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  One


White sails came with the sunset.


Asta saw them first, as she was making her way down from the high peak where her mother lived. At first she thought they were birds; the great white gliding sea hawks, bigger than eagles, which floated above the turbulent eastern sea. But they were too low, and moved with too much purpose, crossing back and forth ahead of the opposing wind.


It took her a long moment, staring into the darkening sea with her back to the fading sun, to realised what they were. Her father had told her about ships, but her own people didn’t sail. And there was nothing beyond this eastern ocean, no lands that Asta had heard legend of, so how could there be ships?


She quickened her stride, stones turning under her bare feet as she hastened down the narrow, twisting track towards the bush where she had tethered the strawberry roan, her favoured ride. From here she couldn’t see the ships any more, could barely see the ocean due to the rise and fall of the land. By the time she'd cantered to the top of the cliffs and reined in, the sky had darkened to violet and the sails had vanished. Candle light flickered in the windows of the village, strung out along the top of the cliff, and in the lower windows of the tower.


She left her mare in the corral with the rest of the horses. The cliff path was crumbling in places, and she had told her people it wasn’t safe to ride at night. She wasn’t about to disobey her own protocol. She took a torch from the stash in the barn, and lit it with her candlestones. It wasn’t full dark yet; the twilight was long in this part of the world, but the light made her feel more secure.


She peered out to sea once more, but the light that cast a halo around her left the ocean dark, sighing against the rocks. No sails, and no ship could put in to shore here. That was why her father had chosen this place, built western-style walls for their tribe to hide behind, here at the furthest end of the world. No enemy could reach them here.


Still, Asta felt exposed as she made her way down the zigzagging path hewn from the side of the cliff. She trailed one hand along the sea-smoothed rock walls, feeling for the markers she had carved to warn others, in the dark, of the patches where the path was wearing away. The cold salt spray brushed her face, throwing her damp hair across her cheek, and she shivered. Even on the hottest days it was chilly in the shadows. And the height of summer was still a good four moons away.


She traversed the last switchback, sticking close to the wall. She didn’t need the torch any more; the lights of the tower were bright enough to guide her home. The tower was circular, and it seemed to grow out of the living rock, its base resting on a basalt column rising from the edge of the sea, the topmost floor level with the village. It was hard to tell where nature ended and human work began. The door stood open, spilling light like a beacon across the sea, and Asta knew that meant her brother was waiting for her. Which meant he was worried. She quickened her stride, boots crunching across a light layer of gravel.


“Asta!” Finn started forward out of the doorway. “There were sails… I was worried about you! Where have you been?”


“With Mother.” She handed him the torch and shucked off her leathered cloak, letting it fall in a brown puddle on the floor. “You saw them too?”


Finn scooped up the cloak with a shake of his head. He was as fair in skin and hair as she was dark. He took his looks from their father, while hers came from their mother. At least, the looks her mother had once had.


“I saw them through the spyglass. How was Mother?”


“You’d know if you went to see her yourself,” Asta retorted. “She deserves to see her grandson.”


Finn’s face darkened. “You know I won’t take him up there.”


“Please yourself.” Asta smothered a yawn. It was an old quarrel, and she was too tired, and too hungry, to want to discuss their mother in any depth. “Where did the ships go?”


“I lost them as the dark came down. I think they were heading south.”


Asta shrugged. “They might be from the Kingdom.” Her father’s people. It didn’t seem likely, but the sea stretched to the end of the world, vast and empty.


“Might be?”


“Who else would they be? Who else is out here, on land or sea? You can relax.” She clapped her younger brother on his upper arm as they walked up the stairs to the floor of chambers. “There’s no one in this part of the world but the Tribe. This land is ours. Father gave it to us.”


Finn groaned. “Don’t I know it! I must have told Rhodan the story a thousand times, but he still asks to hear it again.”


“That’s what children do, Finn. They drive you insane, slowly and deliberately.”


He chuckled. “I thought that was what parents did?”


Asta laughed. “Your turn will come, brother! You can drive Rhodan as crazed as Mother makes us!”


“I’m looking forward to it.” They paused outside the entrance to Finn’s rooms, and a high voice was raised in excitement within. Rhodan must have heard his father’s laugh. The door clattered open, and Finn was almost knocked off balance as the small boy raced out and crashed into his legs with the enthusiasm only a six year old can muster.


“Da! Did you tell Tante Asta about the boats?”


“Of course.” Finn winked at her over Rhodan’s head as he hugged his son. “Tante Asta says it’s nothing to worry about.”


“Did Granda come here on a boat?”


“You know he didn’t. He came here on his special grey mare. I’ve told you so many times.”


Rhodan pouted. “Will you tell me again? Can Tante Asta tell me?”


Asta backed off. She loved her nephew, but the way he asked the same questions and demanded the same stories over and over again stretched her patience to its limit.


“Tante Asta needs her sleep.” Finn rescued her from Rhodan’s shrill demands. “I’ll tell you a story, if you like.” He guided his son back into the chamber, and nodded at Asta over his shoulder. “Sleep well, sister.”


“You too.” The door closed behind him with a soft click, and Rhodan’s questions were cut off. Asta allowed herself a wry smile as she headed for her own chambers, thanking the ancestors she had never made that mistake.


She paused at the foot of the stair that led up to the solar. The moons were dark tonight. Was there any point in looking through the glass, just once, to settle her mind? It would be like trying to see through a blanket. Even on a clear night there would be nothing to see. Whoever the sails belonged to, they were long gone. And there was spring planting to attend to tomorrow. No use lying awake half the night worrying, when there was nothing she could do until morning.


She turned away from the stairs, and headed for bed.


*


Sunrise bled through the shutters of Asta’s chamber, dragging long fingers across her face. She tried to push them away, to burrow under the blankets and catch the dream that trotted away when she stirred, but it was no use. She was awake, and there was work to do in the fields. Rhodan was already hammering on her door, calling, “Tante Asta! Breakfast!” She groaned as she rolled out of bed and dragged on her clothes.


The household ate together on the lower floor, with the doors open so that anyone passing up or down the cliff could join them if they chose. Finn loved to cook, and this morning he served warm floured biscuits soaked in a savoury sauce, with mugs of hot, spiced fruit juice, slightly fermented and fizzing. His wife, Lefalli, brought the dishes to the table and constantly hushed Rhodan as he chattered.


“What will we do today, Tante Asta? Will the boats come back? Are you going to see Grandmother?” And then, inevitably, “Will you tell me a story?”


“Later,” Asta promised. “Tonight, when you’re in bed.” She privately hoped he would forget.


“Story time is for when you’re sleepy,” Lefalli added, tousling his brown hair, then teasing it tidy again. “Are you going to help with the planting?”


“Will Connjur be there?” Connjur was Rhodan’s best friend. The two boys were inseparable, close as twins, but Rhodan sounded anxious.


“Of course he will,” Finn told him. “Everyone will be.”


Rhodan scowled, and kicked his feet against the leg of the table. “I don’t want to go.”


“Why not?” Lefalli asked. “Everyone has to work.”


His frown deepened, and his voice dropped to a mutter. “I don’t want to go if he’s going to be there.”


“Connjur?” Lefalli shrugged. “I thought you two were friends.”


Rhodan twisted in his seat. “He’s mean. He said mean things, so I hit him with a stick.”


Finn snorted with laughter, then bit his lip and made himself scarce as Lefalli glared at him.


“What did he say?” she asked. “It’s good you hit him, if it was to defend your honour. But only then.”


Asta swallowed a sigh. Why did men, even the youngest ones, always have to solve their disputes by fighting? “Did he insult your honour?” she asked her nephew.


Rhodan nodded, but he looked uncertain. “I—I think so…”


“Well, what did he say?”


The boy wiped his nose with the back of his hand. “He said I was a halfbreed, and Grandmother,” he sniffed hard, eyes welling, “that Grandmother was a freak. So I hit him.”


Asta pushed her plate away, her appetite lost. “Halfbreed? Where did he learn a word like that?”


Rhodan rubbed his eyes. “Is it true?” he asked, bottom lip trembling.


Lefalli slipped from her chair and swept him into a hug. “Little one, you’re not a halfbreed!”


“But Grandda was—”


“Your grandfather,” Asta swallowed hard, “was a leader amongst his own tribe, and a mighty warrior in ours. You have his blood; leader’s blood, warrior’s blood. And Grandmother…” She trailed off. He was too young to understand her mother’s blood. She wasn’t sure she understood it herself.


“Do you want a story?” Lefalli hauled Rhodan on to her lap. He was almost too big for such embraces, arms and legs spilling out awkwardly. “Grandmother was a warrior too. She rode over the mountains to strange lands when your Da was still a dream in her belly. Tante Asta was there too…”


Rhodan rested his head against his mother’s shoulder and closed his eyes, losing himself in the story. Asta, who had been there, and had heard it recounted too many times, excused herself from the table and laid her plate in the washing bucket. Finn had already left for the planting. If she walked fast, she could catch up with him.


He waited for her outside the corral, mounted on his own bay, holding the reins of her mount loosely in the crook of his arm. His face was grim.


“Did you hear what Rhodan said, back there?” she asked him.


“I heard enough of it,” he said.


“Halfbreed? Where would a child get such a word from?”


“I’ll tell you where.” Finn nudged his gelding into a trot. “From the adults around him.”


“No one in the Tribe would—” Asta shook her head, hastening to catch up with him, matching him stride for stride.


“Someone did. Old hatreds cut deep, Asta. However much in harmony we appear, there are always some who can’t forget that Father was a short-haired western dog.” He chuckled, flicking his own warrior’s braids over his shoulder. “I just look like one.”


“Hardly.” But it was true. Finn had the lightest skin of the tribe, the fairest hair, and he was slight, like a westerner. In dress and manner he was of the Tribe, but there was no disguising his roots. “I’m not having that in my tribe.”


“You can’t make laws to govern the way people feel, Asta.”


“No,” she conceded, “but I can keep an eye on them. If someone is spreading hatred, I want to know who it is. We’re not a tribe if we all pull in different directions.”


The planting grounds were sheltered from the wind that charged in off the sea by the neat row of stone-built houses, conical, like the nests of ground bees. The houses had given Asta’s people their new name, when they had finally come to rest at the end of the world. When they had embraced their new way of life.


Asta slid from the back of her roan, letting the mare roam free. She wouldn’t go far, cropping the tough cliff-grass with the rest of the mounts. Not unless something put the wind under their tails, and that seemed unlikely. The distant threat of passing ships seemed far away under the spring sunshine. The planting land was divided into neat squares, marked out with white pebbles from the beach. A square for each crop. They had learned quickly that the crops needed to be swapped around to keep their yield up, and to keep the soil healthy. Ground nuts, roots, low bushes with sweet berries, trained along thin strings of horsehair. It had taken a long time, and a few lean years, to work out what would grow and what wouldn’t, but they had time. The tribe wasn’t going anywhere, not any more.


Most of the older women of the village, the children and the nursing mothers, were hard at work by the time Finn and Asta arrived. The young men and women had taken some of the older children off to hunt goats, and their youngest siblings rolled in the dirt or chased each other with sticks. The old men with their bad backs and twisted legs worked alongside the women, grumbling about the wind, the cold, the chances of getting a good crop that wouldn’t be ruined by rats or mould. Asta had heard it all before. She ignored them. If the old men didn’t grumble, they would have nothing to talk about.


The fruit bushes had grown unruly with the air of spring. They needed tying back, teasing along the strings and fastening, the dead wood cut away above the green buds. It was tough work. The hard wood resisted Asta’s knife and the thorns on the bushes clawed her exposed skin, raising bloody spots. She was grateful when Rhodan tugged her sleeve. He held up a cup of fresh water from the spring.


“Da said I could be a water carrier today!” he said, beaming with pride.


The water was so cold it numbed Asta’s lips. She mumbled her thanks.


“Am I doing a good job?”


“Excellent!” She twisted his ear affectionately.


“Shall I get some for the brass man too?”


“What?” Asta wiped her mouth. “What are you talking about, Rhodan?”


“The brass man.” He stared at her, as if she should know what he was talking about.


“Who is the brass man?” Rhodan knew the name of every man in the tribe.


“Back there.” He waved his arm vaguely towards the stream, which gurgled its course between high banks thick with bushes before plunging headlong off the cliff. “He was standing in the shade, but I saw him. He saw me, he went like this.” He raised his finger to his lips, and winked. “Do you think he was thirsty?”


Asta felt a chill, crawling all over her body, tickling with the feet of insects. In the distance, a dog barked.


“Rhodan, go back to the tower.”


His lower lip thrust forward. “I don’t want—”


“Just go!”


Asta rarely shouted, and Rhodan backed off at once, eyes filling with defiant tears. “Why don’t you talk to him? He’s over there!” He pointed behind her, then turned on his heels and fled.


The chill had seeped into Asta’s limbs. It was hard to turn around, but she forced herself to look, hoping it was nothing. Just another childish fantasy of Rhodan’s. Her eyes met the stranger's, locked for a long instant, taking in his strange dress, his short hair, skin the colour of brass. In his left hand he held an axe, and it dripped crimson on the grass.


Then she heard the first screams.


The piercing sound broke her out of her trance. She ran, through the maze of horsehair strands and straggling fruit vines, hooked barbs snatching at her skin. The trailing branches wrapped around her ankles, treacherous, trying to drag her down. Any moment the axe would smash down into the back of her skull, and she wouldn’t even know it had hit her.


She stumbled out of the fruit canes, into a plume of smoke blowing across the cliff top. The Beehive village was in flames, smoke and fire bursting from doors and windows. Asta tried to shout, but her mouth was full of smoke and she could only utter a long wheeze and a spluttering cough. She tried again.


“Finn! Lefalli!”


“Help me!” A woman of the tribe, she couldn’t see who through the haze of smoke. One of the bronzed warriors dragged her towards the cliff, her braids tangled in his clenched fist.


Her shout struck Asta like a kick in the gut, but it spurred her into action. Her confusion had already cost precious seconds. She drew the stout blade she wore on her hip and lunged at the warrior. He backed off, a startled look on his face, as if he had not expected her to fight. The woman he clutched kicked out, a numbing blow to his shin. She wrenched free, leaving dark strands of hair between his fingers. Spinning around, she pushed him away, as Asta’s blade punctured his gut. The man’s eyes rolled back in his head, and he grunted a few indecipherable words, sinking to his knees as she slid the knife free.


“Asta!” The woman clutched her arm. Asta recognised her as Borteth. She had a daughter the same age as Rhodan. “Asta, what’s happening? What can we do?”


“Find the children. Get everyone you can and send them down to the tower. We’ll be safe there until the hunters get back. Can you do that for me?”


Borteth was trembling, and she looked sick, but she nodded as she drew her own blade and wiped the blood from her scalp. “Have you seen Terthine?”


Asta shook her head. She hoped Rhodan had the sense to obey her, that the strangers would leave the children alone. “We have to find them. Come on.”


The two women ran side by side, knives held ready, through swirling smoke as thick as sea-mist. A figure lunged at them through the gloom. Borteth screamed, and Asta lashed out, barely catching the movement at the Atrathene yell of protest.


“Hey! Who’s there? Asta?”


“It’s me.” She put up her knife. “I thought you were one of them, Tehakken.”


“What the shit is going on, Asta?” The old man moved with a lurching gait, his right leg twisted and stunted. He couldn’t ride. If you couldn’t ride in the tribe you were as good as dead, but Asta’s father had taken pity on him, and when Tehakken had asked for his life, he had been spared.


“I don’t know.”


“Where are the children, the women?”


“I don’t know!” She was off and running again, his anxious question haunting her. She yelled for Finn, for Lefalli, but there was no reply. She moved through a dream, through quicksand, her limbs heavy and slow to respond, her voice muffled by smoke. Where were they?


“Asta!” The voice was high, trembling on the verge of tears, and Asta was knocked off balance by the impact of the dirty little figure colliding with her. She swung her blade out of the way just in time, and dropped to her knees to embrace the little girl.


“Samana? It is Samana, isn’t it?”


The girl nodded, wiping the blood from her nose with the back of her hand. Her sleeve was ripped open, and her arm bled from an ugly cut. Her skin and clothes were smeared with dirt, and her hair was tangled.


“What happened?”


“The brass men -” she waved her arm, wincing. “They came so quick. Mama told me to run and hide. I didn’t want to go but the man knocked her down.” Her eyes were wide, startling white in the darkness of her face, and her lips quivered. “I hid under the bushes. She’ll be all right, won’t she? Tante Asta?”


The clutch of her hand, the term of endearment, only served to fuel Asta’s rage. She gave the girl a push, harder than she intended. “Go with Tehakken. He’ll take you to the tower, and I’ll come and find you there.”


Samana sniffed. “Will you bring Mama with you?”


“I’ll meet you at the tower,” Asta repeated, with a warning glance at Tehakken, hoping he would take the hint and not say anything about Samana’s mother. “Borteth, come with me.”


The women moved more cautiously as they neared the fields, Borteth letting out the occasional soft whimper as they stumbled across the bodies of their tribe. From ahead, cutting through the unnatural quiet, Asta could hear the grating speech of the strangers. They sounded like they were arguing amongst themselves.


“Where are they?” Borteth whispered. “I don’t see them…”


“In the cove,” Asta muttered back, through tightly clenched teeth. Her head thumped with the effort of holding in her tears, her fear. There would be time to mourn, to panic, later. When she had found her brother.


“And where are the hunters?” Borteth’s voice was rising, and Asta hastily hushed her. The men, and the fighting women who had gone with them, could be miles away, might not be back for days if the hunting was poor. Might not have anything to return home to.


The smoke was thinner at the edge of the cliff, blowing inland, and they had come out from under the worst of the concealing cloud. The raider’s voices were louder now, and Asta could hear children crying, women protesting, cut off by the dull thump of a fist hitting flesh, and a loud splash. The strangers, and their captives, were on the beach.


Asta dropped flat, wormed through the sharp, salt-withered grass to the sandy edge of the bluff, and looked down. There was a ship in the cove. Not a ship, she mentally corrected herself, a boat. Wide and flat bottomed, like an upturned beetle shell, and crewed by rowers. Some of the children were huddled in the bottom of the boat, at the feet of the muscular raiders. The rest stood close together on the narrow crescent of sand at the base of the cliff, surrounded by a ring of steel. The women of the Beehive Tribe made a last stand to protect their children, and the brass-skinned strangers couldn’t get near them.


Next to her, Asta heard Borteth’s hissing intake of breath as the younger woman reached for the bow slung across her back. “My baby’s in that boat, Asta!”


Asta wished she had her own bow. She wished she could see the cliff path to the tower, hidden by the curve of the headland. She wished Finn was here. “Do you see Rhodan?”


“No—yes.” Borteth pointed with her arrow. The children were crushed so tight together Asta could hardly make him out, until the boat bobbed on the waves and the movement revealed her nephew’s unruly brown hair, a shade lighter than the dark heads that surrounded him.


Asta had to prevent herself from starting forward, from sliding down the sheer cliff in a flurry of sand and rubble. Metal clashed as the women were driven back into the darkness below the cliff, their ring of steel wavering, coming apart. Her hand closed on a rock.


The missile found its mark, smacking into a raider’s unprotected knee. He stumbled, uttering a curse that was cut off as Borteth’s arrow tore through his throat in a bright red plume. Confused, the strangers backed towards the sea, flinging up their round shields to protect them from assault from above, leaving their bellies exposed.


“Come on!” Asta sprang to her feet, Borteth a heartbeat behind, and raced for the path that led down to the beach. It was marked with blood. Asta saw the abandoned bodies of the village's defenders cast aside, but she couldn’t stop to see if any still lived. Rhodan was in the boat. She had to get him back before the raiders put to sea with him.


The curve of the path meant she lost sight of the beach, in fragments, dipping in and out of her field of vision. The shouts, the screams, the grate of steel on metal and flesh, grew louder as she ran. She heard thunder in the distance, rhythmic, approaching fast. She thought for a moment it was her own racing heartbeat, and then Borteth yelled, and pointed back down the beach.


“The hunters! The hunters are coming back!”


Asta saw them now, black shapes racing across the rocky sand, hooves pounding dull against the earth. They must have known what was happening, to come so fast, deadly and sharp as an arrow in flight. But the bronze strangers were climbing into the boat, dragging or pushing the surviving women before them. The warriors would not reach them in time.


“Rhodan!” Asta rounded the last corner with a desperate burst of speed, the cove opening out before her. She drew her blade as she ran towards the boat. The raider in front of her was a big man, but he had his back to her, half-turning as the blade sliced through his leather armour, his kidney, across his spine.


He fell twitching across the stern of the boat, mouth open in a soundless scream, and rolled into the shallows. Asta braced herself against the movement of the boat, the strength of the rowers, feeling her soles drag across sand and shingle as she was jerked from her feet. The thunder in her skull was deafening, but she couldn’t turn to see where the horses were, couldn’t yell for Finn as the surf slapped against her mouth and over her head. Bare toes stubbed against the rocks of the sea floor as she hung all her weight off the side of the heavy rowing boat, trying to tip it, to stop it leaving. An oar jabbed her in the stomach, knocking the wind out of her, and her right hand slipped, losing its grip, splashing to keep her afloat with no air in her lungs.


“Asta!” In the bows of the boat, Lefalli stretched to try and catch her hand, but Asta couldn’t reach her. Her feet lost contact with the sea bed and she was swimming, barely able to keep her head above water as blows rained down on her face and arms. Her vision blurred, and as the flat paddle of an oar smashed against her jaw, she felt the wooden side of the boat slip away from her desperate fingers. She was sinking, seaweed entangling her limbs, dragging her down into water clouded with blood.


Asta kicked out, reeling head breaking the surface. She couldn’t see the boat, couldn’t even see land, just a grey expanse of shifting ocean. Her lungs were full of salty water and she vomited, wiping her mouth and ducking her chin to clean her face. It sounded like her skull was full of bells.


She splashed around, trying to get her bearings. The beach was behind her, the rowing boat pulling out to sea with smooth strokes. She tried to swim towards it, but her limbs were made of lead and the waves threw their mockery in her face. Her legs were cramped, and boat and beach both seemed so far away. It was easier just to drift, to watch Rhodan pass before her eyes. That was why she had to swim…


Strong arms grabbed her beneath her armpits, and she kicked out, spluttering water. “Let me go! Go after them!” Her throat was raw, her words no more than a squeak.


“I’ve got you, don’t fight!” Her rescuer, the man who would prevent her from saving her nephew, dragged her slowly but relentlessly back towards the shore, and she fought him with every morsel of her fading strength. All she could see was sky, blurred with salt water. The sea chuckled in her ears, whispering her defeat.


He dropped her in the shallows. The surge of the tide sucked over her prone body, trying to drag her back into the depths. Someone held a water skin to her lips, and she drank and vomited and drank again. She shivered in her soaked clothes, and someone—someone else? she wasn’t sure—draped a horse-blanket over her shoulders. Beyond the ringing in her skull, it was quiet on the beach. Too quiet. The quiet of graves and plague houses.


“Asta?” A woman’s voice, and a man’s, hushing her. But Asta wore the leader’s robes, and she had to lead.


She staggered to her feet, pulling the blanket tight around her shoulders as if it gave her the authority of a cloak. She spat, salt and blood frothing on the sand, and rubbed the dirt from her eyes. She looked around, taking stock. Looking for her brother.


“Where’s Finn?”


The boat was gone. Long gone, and the hazy, smoke-shrouded sun gleamed off white sails in the distance. She rubbed her aching head. It had all happened so fast. Why would anyone want to take the children of the Beehive Tribe?


“Finn?”


The beach was a sacrificial altar, running with blood. The dead lay where they had fallen, and the survivors moved listlessly among them, some of them glancing at her as if they expected her to fix things. Bring their fallen back to life, bring their children back from the sea. From the shadow of the cliff, she could hear a man’s broken sobs.


Asta tried to shake the sense back into her head. Nothing would be done without her authority. Standing like a rock while the tide lapped around her ankles wouldn’t bring Rhodan back, or his mother. The tide…


She hadn’t thought about the tide. It was coming in fast. This beach was underwater at high tide, and the route back up the cliff was cut off, the water rising to twice the height of a man. The wounded needed to be moved. Where, in all the grasslands, was Finn?


“Asta? What do we do?”


She recognised his voice now, the man who had pulled her from the grip of the sea. Connjur’s father, wide eyed, bottom lip swollen from a blow. Had his son been on the boat? She had to make a decision, had to drag herself out of the water. Do what she could for the living, and try to work out a way to get the children back, if she could.


“Meyloy, get the wounded off the beach. The sea can take the dead. We don’t have time to move them all.” So many dead. She tried to avoid looking at their faces.


“And the children? Connjur, Rhodan… what about them?”


“We’ll get them back.” She spoke with a confidence she did not feel. “Where’s Nur? And have you seen my brother?”


“I haven’t seen Finn, but the shaman has taken the Spirit Trail.” Meyloy waved his hand at the cliff. It was hard to tell one slumped figure from the rest. “We have no shaman. If you give the dead to the sea, it will require a sacrifice—”


“Haven’t we sacrificed enough today?” Asta snapped. “If we don’t move the wounded, now, we’ll be sacrificing them too! The Spirit Realm has taken enough from the people of the Beehive today. I won’t lose any more—I can’t…” She dashed the water from her eyes. “Help me?”


“You wear the leader’s robes.” Meyloy shrugged.


“Take them to the tower. Those that can walk must carry those that can’t. I’ll take care of the dying. My father showed me how.”


Meyloy looked as if he wanted to say more, but he merely turned and began to shepherd the walking wounded up the cliff path. The water was already ankle-deep on the lowest stretch of the road. Asta would have to work fast.


She drew the blade her father had left her, and weighed it in her hands. Light steel, thin and pointed as a needle, but it felt as heavy as rock. A western mercy-blade, quick and clean, and used only to end mortal suffering. She had asked her father once how many times he had used it, but he had pressed his lips tight and looked away. Now Asta was beginning to understand why. She moved among the dead and barely living, releasing the lives of those who would never ride again, feeling sick and helpless as the blade punctured life veins and the dead bled out into her hands.


The women of the Beehive had fought hard, and it wasn’t their blood alone that stained the rocks and sand of the cove. Asta moved among the dead, separating the brass raiders and her own people where they lay tangled in death. She only gave mercy to her own people. Not the raiders. They could find their own mercy. It was hard enough to free those she had loved.


She acted numbly. It was too much to take in, to cope with all at once. When she reached the sanctuary of the tower she would mourn. Until then, she had a duty to perform. But her eyes flicked over the fallen, searching constantly. She knew now she would find Finn here, on the beach.


He lay face down, and his head and outstretched arms were lifted and dropped, lifted and dropped by the rhythmic surge of the tide. His warrior’s braids were undone, and his hair fanned around his head like strands of pale seaweed. Asta waded knee deep in the water to lift her brother, using all her strength to drag him up on to the sand, out of the grasp of the incoming sea. She rolled him over and pushed the hair back from his face, willing him to stir under her hands.


Any of his wounds could have killed him: the deep slash across his chest, the severed stump of his right arm, the caved-in mess of his temple, washed clean by salt water. Asta sank to her knees beside him, holding him tight to her chest, half-expecting him to cough, to wriggle away as he had done when they were children. But there was nothing.


“Finn? Finn, I have to leave you here…” The sea pulled at her, insistent. The cove was full of floating bodies. If she didn’t leave now she would be trapped, dashed against the rocks and drowned. The longer she stayed the harder it was to leave.


“Rhodan, Lefalli… They’re alive. The raiders wanted them for a reason. I’ll get them back. I know you were fighting for them. I won’t let you down, little brother.”


She let him fall back onto the sand, and closed his eyes, the way their father had taught her. The water swirled around them both, up to her ankles, and then her knees, gently lifting Finn and spinning him away from her. The white foam of the breakers crashed over his face, and she couldn’t watch any more. Nor could she say goodbye. Her throat felt tight and hot, and tears scalded her eyes. She had to go. The cliff path was already underwater.


Asta pushed through the floating bodies, trying not to see them. She waded waist deep, soaked to the skin, without feeling the cold or the slap of water against her face. The sea tried to throw her against the cliff wall, and it was hard to keep her footing on the slippery rocks. She clung on to the rope, strung through iron loops hammered into the cliff for this purpose, and dragged herself along, hand over hand. The sucking sound of the sea was in her ears, but she didn’t hear it, didn’t taste the salt in her mouth. Numb from head to foot, Asta hauled herself away from the deadly embrace of the tide that would carry her brother to the Spirit Realm.


As she reached the top of the cliff, she realised she was trembling all over, and her legs wouldn’t support her any more. She sank to the turf, water streaming from her clothes and hair, and from her eyes. How could she lead without Finn? He had always been at her side, backing her up, telling her when she was wrong, or when she was being stubborn. And she had lost his wife and son to barbarians from beyond the sea. She had failed her people, and her family, and all she could do was weep.


In the distance, white sails flashed against the sun.




  




  Two


It was a long, lonely walk to the tower. Asta shivered in her soaking clothes, twisting the water out of her braids and tying them in a heavy knot at the nape of her neck, one that matched the knot at the pit of her stomach. Every eye would be on her, accusing. She deserved their accusation. She had let everyone down, and she didn’t know how to make things right.


Tehakken waited for her at the last turn of the path, leaning against the rocks to rest his twisted leg. He looked as if he had been there a while. He extended his arms and she walked blindly into them, seeking comfort in the embrace.


“Didn’t want to give you a hug in front of everyone,” he confided. “How are you bearing up?”


“Fine,” Asta lied.


“Your brother… ?”


She managed to shake her head. She felt the older man’s lips tremble against her hair.


“Have you told your mother?”


“I can’t… She wouldn’t understand.”


“She might.” Tehakken gripped her by the shoulders. His rheumy eyes were swimming. “Will you go to her, Asta? For me? I knew her before Finn was even born…”


Asta looked beyond him to the tower, blazing with lantern light from every room. Lit up like a beacon, a pyre.


“I’ll go,” she said, “if you support me with the tribe. They’ll be looking to me, and I don’t know what to do. I don’t want to let go of their reins.”


“You won’t, as long as you remain your father’s daughter.” Tehakken kissed her once more, and straightened. “Want me to keep them quiet while you get your leaders robes on?”


“Please.” Her head ached. All she wanted was to lie down, to burrow under the blankets and not have to face her tribe without Finn at her side. But it was too late for that.


“And you’ll go and see your mother?” Silence. “Asta?”


“I’ll see her. Tomorrow. I promise.”


*


Asta slipped into the tower through a side passage used only by her family, and hurried up the winding stair that led to the second floor. She could hear muffled voices from the room below, some raised in anger, others wailing their despair. She let herself into her chamber and barred the door behind her against the sound, leaning against it as the strength leached from her legs. Slithering to the floor, she clutched her gnawing gut, a wordless cry of despair strangled in her throat. She crawled to the bed, dragging the blankets off and huddling beneath them, creating her own dark world where she could cry and show weakness, and mourn her brother. Where she didn’t have to be a leader, just for a little while.


She didn’t know how long she lay there, but the effort of trying to get up was too draining. She felt made of lead, welded to the floor, eyes gritty and heart and stomach aching with grief. Even when the hammering came at the door, and the latch rattled, it was too hard to move. Even raising her head was a colossal effort.


“Asta!” Tehakken’s voice. “Asta, I’m sorry. We need you downstairs. I can’t hold them off any longer… Are you in there?”


“I’m here.” Her voice sounded thick, not her own. She swallowed, and coughed. “Tehakken?”


“Come down.” It wasn’t a request.


She listened to his feet retreating down the stairs before she pushed away the blankets. The chill bit into her skin though clothes still damp from the sea. She peeled them off, slowly, and let them fall to the floor. It was time.


Her leader’s robes lay at the bottom of a steel-bound chest at the foot of her bed. A calf-length shift, heavy with beads and gems, a light chain mesh to lay over her hair, and the cloak. She lifted it to her face and breathed in deeply. It still smelled of horse. There were a few spots of dried blood on the velvet patchcat fur, and some loose threads around the hood, but it had served her father for many years, and now it was hers. When she was a baby, he had carried her in the folds of this cloak. It held stories in every stitch.


She swung it around her shoulders, remembering how she used to hide under it with Finn, how it had been a tent, a cave, a fortress. Now it was just a cloak, but it was a leader’s cloak, and as it settled about her shoulders Asta felt the mantle of responsibility fall on her. She straightened under the burden, wiped her eyes on her sleeve, and steadied herself to face her tribe.


The downstairs hall was crowded and noisy, everyone bickering, wanting their say. The dead hadn’t yet drifted from the bay and already the recriminations had started. She hesitated outside the door to listen.


“Where is she then?” Meyloy’s voice, ragged with anger and grief. “You say our leader wants what’s best for us? Why isn’t she here? Why hasn’t she come up with a plan to get our women and children back?”


Someone must have remonstrated in a lower voice. Asta didn’t catch the words, but she heard Meyloy’s response.


“I’m sorry she lost her brother, but everyone in this room has lost someone they care about. We can’t trust a woman to lead us if she can’t set aside her feelings in a crisis.”


She heard the rumbles, of agreement, of protest. It was time to step in. Asta drew herself up to her full height and pushed both doors open, hesitating on the threshold to make sure everyone saw her and grasped the significance of her attire. She fixed Meyloy with an iron gaze.


“If you ask me not to show compassion, I will fail. But I can set aside my feelings for the good of the tribe, Meyloy. Can you?”


He sank cross-legged to the floor under her gaze, and inclined his head. “I couldn’t do what you do, Asta.”


She took that as acquiescence to her rule, and looked around the room for further signs of dissent, shaming those still standing into taking their places on the floor. She tightened her fists under the cloak so none of the tribe could see her hands shaking.


“I lost my family today, as you all lost people you love. But we’re still here. The tribe is not broken. Our story goes on.”


“What about our children?” a woman on the far side of the room protested. “What did the raiders want with them? How do we get them back?”


Asta nodded to acknowledge her. “We can take hope that the raiders, whoever they were, wanted our children alive. They could have cut every throat on the beach…” She tried not to falter, thinking of the horrors in the cove. “They didn’t take men, only women and children. Maybe they would have taken our hunters, if they’d been here, but they didn’t take the old ones. They came here to steal.”


“They took our crops,” Meyloy said. “Everything they couldn’t steal, they destroyed. How will we eat? How will we honour our dead properly, without a shaman? They’ve ripped the heart from our tribe, Asta. What are you going to do about it? And what if they come back?”


“How do we rescue our children?” the woman repeated, louder, springing to her feet. She thrust forward her bandaged arms so Asta could see them. “I had two little girls. What will happen to them?”


Asta closed her eyes. Her jaw ached where the oar had struck it. She would be a mass of bruises tomorrow, and she still felt she hadn’t fought hard enough. “Kulisa, I understand…”


“No you don’t!” Kulisa clenched her fists in her braids. “You don’t have children. How could you understand?”


“Asta lost her brother, and her nephew,” Tehakken reminded her. “Sit down, Kulisa. We’ll get your girls back.”


“How?” she demanded. Every eye in the room was on Asta, and she gripped her cloak tighter.


“We need a shaman,” she said.


Meyloy snorted. “To honour our dead, yes, but a shaman won’t be able to fight, or sail. What good would he be?”


“He will be able to tell us where they went, if our families are still alive. We need to trade with other tribes, for food, and for knowledge.”


“What kind of knowledge would be any use to us?” Kulisa asked, letting her hands fall, to hang empty at her sides.


“We need to learn how to build boats.”


There was a ripple of consternation at this.


“Why do we need boats?” Meyloy demanded. “We have horses. We don’t need the sea.”


“The sea took our children from us, and we must go to the sea to get them back.” Silence followed Asta’s words, but she saw she had planted a new seed. It would take time to grow, and in that time she could send for knowledge, and skills. It was rumoured that the tribes to the south used boats for fishing. They would be able to help her, if she could find anything to trade.


“Did they take our horses?” she asked.


“Not one,” Tehakken said. “But we can’t ride over water, Asta!”


“We can trade horses for boats, and learn how to sail them.”


“And how long will that take?” Meyloy groaned. “Asta, the strangers have our women and children! What they could be doing to them—”


“Ride into the sea then, and get them back!” He recoiled from her sudden fury. “I would if I could, Meyloy! But I can’t, and nor can you. So what will you do? Sit here and beat down my suggestions, or try and help?”


His eyes were cast downwards. “You lead the tribe,” he muttered. “I only want to help you.”


“What will you do to help?”


“I can ride, for the shaman and the boat-people. I will take horses to trade for food. Women too, if they’re willing to go—”


“No women.” Asta cut him off. “We need our women. Are you sure you want to do this?”


He shrugged. “There’s nothing for me here now.” He looked up, and caught her eye. Nothing for you either, his expression said. Asta merely nodded, and turned away.


*


The meeting dragged on late into the night, although all the decisions had been made. The people of the Beehive, the tribe her father had forged, clung together in the face of adversity. They drew their strength, their protection, from the tower. From Asta and her blood. It was exhausting to have every eye on her, expecting her to know what to do and to act decisively, when all she wanted to do was mourn her loss in solitude. It was long after midnight before she was able to escape to her chamber. As she fumbled with the latch a lithe figure stepped out of the darkness and laid a hand on her wrist. She startled, and cursed.


“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you jump.”


She pulled away. “I didn’t see you downstairs, Nochai. I looked for you…”


He raised her wrist to his lips. “I stayed out of the way. I heard what was said, that we hunters should have been there to protect the village. I heard the abuse. I couldn’t deny it. I heard… about Finn. I’m so sorry.”


Nochai caught her as she slumped against his chest, strong arms holding her up, guiding her to the bed. Her hands closed against his jerkin, and, finally, she sobbed in his arms while he stroked her back and loosed the warrior’s braids from her hair.


“I should have been here. I should have been here.” He kept repeating the words, over and over, as if saying them could erase the horrors of the day.


Asta swung her feet up on the bed and curled up with her head in his lap, comforted by the feel of his fingers running across her scalp, soothing the bruises on her face and shoulders. She winced as his rough skin caught a tender spot.


“Does it hurt?” he asked.


“Aches.” Asta worked her lower jaw from side to side, feeling the swelling. “I don’t think anything is broken. There’s some cream in the cupboard.”


Her head felt heavy as she lifted it so Nochai could slip out from beneath her and collect the pot of salve. He massaged it into her skin, the cool mint smell stinging her eyes and making them water. Nochai wiped them with his little finger.


“Have you told your mother about Finn?”


Hot and miserable, Asta sighed, and pushed his hand away. “I’ll do it tomorrow.”


“Do you want me to go with you? I will, if you need me… ?”


“No.” She shook her head, and felt him relax. Nochai was no coward, just a boy of nineteen, seven years her junior. She knew he took other women, and sometimes men, when he was away on the hunt. She did the same thing herself. But he was a comfort to her, and she needed comforting tonight. Her arms tightened around him, and her bruised mouth sought his, sought to blot out, for a short time, her aching sense of loss.


*


Nochai’s arm around her waist was overly warm, and heavy. Asta threw it off without waking him, dressed, and left the tower with the first light of dawn still blushing over the eastern ocean. The spring morning was so calm and still, it was hard to believe the events of the day before had been any more than a hideous dream. Only the taint of smoke on the breeze belied the quiet of the morning, at least until she reached the top of the cliff.


Up here, on the exposed headland, the stink of fire and death cloyed in her throat. She tried not to breathe in too deeply. The tide had gone out, smoothing the sands of the cove, scouring them clean of blood and gore. But the retreating water couldn’t wash away the loss, or cleanse the ash from the line of huts that had been reduced to smouldering foundations. The ground was stained and boggy, and Asta skirted a wide circle around it. There would be bodies in the remains of the village, and they must be dealt with before they spread disease, but she wasn’t ready yet. First she had to break the news to her mother, and hope she could make her understand.


She caught a horse from the corral. They were restive, the scents of smoke and blood disturbing them, and she had to coax her tall roan to the gate with soft crooning. She mounted, bareback, burying her fists in the mare’s mane, and nudged her towards the hills. She wished she could keep going, over the pass and down into the tribal heartland of Atrath, back the way her parents had come. Put distance between herself and the sea that had so callously betrayed her tribe. But her destiny lay along a different trail.


She abandoned her ride when the hill path became too craggy for horses, dissolving into a mess of boulders and scree. The horse would be content to wander the grassy uplands until her return.


Asta picked out the path, following a dried up stream bed that marked a meandering line of smoothed grey pebbles down the hillside. The path was steep; in places she had to climb with hands as well as feet. She didn’t have the breath to curse her mother for making her home so inaccessible, not this time. Her mind raced with the fear of how she would take the news, and she periodically touched the blade at her belt for reassurance.


The cave stood at the back of a small plateau looking down on the dead stream, and the air around it was rich with the copper tang of fresh blood. A goat, its throat and belly ripped out, was wedged into a crevice between two rocks, and sticky crimson flowed down the stone, over older stains that had faded to brown. Asta forced herself to relax. If her mother had fed, she would be sleepy and passive. Hopefully she would still be alert enough to understand.


She picked up a stone and flung it into the darkness of the cave, to announce her approach. There was no reaction, and Asta took that as a good sign. Either her mother was out, or she was drowsing. She took a few steps closer, hand resting on the hilt of her blade, and heard a shuffle from the cave, saw faint movement beyond the sunlight.


Drowsing, then.


“Mother? Mother it’s me, Asta…”


A low rumble. Not a warning, but not a welcome.


“Can I come in?”


The rumble pitched higher. Asta moved slowly, from sunlight to grey dimness, letting her eyes adjust. She made no sudden movements, and she never turned her back on her mother.


“I’m going to sit down now. I need to talk to you.”


Amber eyes flared like twin lanterns in the darkness at the back of the cave. Asta twisted her hands in her lap. The sweat on the back of her neck made her shiver. She stared down at her nails, at the blood still crusting around the edges, and swallowed. Her head felt too heavy for her body. “Mother…”


“I know.” Nasira’s voice was distorted, unfamiliar words pushed out of a throat that was the wrong shape, hoarse with disuse. She padded forward and laid her great shaggy head in Asta’s lap, and Asta’s hands tightened in her fur as she began to cry.


“How did you know?”


Nasira’s jaw twisted with the effort of speaking, consonants dragging over each over like pebbles sliding down a hillside. “I smelled his blood on the breeze. I know my own son. You wouldn’t be here again so soon if he lived.”


Asta buried her face against the softness of her mother’s shoulder. “Tell me what to do?”


“Be your mother again?” Nasira’s heavy paw was soft on her arm. “It’s too late for that.”


Asta wiped her eyes. “I could stay up here, with you…”


“Follow.” Nasira padded to the mouth of the cave, long tail swishing. When she was a girl, Asta sometimes slept with her mother’s tail wrapped around her like a fur stole. That was when Nasira had been human, most of the time.


The sunlight was harsh after the darkness of the cave, the smell of fresh blood stronger. Nasira sprang up onto a nearby rock, coiled muscles bunching, and sat upright. She wrapped her tail around her massive front paws, like a domestic cat drawn huge and terrible. Asta climbed up and sat at her feet, staring out over the ruined village and the bay of death. White sails. She shivered. She wished her mother would cry, or show some emotion, but the patchcat was too deeply embedded in her spirit, and the patchcat did not mourn.


She leaned against Nasira’s foreleg, wishing she could be a child again, snuggled in her mother’s fur and free of responsibility. “Why can’t I stay with you?”


“Your duty lies with your people, Asta.”


“Then come with me. Please?” Nasira remained silent. “I need your support, mother. I don’t want to be on my own.”


Nasira’s claws tightened against the stone. “They would not have me back. The tribe loved your father too much. They could never forgive me for killing him. Finn… never forgave me.”


“I couldn’t, in my heart,” Asta confessed. “Not until I drew Father’s mercy blade on the beach. Then I understood. We can make the tribe understand!”


“Mercy is a western concept. No,” she shook her head, an almost human gesture of regret, “I can’t come back. And you can’t live here. Tell me, did you honour Finn in the custom of his father’s people, or mine?”


Asta stared at the stone beneath her hands, eyes misting. “I let the sea take him.”


“Why?” Nasira’s claws were sharp.


“We have no shaman. The tide was coming in, and I couldn’t carry the dead. What was I supposed to do?”


“Leave him to a better fate than that!” Nasira’s jaws snapped, an inch from Asta’s shoulder. She felt her mother’s breath lash her face as she slithered down from the rock, clutching for her blade. Nasira crouched, eyes glowing, tail lashing.


“Go back to your people, Asta. Lead them. Hope that your brother can find peace. Don’t come here again.”


“But, mother—?”


“I said go!”


Her words ended in a snarl, ears flat to her head, lips drawn back to expose long canines. She lashed out with a front paw, narrowly missing Asta’s face. “I can’t hold it, Asta! Go!”


Asta ran, stumbling on the loose rocks, knowing she couldn’t outpace her mother. She expected any moment to feel Nasira’s paws bearing down on her shoulders, or around her legs, dragging her to the ground. She had seen her mother’s teeth close on too many animal throats to believe that she could escape once she was brought down.


Nasira pulled up, swiping the back of Asta’s calves, shredding her breeches and scoring shallow lines in her flesh, just below the patch of pale skin on the back of her knee. Nothing more than a love pat, but it stung. It hastened her on her way, her mother’s coughing roar echoing around the rocks and gulleys. Asta cursed. A patchcat roar carried for miles, and her horse would be spooked, likely to bolt. She wondered if Nasira had done it on purpose to punish her. By the time she reached the bottom of the path, limping, her tattered breeches flapping at the backs of her legs, her ride was nowhere in sight.


“Fucking hells!” One of her father’s favourite curses, though she wasn’t quite sure what it meant, or even the language she spoke, only that it was a western tongue. She ripped off the torn bottoms of her breeches and tied them tightly around her bleeding calves, hoping to staunch the flow. Her mother had given her no comfort, and now she had to walk home. As if the spirits themselves were determined to mock her, it began to rain.


“Asta! Asta!”


She looked around as her name was called. A rider trotted towards her, leading her lost mount on a loose rein. He held up an arm to hail her, and she recognised Meyloy.


“Got your ride back!” he said, as he drew alongside her. “Did you see your mother?”


Asta nodded.


“How did she take it?”


She indicted her bleeding calves. “Could have been worse.”


“She doesn’t want to come back, does she?” Asta shook her head, and Meyloy blew out his cheeks in relief. “I don’t want to give offence, Asta, but I’m not sorry. You can’t turn your back on a patchcat.”


“I know,” she said, ruefully, swinging one leg over the narrow back of the mare. “I thought you’d left already.”


Meyloy flicked his braids. “I wanted to see you safely home first.”


“You followed me?” Asta was torn between amusement and irritation. “I’m not a child, Meyloy. I can ride to see my mother without your supervision.”


“I didn’t know how she would react. I was worried about you.” His voice softened. “We’ve lost too many these last days. The tribe can’t afford to lose you too.”


“My mother wouldn’t hurt me.” The blood trickling down the back of Asta’s legs reminded her she was lying. She scowled. “Now you know I’m safe. When are you leaving?”


“I wanted to ask if I could take a few fighting men with me, for safety on the trail. I know we’re short on warriors…”


“We’re short on everything now. If they come back…”


“If they come back, three or four extra fighters won’t make a spit of difference. You might as well lock yourself in your tower and starve to death, or throw yourself onto the rocks.”


Meyloy was right, but that didn’t make it any easier to hear. “You can have four,” she told him. “Which way will you go?”


“South, to the fishing tribes. They don’t move around much this time of year. With luck, they can spare men, and a shaman.”


“The boats are more important than the shaman,” Asta said.


Meyloy glanced sidelong at her. “Are you sure? Or is that your father talking?”


She nudged her horse to greater speed. His questions were thorns against her skin. Meyloy paced alongside, matching her stride for stride. “Asta?”


“My father was a shaman, as well as a warrior, and a leader. Why would he say a shaman wasn’t important?”


“They have no shamans in the west. The tribe need someone to talk to the spirits, to perform the ceremonies—”


“I know that!” She wheeled away from him, and he followed, hooves thundering across the turf towards the ruined village. “But if we’re not careful, there won’t even be a tribe! Boats first.”


“Asta! Asta!” Meyloy caught her arm as she dismounted in the corral, and pulled her close. “I know you feel bad about letting your brother go without honour. I’m just trying to help…”


“Don’t.” Asta jerked her arm free. “That’s exactly what I’m doing. I—” she turned away so he couldn’t see the tears welling in her eyes. “I want to honour Finn by getting Rhodan back. Can’t you understand that?”


Meyloy stared at the ground, and shuffled his feet. “Boats,” he said. “Right. I’ll get them, don’t you worry.”


“Thank you.” She walked away, refusing to wipe her eyes with her sleeve until she was certain she was out of Meyloy’s sight. A true leader didn’t show weakness, not even with blood running down her legs and her heart cracking inside her chest. Her father had taught her compassion, but her mother, her wild, dangerous, infuriating mother, had taught her courage.




  




  Three


“There’s a light.”


“Where?” Asta rolled over in bed, not sure she had heard Nochai properly. Not wanting to believe him. “Out to sea?”


“On the headland at the far side of the bay.” He stood at the window, smooth back towards her, staring out. She sat up and gathered the blankets around her.


“What kind of light?” she asked. “Fire?”


He shook his head. “Lantern light. Flashing on and off.”


Signalling.


“The brass men?”


“It’s stopped now.” Nochai turned his back to the window. “It was probably nothing. One of the fishing tribes come north.”


“A long way north.” Too far north…


“Or our new shaman, communing with the sea.” Nochai chuckled. “He’s a strange one, isn’t he?” He caught Asta round the waist as she walked to the window, and kissed her at the base of the throat. “Don’t worry about it. Take off your leaders robes and come back to bed.”


Asta elbowed him gently in the ribs and pushed past him to look out into the darkness. The moons were shrouded; the Child invisible, the Mother a faint white smudge. There were no stars. Her father had called the moons by different names, Western names, but to Asta they were the Mother and Child, always. And thinking of mothers and children brought her thoughts back to Rhodan and Lefalli, to all the stolen people of her tribe. Where were they tonight?


Nochai was right, there was no light on the cliff. Most likely it had been the new shaman, Cree. He had returned with Meyloy from the fishing tribes, less than a moon before, and thrown himself into his duties to the Beehive Tribe with an enthusiasm that bordered on that of a zealot. Before he had even cast off his travelling cloak he had sacrificed a young mare on the beach to appease the restless, storm-tossed dead, and swept the remaining children of the tribe under his arm for tuition. If anyone was swinging lanterns or lighting bone-fires on the cliffs, it was likely to be him.


“I’ll have a word with him,” she said. “We don’t want to attract any more attention from the sea. I just hope he’ll listen to me!”


“If he doesn’t he’s a fool.” Nochai stretched out on his side. “Come back to bed. Stop looking for things that aren’t there.”


Asta took a last long look in the direction of the headland, and sighed. “You’re right,” she said. “Shaman business is nothing to do with me, but I’ll ask him to be careful.”


“Ask him in the morning.” Nochai shuffled aside to let her slip into the blankets next to him, and she cuddled up against his chest. He kissed her forehead. “It’s night now, Asta. By day you belong to the tribe. At night, we belong to each other.”


*


The new village was being built on the corpse of the old one. The charred remains, the broken wood, the dead, all had been cleared away. The new houses would have a defensive wall around them, in the manner of her father’s people. It had been Asta’s command, grumbled at by her tribe, who did not like to be hemmed in. “Better enclosed in walls than taken by strangers, or dead,” she told them.


The wall grew slowly, stone on stone, a rough ring around the village that she could still step over if she took a long stride. The houses, of wood and stone, were emerging more quickly, but not one of them had a roof yet. The tribe would be sleeping in the tower for a few more moons.


She nodded encouragement to the builders, stopping to field their questions. Yes, there would be boats built. No, she couldn’t say when. Yes, she wanted the crops sown inside the wall. No, she didn’t know when Samana’s missing mother would come back. The little girl asked every day, and the answer was always the same. Her simple, misplaced faith in Asta made her heart ache every time.


She rose from talking to Samana to see Meyloy gesturing for her to join him outside the wall. She followed him along the cliff path to the spot above the cove, where the greasy stench of a bone-fire rose from the sand. Cree was sacrificing again, and she remembered her pledge to talk to him about his rites. They couldn’t spare the animals, for a start.


“My leader, I’m worried.”


Asta wasn’t used to hearing such respect in Meyloy’s voice, and she threw him a sideways glance to see if he was mocking her. He kept his eyes down, his face smooth and serious.


“What about?” she asked him.


“I saw lights on the cliff last night. I think someone in the tribe might be trying to signal to the raiders.”


“I saw them too,” Asta said. “I thought—I hoped—it was Cree. His rituals… I was coming to ask him.”


“Do you think he’d tell you if he was?” Meyloy linked his arm through hers and drew her closer, so he could mutter in her ear. “I didn’t have a chance to tell you before. I thought it was nothing.”


She moved her face back from the heat of his breath. “What? What are you worried about?”


“The fisher tribes make trade with the brass men. I didn’t realise until I reached them. Their links aren’t close, but they are real.”


She pushed him away. “Why didn’t you tell me this before?”


“Because I didn’t think he’d be signalling to them!” He caught her arm once more as she took a stride towards the path that led to the cove. “Where are you going?”


“To have a word with our new shaman!”


“Don’t.” Meyloy’s grip tightened. “If you accuse him without evidence, he might leave. And then the tribe would turn against you. I’ve heard whispers, that you haven’t done enough to get our women and children back, that you dishonoured the dead. That you’re not the leader your father was…”


“The tribe think that?” Asta was appalled to hear her deepest fears thrown back at her so openly.


“Some of them do. Scaring off their shaman without proof would make things worse. But if you had that proof…” He glanced significantly at the headland.


“You think he would have been so stupid?”


“It wouldn’t take much,” Meyloy said. “A scrap of cloth, a few footprints…”


“Will you come with me?”


Meyloy glanced back at the building work going on in the village, and grinned. “I guess the tribe could spare us for a while.”


Away from the edge of the cliff, the fire-smell was easier to bear, and Asta felt her throat clearing. The stiff sea breeze tugged at her braids, swirled under her father’s cloak and lifted it. She licked the salt from her lips as she led Meyloy over springy turf and through patches of ground-hugging weed. The soil here was too thin for crops, but perhaps they could corral some goats to clear the weeds. They would provide more milk, and meat, if they could be caught. She could rebuild, given time. If the raiders stayed away.


A low screen of twisted trees shielded the headland from the shore. Deformed by the wind, bent-backed like old women, their arms stretched away from the sea as if they were trying to escape. Her fingers brushed their gnarled bark as she passed, and a stray branch snagged her cloak. She tugged it free, leaving a small rip in the fabric.


Beyond the trees, the wind felt even colder. Asta shivered as she stepped out onto the bare expanse of headland, Meyloy lingering behind. The cliff dropped sharply to her right, rolled away in a long slope to her left that led down to a tangle of trees and bushes that concealed hidden paths and dips. She scanned the horizon for sails, but the mist hugged the grey surface of the water and it was hard to see anything.


“Over here!” Meyloy beckoned her to the southern side of the headland. “I’ve found footprints.”


Asta scanned the smooth, springy turf at his feet. Her own stride left no indentations in the ground. “Where?” she said. “I can’t see anything.”


“Right here.” Meyloy dug his toe in the earth. “Can’t you see them?”


As Asta looked closer, the sudden, sharp blow to her back drove her to her knees, jarring her wrists as they caught her weight. Meyloy grabbed her braids and twisted them tightly in his fist, clapping his other hand over her mouth before she could cry out. It happened so fast she barely had time to gasp.


“I’ve got her! Come quick!”


Asta snatched for her dagger, but Meyloy kicked it from her hand and sent it spinning across the turf. He dragged her to her feet by the hair, still covering her mouth as she tried to bite him. He swung her around, and she saw the brass men, running from the cover of the shrub on the southern side of the headland. Not just brass men; her heart sank as she recognised men of the tribe running with them. She struggled as they surrounded her, feeling sick to her guts. Whatever they wanted of her, she wouldn’t go down without a fight.


Meyloy bound her hands behind her back with a strip of leather, while one of the strangers stepped forward and took hold of her chin, tipping her head back to study her face. “This is her?” His voice was a rumble.


Asta felt Meyloy’s heart thumping against her back, he was so close. So nervous. “Do you have my son? We agreed the trade!”


The man who held Asta’s face shrugged, and let her go. He wore heavy bronze arm-rings around his biceps, and she wondered if that was an indicator of rank among these strangers. “You said she had the marks,” he said. “Show me.”


Meyloy’s foot twisting between her ankles pitched Asta forward once more. Without her hands to save her, she smashed her chin on the ground, jarring her teeth and biting her tongue. She cursed thickly. “Meyloy, what are you doing? Let me up!”


“I’m so sorry.” His voice was low in her ear, his knee pressed into the small of her back. “I have to do this. You’d understand if—”


“Show us the marks.” The man with the arm rings stood in front of Asta. She could see the salt and sand clinging to the toes of his boots.


“What marks?”


He ignored her question, but Meyloy shuffled aside, still pinning her down, and the brass-skinned man crouched. Up close, his face was beaten by time and tide, and he had an identical white scar on the outside of each chestnut eyebrow. He pressed one hand down on her shoulder. “We don’t want to hurt you.”


“Then let me up!” Asta struggled, but his weight was an implacable force, pinning her down. He pushed aside her cloak and lifted her riding skirt.


Asta kicked out, her boot landing a glancing blow. Meyloy yelped at the contact, and she tried to squirm away from his grip. She made it only a few inches before the brass man’s hand closed on the back of her neck, pressing her face into the turf. She breathed in earth and salt, blood and sweat, kicking uselessly against the men that surrounded her.


“Hold her feet,” he ordered.


Pinned down, Asta could do nothing but lay still, heart racing. She could see her blade, lying on the ground just out of reach, and she willed it towards her with every fibre of her being as the leader of the foreigners lifted her skirt once more.


A chill like the cold wash of tide flowed over Asta at his touch. He ran probing, exploratory fingers over the matching patches of white skin at the backs of her knees, and she heard a murmur of surprise, almost respect, from the other strangers. The touch made her retch.


“I told you she had the marks!” Meyloy sounded triumphant. “Will you give him back now?”


The pressure at the back of Asta’s neck eased. The brass leader rose, dragging her up with him, gripping her wrists. “Where did you get these marks?” He spoke to Asta. His voice was low, without aggression.


“I’ve always had them, since I was a girl.” Asta never thought about the marks, paler than Finn, even paler than her father, which lay in broad brushstrokes across the backs of her knees. She only remembered them when they burned in the hot summer months, white skin flaring scarlet and painful.


There was muttering among the brass men, in their harsh tongue. Meyloy twitched. Asta couldn’t bring herself to look at him. It seemed she wasn’t going to be raped, but the raiders obviously had plans of some kind.


“Meyloy, tell me what’s going on!”


His voice was wretched. “I made a deal. When I told you the fishing tribe made trade with the raiders, it wasn’t a lie. I made a trade of my own, while I was in the South. They want you for your marks, my leader. I’m so sorry…”


“You traded me? Without my permission? You can’t do that!” She tried to wrench free, but the man with the arm rings held her firm. “I’m not coming with you. Let me go!” She turned to the men of her own tribe, pleading with them. “Are you all with Meyloy on this? Why?”


The nearest man spat, shuffling his feet.


“Meyloy?”


“You’re a halfbreed. Your father was a western dog. Your mother—” he shrugged. “I don’t know what your mother is, but she’s not human. And you’re a woman. If your brother had wanted the leader’s robes—”


“My brother had the same blood as me!” Her eyes stung at the mention of Finn. “Don’t drag my brother into this.”


“Cree said your soiled blood has brought a curse down on the tribe.” Meyloy sounded increasingly unsure.


“How long have you been listening to Cree? You’ve known me all your life…”


“And… they promised.” He turned to the brass leader. “Turgesu, you promised. Where is he?”


“In time.” Turgesu turned to Asta, and inclined his head. “You will come with us now, sumri gudienne.”


“I will not!” Asta lunged, her forehead smacking into the bridge of his nose so hard her vision erupted into stars. The shock made him let go of her arms, and she broke free, tried to run. But Meyloy was there, Meyloy with men she had thought of as her friends, her tribe, and they would not let her pass. He grabbed her arm as she tried to push free.


“What are you doing?” he demanded. “You stupid mare, you’re going to ruin everything!” He raised his hand, and she steeled herself for the blow, determined not to flinch, or cry out. She would show him the courage of her blood.


Brass fists grappled Meyloy’s hand away before the blow could fall. The blood gushing from Turgesu’s nose was the same colour as Asta’s, and he dabbed his nostrils as one of his companions laid a stone knife to her bare throat, and asked what sounded like a question.


Turgesu shook his head, his forehead creased in concern. He let go of Meyloy and pushed him away. “We need to leave this place,” he said. “Do as you must, and then we will make the trade.”


The raiders held her still, Asta silently seething, as Meyloy lifted her father’s cloak from her shoulders and draped it around his own. It was so short on him it barely brushed his hips. Meyloy ran his hands down it. There was no satisfaction in the gesture, only resignation. “Hand me her blade,” he said.


One of the raiders collected Asta’s knife from the ground and passed it to Meyloy. He tested the edge with his thumb. “I’m sorry,” he said, with a blunt nod to the men of the tribe.


Their hands, not rough but determined, forced Asta to her knees. She was feeling sick again, trying to hold back bile and tears of fury. Meyloy gathered her warrior’s braids in his hands and slowly, one by one, he began to slice. Turgesu took a few steps back. This was the business of the tribe, and it seemed he was inclined to leave them to it.


Asta twisted to spit up into Meyloy’s face as he cut through her hair, almost ripping it from her scalp with his savagery. “How could you?”


Her spittle dripped from his chin. He made no move to wipe it away, just carried on carving relentlessly through her braids. “The bronze men have a word,” he said. “Slave. They own men and women the way you own a cooking pot, or a necklace. You can’t be a warrior and a slave, Asta.”


She said nothing, burning with frustration and humiliation as her dark hair tumbled around her as if she was an enemy he had defeated. Every cut Meyloy made took her further away from her tribe. She understood what was happening now, and if she couldn’t fight it, she could endure it like a warrior, not like a frightened woman. When she raised her head it felt strangely light, and cold. She tried not to shiver in the wind blowing straight off the sea.


“Now?” Meyloy asked


“By the sea.” Turgesu nodded to his companions. “I’ll have them hood her.”


The bag swept over Asta’s head before she had the chance to struggle or cry out, strings tightening around her throat like a noose. The loose hair on her scalp itched like pox, falling in her eyes as she allowed herself a few hidden tears. She was pulled and prodded down the long slope to the sea, the ocean spray soaking through the hood and plastering it to her face. She wished she could see. Her heart leapt into her mouth every time she stumbled. Still, maybe a quick plunge from the cliff was a better prospect than whatever it was the strangers had in store for her?


A quick squeeze of her fingers, a voice in her ear. She didn’t think it was Meyloy.


“Find our children, my leader!”


The man of the tribe moved away before she could respond. Someone, at least, still followed her trail. It made her feel a little less sick.


Rock gave way to sand beneath her feet. She guessed they were on the southern side of the point, shielded from the village. She didn’t know why Turgesu had felt the need to have her hooded, but the brightness of the sky cleaved her skull as he pulled the wet sacking from her face.


The tide had come in and withdrawn again, smoothing the sand around the long rowing boat that looked like the one the raiders had used to snatch the women and children from the cove. They must have been waiting for her all night. The thought made her feel ill all over again, to think how Meyloy had planned this, just to take her robes. Whatever he'd traded couldn’t be worth her freedom, could it?


Turgesu waved his hand towards the boat and issued what sounded like a command. There was a stout box, halfway along the boat, with a hatch opened by an iron ring. As one of the raiders threw it back, Asta heard a high, thin wail that drove her forward into the waves, heedless of her bound hands. Meyloy pushed past her, splashing into the water, and dropped to his knees with a strangled cry.


“What are you doing? That’s not my son!”


The little boy, no older than five, floundered through the breakers towards them. He threw his arms around Asta’s thighs, nearly knocking her from her feet. “Tante Asta!”


She would have held him close, if her hands were free. He reminded her so much of Rhodan it was hard to breathe.


“Tante Asta, the men took me on a boat and there were lots of us and then they put me in a box…”


“I know, Kilu. You’re safe now.” She gave him a nudge up the beach. “Go with Meyloy. He’ll look after you.”


Kilu rubbed his eyes and stared at her. “What happened to your hair? Don’t you fight any more?”


“It doesn’t matter!” She had to raise her voice. Meyloy and Turgesu were nose to nose. Meyloy screamed obscenities, and the brass-skinned raiders gripped his arms to keep him from striking their leader.


“You promised my son! This isn’t my boy! What have you done with him?”


Turgesu stepped back with a shrug. “What’s wrong with this boy? You wanted a boy, I gave you one. You should be grateful.”


“Give me back my son!” Meyloy tore himself free and lunged at Turgesu, lashing fists clumsy with rage and desperation. Turgesu didn’t seem to move with any speed, but somehow his axe was in his hand, and he swung it in a lazy arc. It crunched into the side of Meyloy’s head, throwing up a spray of blood and brain. Asta tried to shield Kilu with her body, but she couldn’t protect him from the gargling sounds Meyloy made as he slumped on the sand, twitching his last on the bloodied shore.


Turgesu stood over his body, staring down at it with his axe hanging limp in his hand. He looked up, directly at Asta. “The trading is done,” he said, breaking the shocked silence. “Let go of the boy.”


“Run!” Asta pushed Kilu, as best she could with her hands bound. “Run away now! All of you!” There were too many raiders, and they were too well armed, too quick to strike. Like snakes in summer.


Meyloy’s men, the cowards, scattered and fled, one of them snatching up Kilu as he ran as if the boy was no more than a bag of grain under his arm. Asta was left alone, cold water sucking at her knees, salt stinging her cuts. Turgesu gestured with his axe.


“Into the boat, sumri gudienne. I don’t want to hurt you.”


The white-sailed ship was anchored a mile out into the bay, like a gull settled on the water. It looked too far to row. Asta clambered awkwardly into the boat and sat on the box where Kilu had been imprisoned, feeling splinters of wood snag the skin of her thighs. Her wet skirt clung to her legs, and she itched all over.


The brass men took up the oars, in front of her and behind. The man behind was so close she felt his breath on her neck as he grunted over the oars. Carefully, moving slowly, she crossed her ankles and rubbed her feet together to loosen the laces of her boots.


No one was watching her. The raiders were intent on their rowing, showing no interest in their cargo. She gave them time to relax, hoping Turgesu would let his guard down the nearer they got to the ship.


They were halfway across the bay. The sun was out, turning the water around the rowing boat to white and gold. Dazzling spray flared from the tips of the oars as they twisted in the sunlight, and the land falling away behind them was nothing but a dark mass. She couldn’t see the tower, but she knew what direction it lay in, and that was enough.


Asta shuffled to the edge of the boat. If her hands had been free, she could have reached the green water, darkening to unfathomable depths. Her father had taught her to swim in rivers and lakes, but she had never swum so far out to sea. It would be hard, with her hands tied, but the alternative was unthinkable. She might drown, but that was better than life as a slave.


She swung her feet over the side, and kicked her legs. One boot tumbled lazily into the depths, the other stayed wedged on her foot. Too late to struggle with it now; there was a yell behind her and the awkward splash of oars as the rower's rhythm broke. Before any of the raiders could snatch at her, she pushed off the side and into the water.
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