        “Have you tried sounding less girlish, 
    
    
        girl?” 
    
    
        He crouched down and crept closer and closer to her, like a prowling predator. One hand, then the other framed her figure as he leaned close to her ear.
    



    
        Kefira scowled. He wasn’t allowed on her dais until she welcomed him. She was failing. He was making her fail. Before he could demean her further, she jammed her foot into his chest and shoved him backwards. 
    



    
        Instead, he had captured her by the ankle and dragged her. Her back hit the ground and her loin covering went wayside in the process. She reared to kick him in the face and in the same moment, with the most reverence she’d seen from the man, he delicately kissed the side of her foot. She froze. His gaze flickered down and pinned her to the spot. An entire season passed as she watched the fires dance inside his dark eyes. He possessed her foot as if it were a treasure. Then, just as the stars imperceptibly moved across the night sky, his gaze lowered to between her legs.
    



    
        With a jolt she covered herself back up. There’s a faint smirk, then he took his attention back to her foot where he planted another kiss.
    



    
        Stupidly she realized he’d been waiting for her permission. 
    



    
        “You must command me as if you were a queen,” he said.
    



    
        “I know that,” she hissed back.
    



    
        He licked up the side of her foot and, disgusted, she yanked it back. His tongue hung out in its wake. In protest, he licked the air. 
    



    
        “And do you know that I adore you?” he asked.
    



    
        The smaller part that lived within her clutched onto those words as she had to the dying words of her father. She shoved the feeling away. “Don’t lie to me, 
    
    
        lion.” 
    



    
        He leveled her with a look. “I begged the wretched sage to let me have you. She would have set you loose to the whims of the clan were it not for me.”
    



    
        “More lies. I know what she wants of me; I know you are here to test me.”
    



    
        Abbas closed his eyes and breathed. When he opened them next, he spoke calmly. “You are the sun—” he gestured past the flames, “—she is nothing but the moon that reflects your light. Tonight you will rise to your blood, Kefira.”
    



    
        “My traitor blood? You want me to—” She scoffed—laughed, really. “It’s no wonder she commanded you to me. You deserve this punishment.”
    



    
        A pained expression knitted Abbas’s brows together. “You are the furthest thing from a punishment.” He fiddled with the pouch on his belt, suddenly shy, then thought better of it. “You possess the strongest will of all the clans—no one could have survived the ordeal you have. Show me.” In a flash he was inches from her face. “Show me you are greater than your ancestor, and I shall worship you.”
    



    
        Her heart beat hard within her chest. Was it Levona or Abbas who wanted her to prove herself? Surely Abbas was playing her—yes, surely under the word of Levona. 
    



    
        Her vision wavered with uncertainty. The entire Rite had robbed her of her privacy, was meant to flay the girl from the woman and be witnessed by those who came before her. And perhaps it was the fires, or the rattling, or the way the moon rose in the sky, but Abbas viewed her with a powerful gaze that stripped her of her physical form. He was reaching for the small, weaker part of herself that had died with her father. That part that longed to be—not even cherished, or loved—but to simply be held. 
    



    
        It made her want to cry. 
    



    
        “Kneel,” she said, voice broken. 
    



    
        “Yes,” he breathed out as he repositioned. “My sweet bird.”
    



    
        She stood before him. Those beyond the flames had been waiting for this moment, but Kefira knew they’d demand more. Her groin ached painfully sensing Abbas, too, wanted more.
    



    
        She placed her foot into the top of his shoulder, then pressed down as hard as she could. “Bow.”
    



    
        Abbas fell to his hands, forehead to the ground. She found herself smiling, and in this moment of celebration she failed to stop the touch that traveled up her leg. Her breath hitched at the lips that kissed her calf, her knee, her thigh, the nose that scented the heat between her legs. The foot that had forced him to submit now draped against his back. Kefira gasped from the pulsing shot of anticipation as he inhaled her deep. She nearly lost her balance but his firm hand steadied her at the small of her back. His thumbs dipped below the chains of her covering. With a small 
    
    
        snap
    
    
         the hours she had spent crafting it vanished as the winds swept the fabrics away to burn. The murky heat rising up from the wall of fire was all the privacy left to her.
    



    
        She removed her leg; there was mourning in his eyes. 
    



    
        “Animal,” she said in par with the Rite. “This isn’t where you belong.”
    



    
        Drunkenly, he responded, “Show me where in which this lion may rest.”
    



    
        She grabbed a fistful of his salted dark hair, then got a better idea. Genuine surprise splashed across his face as she danced her fingers against his dangling nipple piercing. She gave it an experimental tug. He groaned with a quiver and her groin squeezed with a wet, wanton response. To her amazement, his member began to tent.
    



    
        “Up,” she instructed, speaking loud enough to be heard over the crackling wall of fire. 
    



    
        He obeyed. 
    



    
        In lieu of dragging him by his hair, she pulled the dangle to get him to move. He yelped with pain.
    



    
        “Gently!” he shouted. 
    



    
        She let go, terrified she had broken the Rite. “Sorry,” she muttered.
    



    
        “No, here,” he said. He took her hand and placed it on the other piercing. “Gently, yes?”
    



    
        Rejection inked her edges. He was coddling her, same as he used to when he had first started training her.
    



    
        She tugged the piercing just as hard.
    



    
        “Hey—!”
    



    
        “Maybe you should try going where you are being directed, hm?” She pulled again, and this time Abbas stepped in time.
    



    
        He bared his teeth in a mixture of anger and a feeling Kefira couldn’t discern. He laughed. It sounded out of breath. “There’s the woman,” he said, following her on the world’s tightest leash.
    



    
        She led him into the cage. “You shall be tamed,” she said, continuing her Rite. “You shall be mine.”
    



    
        “I am yours,” Abbas said, slightly off script. “I am only yours,” he added quieter, definitely off script.
    



    
        Kefira ignored the fact that was not true, remembered Abbas said the piercings were Levona’s choice, pondered why she would make said choice, realized she was actively experiencing the reason why for herself, and promptly decided to close the cage door than imagine what sexually excited the High Sage.
    



    
        On the door the text read: 
    
    
        Rain begets pleasure begets rains. 
    



    
        It was written in Levona’s hand. Kefira was about to have sex with Levona’s favorite pet. Why on earth was she so turned on by that?
    



    
        “My lioness,” Abbas said. 
    



    
        He was kneeled readily for her. Before her mind could put forth any more challenging thoughts, she draped her leg over his shoulder. He had liked that before, right? Or rather, she had. Yes. She had liked that. She had liked his stupid, annoying, fake smiling face in her bush, sniffing her like she was the first coming of rains.
    



    
        “Shit,” she said, voice shaking. 
    



    
        He licked between her folds.
    



    
        “Fuck!” she shouted with a jolt.
    



    
        Abbas laughed. “We are trapped here ’til sunrise and you’re already peaking?”
    



    
        “Shut up.”
    



    
        He licked her again. His tongue was smooth and hot and wet and big and not enough, 
    
    
        not enough, not enou—
    
    
         She growled the moment he separated from her.
    



    
        “Oh-oh-h,” Abbas said with a delighted sigh. He rubbed the tip of his nose against her thigh. “You are a treat, little bird.”
    



    
        “Not little,” Kefira said. She braced herself with the cage bars above her. 
    



    
        “So little,” Abbas said. He pulled his member into hand. “And this so large.”
    



    
        He wasn’t wrong. At least, from what she’d seen of the others in Levona’s harem. She had no clue if this was a good or bad thing, and remembered it didn’t matter. The Rite was about submission. Not procreation. Man beneath woman. Pleasure taken. Tongue on—
    



    
        Kefira grabbed Abbas by the head and pushed him where he belonged. “I said, ‘shut up.’”
    






    
        Abbas groaned with approval. He licked deep within her, where it did not feel as powerful. She tugged his hair to put him where she wanted and felt his smile as she did so. Warm pressure rubbed against her clit. It was better than anything she had done to herself. Skilled. Precise. 
    
    
        Practiced. 
    
    
        This was hers. She had earned this. She moaned loud for all of the Jetha to hear.
    



    
        Abbas grabbed her ass and pulled her closer. Kefira cried out. She needed more. She knew she would not come like this, no matter how steady or fast he pleasured her. Using the bars above her, she hoisted herself up fully onto Abbas’s shoulders. He grunted in approval without missing a beat. 
    



    
        No longer needing to brace her, Abbas added his fingers in with his tongue. One dipped deep inside her—an unfamiliar sensation that she hadn’t explored herself before. Her body instinctually squeezed around it. She whined. She could feel how wet she was. The sensation filled her. Abbas reached deeper inside and hit a spot that made her gasp. She froze, needing the moment to understand what had happened, but Abbas did not relent. She did not breathe. There was nothing but pleasure, refined to a single spot in the entire universe. 
    



    
        Her feet turned in on themselves. Pressure erupted from her groan and rained ecstasy upon her. Her body tensed. She gripped the bars so hard she was arched upside down, feet pressed against his back, thighs clenched around his head. A moan, as loud as the true lions tore out of her. 
    



    
        She had never made such a noise before. She had to be silent. Noises at night get you killed, but this had been utterly involuntary. Terrifyingly so. She wanted it to stop and never end at the same time. Her voice echoed in the night. The moan before, the one for the clan…she hadn’t realized the primal being living within her.
    



    
        She gasped for breath as the pleasure subsided. Abbas guided her pulsing body down to the ground. She was barely aware of him situating himself between her legs; the high of the orgasm swirled in her mind. 
    



    
        His massive body pressed against hers and he kissed her neck. The smaller part of herself glowed, as content as a cat in sun. He had rubbed away every part of her that kept her safe; he was her safety. He protected her, trained her, smiled at her.
    



    
        Held her.
    



    
        Kefira clutched him as tears openly fell. A sob choked out of her.
    



    
        Abbas brought them nose-to-nose. A beat passed and, despite how she sounded, she nodded. He kissed her and her whole world ended. Just as it had when Levona found her.
    



    
        She was wanted.
    



    
        “This is yours,” Abbas said. He pressed a pendant—procured from who knows where—against her chest. “Levona hid it from you, but I took it. You deserve it.”
    



    
        He kissed her neck and she had to wipe away tears to examine the pendant. It was the tip of an elephant’s tusk, sharped dangerously, carved with raindrops.
    



    
        “Don’t tell her,” Abbas whispered into her ear. “You won’t, right?”
    



    
        “No,” Kefira said, too absorbed in his warmth to care.
    



    
        He kissed her on the lips. She moaned into his mouth and delighted at the way his tongue swept over hers. His hips rolled into her. She shivered in need as his cock slid against her wetness. Kefira tasted every inch of his skin she could get her lips on.
    



    
        “It was worn by the high sages of Sansena,” he said. His breath was heavy under her spell. “It was worn by your grandmother.”
    



    
        Kefira kissed him. She wanted to hear no more. Her grandmother was a traitor, and Kefira’s pussy a beggar. Abbas obliged her, and, without breaking their kiss, he reached between them to bring the head of his cock in line with her opening.
    



    
        This wasn’t what the Rite was for. She searched the distorted figures through the flames. Did they know? Could they hear more than her cries of womanhood over the roaring flames?
    



    
        “You are everything,” Abbas said. He trailed his kiss down her cheek and to her jaw where he licked like the damn animal he was.
    



    
        Kefira didn’t want it to end.
    



    
        He pressed into her. She sucked in her breath. Even with how wet she was, it tugged.
    



    
        “Easy, little bird. I’ve got you.”
    



    
        He eased back and forth. The discomfort eased with each pass and was replaced with a deep desire for it to go deeper.
    



    
        She knew this wasn’t supposed to happen—that she was to keep him tame, but skies above she wanted it. She wanted to be held by him, fucked by him, kissed by him. She wanted to be better than Levona or any lover he’s ever had. 
    



    
        Abbas rolled his hips and a shock of pleasure blindsided her.
    



    
        “You like your lion?” Abbas asked her. She hated how casual he spoke, how ruined she was.
    



    
        “Yes,” she babbled. 
    



    
        His thumbs grazed her nipples. “You my good girl?”
    



    
        “Yes-s,” she moaned. He pinched them. Her head lolled against the ground, mouth open in moan. The instant he twisted them, her wetness flooded forth. With each renewed snap of his hips, a lewd, sloppy noise emerged in rhythm.
    



    
        “Yes, that’s it. Such a song, your moans, I—” He winced. “Fuck. You’re so good,” he said. “So powerful.” He dropped to her level and kissed her incessantly. He held her tight, immobilized her against his massive bulk of muscle as he fucked her. A powerful emotion overwhelmed her like an orgasm. It escaped her lips before she could stop it.
    



    
        “Fath-!” 
    



    
        Father! 
    
    
        She bottled it up, but the need had consumed her. 
    



    
        “Please, Fath—! Fath—!”
    



    
        Kefira screamed.
    



    
        Her body squeezed around him. It pulsated around the full girth of him, in a way she’d been craving for years without knowing. Her vision blurred, and tension she hadn’t known existed within her evaporated from her bones. The orgasm that followed was mellow, but long lasting like the gliding wings of a hawk. Every inch of her hummed. It was the most peace she’s experienced in years.
    



    
        “Need you,” Abbas said. “Need you so bad. Your cunt is amazing. You’re amazing. So smart and deadly and 
    
    
        fuck— 
    
    
        Men will fall to worship you, I swear it. All will. You’re destined for it, Kefira.” His rhythm quickened. “Oh, Kefira.”
    



    
        Her name sounded dangerous on his lips. 
    



    
        “You are worshipped,” he said. He grasped her hand, the one holding the Sansena pendant, and interlocked their fingers tight. “You are—my high sage—Kefira, oh, Kef—Kefira.” His voice trembled. “None were chosen, blessed by the Cleansing Rains. Sansena. We— It falls to you. Blood of—” He groaned, and his rhythm stilted. “Convergence will be yours,” he said.
    



    
        A stone dropped in her stomach. She moaned, and pretended to have not heard him.
    



    
        “I swear it, Ke-fir—
    
    
        Ah-h!”
    
    
         He pulled out and spilled over her stomach. His head dropped heavy against the ground, breath loud against her ear.
    



    
        The lion had been tamed. 
    



    
        Her thumb traced over the carved edges of her grandmother’s pendant, following it from dull to sharp. Guilt rolled around in her mouth. 
    



    
        This wasn’t what Levona had intended.
    


⧼⎯⎯●・ ※ ・●⎯⎯⧽
    
    
    


	
    
        There was an unusual glow to Levona as Kefira entered her yurt. Perhaps it was the gleam of the sunset reflecting off her many gold trinkets, or a new oil one of her men might have massaged into her aging skin. All that was sure was that it wasn’t an emanating sense of pride for Kefira, not after what she had done.
    



    
        But then again, Kefira had shed her girlish skin last night; uncertainty was the weakness of children. She was a woman now. A devilish glint in Levona’s smirk would not shake her. She was proud of Kefira’s Rite. Certainly, she was. 
    



    
        Levona opened her arms. “You’ve done well.”
    



    
        Relief washed over her like the cleansing rains themselves. She was ready to fall into her arms and embrace the discerning comfort she so rarely showed. It would erode into her skin, carve her a valley of life here with the Jetha. She was home.
    



    
        Levona stopped short of hugging her. “How brilliant it was to watch you tighten the leash around the wretch’s neck.” She patted her cheek. Her hand was cold.
    



    
        “Was he not your favorite?”
    



    
        Levona raised an eyebrow at her and huffed with amusement. “Womanhood has not solved your capacity for thought, I see.”
    



    
        He 
    
    
        had 
    
    
        been her favorite, right? Everyone knew that…surely. Kefira swallowed the instinct to shrink. She was being stupid and missing something, but all she could think of was how Abbas had called her smart. More than smart. 
    
    
        Deadly. 
    



    
        He had also called the High Sage a liar.
    



    
        “Come, sit,” Levona said as she gestured to her mound of cushions. 
    



    
        Not once has Levona ever been wrong about Kefira—she still did have much learning to do, something her father had reminded her of while she’d been quite young. She’d misread the High Sage’s relationship with Abbas, which meant she’d misread the way Abbas had behaved towards 
    
    
        her. 
    
    
        It wasn’t love or obsession. His treacherous talk had been playful, certainly…like with the necklace. Little lies to enhance the pleasure. Just as she had desired to call him father when he was not, Abbas would never betray the Jetha.
    



    
        “Abbas plans to betray me,” Levona said. 
    



    
        The blood drained from her face.
    



    
        “I know, you sweet thing.” Levona patted Kefira’s thigh, the one with Abbas’s perfectly spaced stitches. They still ached, especially after last night. “It’s hard not to grow attached to your first, but there will be others. Trust me that all is well. I gave into his petulant begging because I’m aware of his aims, and now you have him under your paw.” She smiled and sipped her black tea. “You’ll help as you were made for servitude, much like Abbas, but unlike you he can never rise above what he is. Traitors may be redeemed, after all. He is only a man.”
    



    
        Kefira swallowed. The dry air scratched her throat. “What has he done?”
    



    
        “Kefira,” she said with warning, “I told you to trust me.”
    



    
        “I do,” Kefira said automatically. “I just—” She was forced to wonder how much of what Abbas had whispered into her ear was true. 
    



    
        Levona narrowed her gaze. “What did he tell you?”
    



    
        The memory of his words came with the heat of his body, the slick of his tongue against her neck, the aching rush in her groin. She pursed her lips. 
    
    
        It’d been for pleasure. 
    
    
        “You plan to kill Chatru’s high sage,” she said instead. She had figured that one out herself. Because she was smart. Talented. 
    
    
        Deadly. 
    



    
        Levona laughed. “Oh girl, I envy your simplemindedness at times.”
    



    
        Kefira’s face burned. “You were collecting poison, were you not?”
    



    
        Levona hesitated. “This is why men will always be the lesser. Know this, Kefira.” She set down her cup and added more leaves to bleed the tea dark. It was only now that Kefira realized it’d been odd for Levona to not offer her, a Jetha woman, a cup. “I collected the poison right under his nose, but your keenness does not miss. His poison sings false words that I dare hurt another sage, and my, did you dance.”
    



    
        Kefira distinctly recalled Levona saying ‘
    
    
        she’
    
    
         would face consequences, not ‘
    
    
        he.’ 
    



    
        She swallowed the thought down—she must have misheard. “I’m sorry, mistress. Of course you would never.” The back of her neck prickled like she was being watched. “What is it that you want me to do?” she asked. 
    



    
        Levona smiled as sharp as a hyena. “Abbas believes he can toy you around. Weaponize that familiarity and save the Jetha.” She tucked a strand of Kefira’s hair behind her ear. “A successful Rite does not mean we accept you, but this? Kill the traitor and you will be one no more. No more sneers, no more being spit on.”
    



    
        It sounded wonderful, it 
    
    
        was 
    
    
        wonderful, but a stab of guilt had gutted her; she knew she was a disloyal wretch for wanting another night like last’s. Abbas never sneered at her, spat on her, or asked her to kill someone she—did she love Abbas? Thinking about it made her flush inside and out, but it also seemed like something foolish Levona would scold her for being stupid over. 
    



    
        She 
    
    
        was
    
    
         being stupid; she needed to prove her loyalty and rid herself of the guilt.
    



    
        “And the High Sage of Chatru?” Kefira asked. “Of Conver—”
    



    
        Levona rolled her eyes and she may have well struck Kefira with the harshness of the dismissal. The High Sage leaned into her cushions then ringed a small bell that summoned one of her younger so-called pets. He immediately massaged her feet with a pungent oil. Eyes closed, she said, “That woman is a viper, to be sure, but she is no matriarch.”
    



    
        “But—” The girlish part of her told her to shut her mouth, but the woman in her—the 
    
    
        deadly 
    
    
        part—prevailed, “—the drought. Rains haven’t blessed us for—”
    



    
        Levona snapped upright. The boyish man fell to the side and scrambled to the shadows. “Are you a woman, or not? Hm? Kefira?” She snapped her fingers. Alarm widened in the man’s eye. He scanned the room, panicked, and Kefira couldn’t help but want to get up and help him. 
    
    
        Snap! Snap! Snap! 
    



    
        The man eventually figured it out, and deposited a small satchel in Levona’s hand. She waved him away and the glare in her eyes said he’d be punished later. Though as Levona placed the bag in Kefira’s hands, a part of her wondered if he had been summoned just for Kefira’s sake based on the way her nerves had tensed watching it.
    



    
        Inside the satchel was dried leaves. “Tea?”
    



    
        Levona tutted. “That seed-stain father of yours never taught you about poisons?”
    



    
        A rage spiked within her—her father was more skilled than any warrior, hunter, or pathfinder in the Jetha, in all the Lucent combined
    
    
        —
    
    
        but fear kept her mouth shut. 
    



    
        Poison leaves in the Lucent had identifiable purple veins that shriveled into obscurity when dried, but the herb bled a violent purple in water. If you cracked the dried leaves, however, you could still see the poisoned veins within. She cracked a leaf between her fingertips and there they were.
    



    
        “You have seduced him as I asked, now use it to your advantage,” the High Sage commanded.
    



    
        Kefira imagined Abbas dying. 
    



    
        “I want you to be a part of us,” Levona said. 
    



    
        It looked a great deal like her father dying.
    



    
        “I know you can do this,” Levona said.
    



    
        It felt like abandonment. 
    



    
        “That you will rise above your blood.”
    



    
        Silence hung. 
    



    
        “Unless…” the High Sage drew closer. “…he’s seduced you?”
    



    
        “No!” Kefira said with a jolt. “No, mistress. Of course. Of course, it will be done.” Saying so failed to grant her the normal satisfaction. She departed the yurt on uncertain feet. 
    



    
        “Kefira?” Levona called out. 
    



    
        She turned to find the High Sage leaning to gain visual on her through the yurt opening. It painfully reminded Kefira of all the times her father had drawn out their goodbyes whenever she went hunting on her own. 
    



    
        Sympathy drew Levona’s lips into a thin line. “He’s only using you.” The weighty words drew confusing tears to Kefira’s eyes. “Please,” she said gently, “come back to me.”
    


⧼⎯⎯●・ ※ ・●⎯⎯⧽
    
    
    


	
    
        She chose to invite Abbas hunting as part of her first official duties as a Jetha woman, a normal thing they had done many times before. They had three squirrels, no lead on large game, six miles behind them all with Abbas still alive and her water skin heavy on her hip. Nerves had struck her silent; she was lost in the way he kept looking back at her, checking on her, eyeing her with interest, curiosity, worry. She could get drunk on it, spend an entire moon cycle basking in it with selfish desire, but Levona’s voice steadied her heart: 
    
    
        He’s only using you.
    



    
        He was also only whispering close to her ear, lingering each time. He was only tracing his nose down the space behind her. He was only dusting a kiss on her neck as if it was the common thing he’s always done. He was only making this damn impossible. 
    



    
        Abbas held his arm out in front of her. She snapped her focus to the distance for prey and readied her bow. When there were none to be found, she turned her confusion to Abbas. His dark eyes held her gaze steady. The faint wrinkle around them spoke in a manner only two people who have lived beside one another for years could: he knew she hadn’t taken him out for hunting. Her fingers trembled against her bowstring. She refused to let her nerves show on her face.
    



    
        “You’ve been dying to ask me something,” Abbas said. He sauntered towards her.
    



    
        “Is it true?” Kefira asked.  “About my grandmother?”
    



    
        If it was, then Levona was right: Abbas was the one aiding the Chatru with Convergence. And if it was false, then that meant Levona was a liar and Kefira refused to cross those waters before the bridge stood before her.
    



    
        His expression fell. “I was there when it happened, songbird,” he said. “She was the High Sage of Sansena, trusted and revered by all before she ordered a feast that killed nearly all of our people.”
    



    
        A silence passed, noted by the dry branches snapping against the weak push of the wind. 
    



    
        “I am Jetha,” Kefira said weakly. 
    



    
        “We are Sansena,” Abbas said. “Maybe the only two left.”
    



    
        His seriousness unsettled her, just as his worship had. She shook her head. “You lie for the sake of pleasure,” Kefira said. “A playgame.”
    



    
        “My mother insisted the feast was not for boys. Told me to stay home despite everyone going.” His hand rested on his saber’s hilt and she tried her best to casually match him.  “I don’t remember why—I was too young, but I do remember the bodies.” His eyes closed. “Being traded back and forth for years among the clans, hoping in vain to erase who I am.” As he spoke a scowl deepened into his features. He shook away the nightmare. “They only succeeded in forgetting what I am. I don’t know what occurred, but I know the clans are enamored with our exiguity. Levona especially.”
    



    
        The scowl didn’t belong on his face. Abbas did not scowl. He did not speak Levona’s name as if tasting shit. 
    



    
        “If you speak the truth,” Kefira said, “then you should hate me.”
    



    
        Disdain wiped from his face like a rock plunging into water. “Never,” he said. “We are the only ones who will ever understand one another. The separation. The loneliness.” He paused, and his gaze shifted away from her. “The desperation.”
    



    
        Tears welled in her eyes. With a blink, she held them back. Levona was right, of course she was right. Never mind what truth Abbas spoke, or how it rang deep within her soul. Levona was right, and she was a stupid, stupid girl.
    



    
        She thrusted her water skin to him. “You should drink. We’ve been out for too long.”
    



    
        He didn’t seem fond of the topic change, but he had always welcomed her lead of the conversation; she was taking advantage of it, as instructed.
    



    
        “Drink your fill, songbird,” Abbas said. “I’ll take what remains.”
    



    
        Kefira shook her head. “You’re the idiot who didn’t bring his own.” She shoved the skin into his chest.
    



    
        He gave her an odd look, one that melted into fondness, and she swore he wanted to kiss her. He took the water skin instead.
    



    
        Kefira’s heart stilled. She wondered how long the poison would take. Would Levona make it quick? Or long and drawn out? Kefira didn’t want to find out either way. She wanted to leave and pretend to have never known a man named Abbas, who had made her sing to the stars and believed she was cunning.
    



    
        Her legs, naturally, were as good as tree roots. Her own father had told her to run before death had taken him. She’d disobeyed, and had watched his glimmering life drain into a dry, endless stare. 
    



    
        A rough cough snatched her attention. Abbas was doubled over in pain, struggling for breath. It was happening. Kefira held herself, and refused to blink. Death was a fine artist, but she did not need this moment etched. She stared to be brave. She would not cry, not for a traitor.
    



    
        The water skin tilted in his hand, pouring what remained into the earth. It fell as he struggled and stumbled towards her. She blinked. The tears fell, for she had cried for her father, she would cry for all traitors. In that way, she was cursed. 
    



    
        His forearm collided into her, and the weight of him pushed her back and pinned her to a tree.
    



    
        “Oh, my gorgeous songbird…” he said. Then he leaned into her ear to whisper, “You wear your emotions so well.”
    



    
        “What?” she said with a tremble.
    



    
        “So the bitch finally wants me dead.” He traced his lips against her neck. His body was sturdy and held her strong in place. “Of course she’d use you. Let me guess: said she wanted to poison me, not Chatru’s high sage?”
    



    
        She kneed him in the shin. 
    



    
        He laughed at her effort. “I promise you Chatru’s high sage is already dead,” he said, lacking the weakness he’d shown before.
    



    
        Kefira drew her sais. “You didn’t drink it.”
    



    
        He laughed and let her go. “No, songbird, I—”
    



    
        “I’m not a bird!” She flourished her weapons at him.
    



    
        “Oh?” A bright smile painted across his face. “Then why are your feathers so ruffled?”
    



    
        They began to circle one another.
    



    
        “We are one in the same, Kefira. Sansena,” Abbas said. He had not drawn his saber, much to her annoyance. “Wanted dead by all, Levona included.”
    



    
        She pointed her blade at him. “You lie.”
    



    
        “She’s wanted you dead from the moment she found you. I—” he emphasized, stopping in place, “—convinced her of your usefulness. A little bird who could flitter between the clan’s territories without violation.”
    



    
        “I am a lioness,” Kefira said through her teeth.
    



    
        “And by whose tongue?” His eyebrows flashed, then he licked the air in her direction. 
    



    
        She swallowed thickly, gripped her sais true despite the quiver in her hand. 
    



    
        “Your Rite was but an excuse to be rid of us both,” he said.
    



    
        “You told me you had to beg,” she sneered.
    



    
        “I must always beg, just as you. Nothing in our lives has been guaranteed—” he stepped within striking distance of her, “—we belong with one another.”
    



    
        “You need to die,” Kefira said, though it was more of a reminder for herself. The earth craved water, may it drink on his blood. She should have rushed him and been done with the matter by now. He’d taught her not to hesitate and here she was, hesitating—listening to more of his lies. “You’re going to betray the Jetha.” 
    



    
        She failed to move.
    



    
        He noticed, and slowly, as if approaching a hissing cat, he closed his hand around her wrist. “Kill me or not—” he said, and by the skies did she hate the tone that he spoke with. Soft, gentle, 
    
    
        loving, 
    
    
        “—as soon as you return you’ll find yourself wanted for my murder. The girl who betrayed the charitable high sage all because she couldn’t fathom sharing me. That is why she let me to your Rite, that is your death foreshadowed. Slayer of the High Sage’s pet you shall be. A traitor.”
    



    
        Kefira lunged with her off-hand. “You’re the traitor!”
    



    
        Abbas yanked her by the wrist and her sai plunged into air. He spun her around and into his embrace, both her weapons pinned under his massive forearms.
    



    
        “I could never betray you,” Abbas hissed in her ear. “The Dasu hunt you. The Chatru want you dead. The Jetha desire nothing more than your isolation. I am the only—” he shook her, “—person trying to save you, make you the woman you deserve to be. Please, Kefira.” He nuzzled his dumb beard into the top of her head. “Please.” He kissed her forehead, and as soft as the breeze said once more, “Please.”
    



    
        The fight melted from her bones. He released her, sais heavy in her hands. 
    



    
        “What’s your plan?” Kefira asked. Maybe if she knew his intentions, knew how terrible it was she would be able to go through with it.
    



    
        “The bitch’s been plotting to make herself matriarch ever since she’s gotten her hands on you,” Abbas said. “Now that her goal is within reach, you’re more of a threat than I am. That is why she refused to tell you your past, why she made you mistrust me—she knew I’d tell you.” He brought his forehead to hers. “She didn’t expect us to fall in love.”
    



    
        The ground plummeted beneath her. The world narrowed to his eyes and his eyes alone. Shivers trickled down her spine like a rainfall of shooting stars. 
    
    
        He loves me?
    



    
        Her sais fell from her hands. They gravitated to hold his face as he had hers.
    



    
        I love…him?
    



    
        Their noses traced each other. “Yes, my songbird.” He smiled and it reminded her of the day they met. “The Lucent Seahawk, I name you so, oh sage.” He kissed her; it consumed Kefira. “The rains will never answer to Levona’s selfishness, it must be you, our people’s light.” 
    



    
        He kissed her, lingering this time. Every part of his touch was a declaration of devotion. It rooted deep inside of her like the splintering lightning during the dry season. But maybe that was what love felt like: fear of the consuming flames. Terror had wrecked her in the moons leading to her father’s death. 
    






    
        “Levona still spoke the truth,” Kefira said. “I have to redeem myself.”
    



    
        “It is the clans who need to redeem themselves to you,” Abbas said. “But—” he threw his hands up, “—you don’t need to believe me, fine. Return to Levona, maybe I am wrong and she’ll give you that big motherly hug you crave like a child.”
    



    
        She glared at him. “Or I go to Chatru,” she countered. “See if their high sage is dead as you say.”
    



    
        He laughed. “Oh, yes, they’re bound to offer the branded traitor the warmest of welcomes amidst their murdered leader.”
    



    
        She scowled. 
    



    
        “See Levona,” he said. “See that I’m right, then get out before she kills you.”
    



    
        Or, you get away and I’ve played into your hand.
    



    
        His expression changed subtly. “I will be here. This I promise as I promise that life, death—” he handed her her sais, “—we will be together.”
    



    
        Fine, then, she’d take his bargain—seemed like the only way she’d get the full truth. She holstered her sais, clean of death, and departed for Levona.
    



    
        “Little bird?” Abbas called out. The nickname grated her, but she turned nonetheless. “I do prefer living, yes?”
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        It was dusk by the time she returned. A chill wrapped around her shoulders as two guards led her into the high sage’s yurt.
    



    
        She kneeled and crossed her sais over her thighs. “It is done,” Kefira told Levona, the words like ash in her mouth. Her body tensed with anticipation.
    



    
        Levona smiled. Was it a viper preparing to strike? Or the welcome return of a loved one? Kefira could no longer tell. 
    



    
        The High Sage nodded to the guards. “You know what to do,” she said. 
    



    
        Kefira’s tongue weighed like lead. Abbas was right. She had walked into her death. 
    



    
        “Look at you,” Levona said, “trembling like a leaf.” She gave a quick smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. She herself seemed smaller. “Stand, come now.”
    



    
        Confused, but still in possession of her head, she did. She looked behind her. The guards had departed.
    



    
        “He was far from your first,” Levona said, “but the first whose name meant something to you. This will be honored, rest assured. You did good.”
    



    
        “Thank you, mistress,” Kefira said. It did not feel like her mouth had moved; it did not feel as if she was even in this yurt. 
    
    
        I should run. 
    



    
        No, everything is fine. 
    
    
        Her feet were rooted, too starved by the nourishment Levona had fed her. 
    



    
        The High Sage took a kettle off the fire and walked it to her small cabinet of spices and teas. She took two cups, and filled them with steaming water. With her back turned, she said, “You’ve grown close to my heart, girl.” Then softer, “too close.”
    



    
        Kefira was at a loss for words. Was she going to kill her or not? She swallowed, and a wash of dread drained the blood from her face. What if Abbas had played her?
    



    
        No. No, he said he loves me. 
    



    
        “Women carry with them a wisdom not offered to men,” Levona said. “This is what bonds us, Kefira.” She turned to acknowledge her, cups blocked by her body. Was Kefira’s bleeding purple? Meant to sap her of all life? “You have proven this today, that you have the wisdom to aid the clans of the Lucent.”
    



    
        Why does she sound so pained?
    



    
        Levona waited for an answer. 
    



    
        “Of course,” Kefira muttered. “I—”
    



    
        “Once I am matriarch the rains will come,” Levona said. “The stars have declared so night after night. You understand how crucial this is, no? That all will obey me?”
    



    
        Kefira was dead. The guards were heading out to find Abbas’s body. They were both dead. 
    
    
        Why didn’t I believe him?
    



    
        “Oh, Kefira,” Levona said. She stroked her cheek with her knuckles. “I can sense how terrified you are of change, but I was the one who saved you, remember? Who gave you redemption? That traitor isn’t worth mourning. I promise you’ll have your pick of any pet across the clans.”
    



    
        Kefira’s gaze snapped to Levona. 
    



    
        “Oh, that excites you!” She chuckled. “So like myself…pleasure in due time, dear girl.”
    



    
        A flurry of emotions immobilized her: distaste for another man, disgust over Levona’s hunger, confusion over the honor of being compared to her, the realization that Abbas meant her tastes literally were the same as Levona’s, rapidly followed by the unwantedness of it all and a bullheaded need to prove to Levona that she was the superior lover, and the utter, utter 
    
    
        hatred 
    
    
        of being called ‘girl.’ But above all else there was relief. A promise meant a future.
    



    
        Bone-crushing guilt ensued. Kefira had let the traitor go; Kefira was in love with the traitor. At least, they were, right? He’d said so. 
    
    
        And I had let the snake-charmer go, like a big, stupid, idiot snake. 
    



    
        Levona pinched her brows, puzzled. “Speak, girl. Your silence is troubling me.”
    



    
        “Sorry, mistress. I just— I…” How could she admit her failure, after such a promise? “What is it that you ask of me?”
    



    
        Levona smiled. “There she is.” Her smile faltered, and Kefira swore her eyes began to glisten. “I never wanted a child,” she said like a secret. “But you…” The full brunt of her smile returned like a flamed smothered as if she had reaffirmed something to herself. She patted her cheek. “You’re such a good girl, Kefira.”
    



    
        Levona went to fetch the tray of tea. Kefira wavered in her wake, feeling as if she had witnessed an illicit part of her life.
    



    
        “After this,” Levona said, preparing the tray, “we shall be one—not just of the same tribe, but kin, my dear. Do this final task and it will be so. You’ve wanted this for so long, have you not?”
    



    
        A childish hope reawakened in the corners of her soul. “Yes,” Kefira couldn’t help but admit. The guilt now tarred at the back of her throat. She had to hunt Abbas down. No one would ever harm her family ever again. She’d kill him. She wouldn’t hesitate again. 
    



    
        “High Sage Levona, I—”
    



    
        Levona turned, tray in hand, and Kefira’s stomach sank. Two cups steeping, side-by-side. Two cups, with two distinct blends. She knew without a doubt which cup was to be hers. The High Sage only ever drank black tea. Her cup…
    



    
        Purple veins, the body’s bane, 
    
    
        as her father had taught her.
    



    
        “Yes?” Levona said. 
    



    
        She wanted to ask why she never told her about her grandmother. What she did to Abbas that made him hate her. If in the moment when they had met, had she wanted to save her or if…
    



    
        Levona set the tray down and there, hidden by her poisoned cup, was her grandmother’s sharpened tusk pendant that she had hidden away in her cot.
    



    
        The High Sage had used her. And now she was a threat. 
    



    
        Abbas’s words rang in her head: 
    
    
        Tomorrow dies in hesitation. 
    



    
        “I’m sorry,” Kefira said, and snatched the pendant and gouged the High Sage’s throat.
    



    
        Levona spasmed in shock. There was a flash of light. Silverware clattered to the ground in her struggle to keep blood from seeping. Yet the silken rugs and pillows she had surrounded herself with feasted with maddening thirst. Thunder cracked in the dry sky. The fire season was here.
    



    
        What have I done?
    



    
        Outside a guard called for the High Sage. Her voice grew louder and louder, but Kefira could not move. She watched the life drain out of Levona’s eyes with heartbreak.
    



    
        “The rains!” the guard yelled. “Levona, come! Look!” The flap to the yurt swished open. “The rains are—” 
    



    
        The guard stopped dead in her tracks. Lightning flashed. Her weapon raised. Three horrid breaths were shared between Kefira and this woman who had gladly spit at her for months. Thunder. The guard’s face fell to Levona, to behind her, then to Kefira. With reluctance her shoulders fell, her weapon with it. 
    



    
        Outside, the rain had answered Kefira’s call.
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        A warm blanket wrapped around her shoulders. Absently, she tugged it close. The fraying edges tickled her nose, and it was then she realized this was her blanket, the one she’d received years ago. 
    



    
        “Father?” she called for weakly. 
    



    
        She was met with dark eyes instead. 
    



    
        “You’re okay, little bird,” Abbas cooed. He kissed her shoulder. Levona’s dead body rested in the middle of the room. She’d screeched when someone had tried to move her. The rest had been the noisy silence of rain eroding her senses. 
    



    
        “My love,” Abbas said. His lips brushed against hers. “You did it, you saved us. You’re as brilliant as I said you were.”
    



    
        She perked up at his praise. She’d done good. She was good. Levona’s dead body continued to rest in the middle of the room. Desperation clung her to Abbas. 
    



    
        His expression was sure. She’d done good. A part of Kefira melted. 
    



    
        He held up the pendant marred with blood. “With this, no less,” he mused. “The Cleansing Rains wash you; the Jetha are yours.” He placed the pendant around her neck without cleaning it; she could barely feel it. “And the Chatru are in your debt.”
    



    
        She blinked a portion of the haze away. “How?”
    



    
        He gestured to Levona’s body, ever still laying in the middle of the room. “You slayed the murderer of their high sage.”
    



    
        He kissed her neck, and Kefira yielded the path for him to press his praise onto her. His large hand wrapped around her waist where his firm touch grounded her. He returned to her lips, and she parted hers in depressing need. With each kiss, the thunder rolling outside echoed within her body. It flushed her alight, brought a different sense of rain. 
    



    
        “The clans now have no choice but to gather,” Abbas said against her lips. 
    



    
        The blanket slipped off her shoulders, his hand under her midriff. “Convergence?” she said breathily. 
    



    
        “Yes.”
    



    
        The need within her soaked in an unusual discomfort. Equal parts of her wanted to be consumed by him and stop it from continuing.  His thumb found her nipple and she twisted away from the sensation. He redirected himself down her body and between her legs. Fingers dipped into her pants and pulled with request. The whims of her body lifted her hips, and away her garb went. 
    



    
        He breathed her in with a satisfied moan. “Word has already spread: the rains have chosen you.”
    



    
        “To be a…sage?”
    



    
        He smiled and nodded, then licked up the center of her womanhood.
    



    
        Kefira moaned loud, her pleasure hidden by the blessing of the rains. She draped her legs over his shoulders. Encouraged, he yanked her about and repositioned her along Levona’s pillows. He slipped his fingers effortlessly inside of her. Pleasure eased the tension in her body and centered her.
    



    
        Abbas came up for breath. He squeezed her thigh, and rested his head adoringly on it. His dark beard sheened with her slick. Above them, thunder rippled. “You’ll punish them, my Lucent Seahawk, won’t you?” Unbidden by his mouth, his hand worked harder within her. He stroked her heavenly spot quick and consistent. 
    



    
        Her leg fell off the side of his back. It knocked against his sheath and it took her three distracting moments to understand why that was strange. She craned her head to see for herself: his saber was missing, and that was not his saber’s sheath. It was Levona’s. 
    
    
        Why would he need her weapon? And where did it—?
    



    
        Abbas pressed up within her and a long, arduous moan tore out of her. Her head lolled off the pillow to the ground where she came face-to-face with the drink that would have poisoned her. The cup was on its side, its contents spilled into the rug save for a small amount. The liquid looked more red than purple.
    



    
        “You’ll tear apart those who made us suffer?” he asked.
    



    
        Kefira’s head threw back in pleasure as a silent scream ripped through her. A tear rolled down her cheek. Nothing could stop the rains once they fell. 
    



    
        May she be cleansed.
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