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As the Badlander collapsed, she heard Wulf the Fat shout “Charge!” He’d realised what she was doing and reacted. It was a satisfying start.


Might things have turned out differently, she wondered later, if that moment’s smuggery hadn’t made her pause?


She looked for her next victim and saw a yellow-eyed woman mounted on a dagger-tooth. She had her fist to her mouth. The fist was clutching a short blowpipe which she’d just blown. The dart from the pipe was inches from Paloma’s exposed midriff. There was no time to dodge. The dart pierced her flesh and stuck, short feathers juddering.


“I wonder if it’s pois—” she had time to think before the world whirled itself into a nauseating spin and she went down.
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Part One


Heading home and into the unknown




Chapter 1


The Reluctant Nurse


Luby Zephyr was pretty sure that her nursemaid Caliska Coyote was going to kill her.


They hiked through fragrant woods busy with wildlife and across grassland abuzz with insects and shining with pink, blue and yellow flowers. The lovelier it was, the sourer Caliska’s mood became. She spoke only to insult Luby, left camp-building and cooking to her and seemed to have forgotten about the unguents that the warlock Yoki Choppa had given her to aid Luby’s recovery. When Caliska did deign to look at her patient, she gripped her throwing-axe handles and twisted her face like a parent whose child has walked fox shit into the hut for the third time that day.


Luby sympathised. Owsla captain Sofi Tornado had promised Caliska she’d be forgiven for her part in the attempted coup if she escorted the injured Luby back to Calnia unharmed. If Luby was harmed, Caliska was to be executed and have her soul destroyed by being eaten.


Sofi might officially forgive, but she wouldn’t ever forget Caliska’s plotting, so her place in the Owsla would never be comfortable again. Caliska would probably have a much better life if she abandoned Luby and set off south to hawk her alchemically enhanced fighting skills to some jungle emperor. Allowing Luby to live would leave a trail, so Luby had to die. It was what any stone cold killer would have done, and Caliska was about the stoniest and the coldest.


Now, six days after the Owsla mutineers had whacked her on the head with a stone axe during their short-lived attempt to assassinate Sofi Tornado, Luby had almost recovered. However, she was feigning sluggishness so Caliska would think she was an easier target. She was almost disappointed when her ruse worked. She’d fallen behind, as always, because Caliska did not have the patience to dally for the infirm. Rounding a corner on the woodland track, she found Caliska waiting for her, throwing axes in hand.


“I saw a bear.” Caliska was scanning the dark woods. “I think it went round there and—” she gasped. “Behind you!”


Luby span as if she really believed there was a bear behind her, and dropped. A throwing axe whizzed overhead. Luby dived off the path, came to her feet, checked as the second axe flashed past her face, then rolled, bounced and swerved away through the undergrowth, as silently as her zephyr namesake.


Caliska’s skill was the ability to throw with extraordinary power and accuracy. Luby Zephyr’s skill was stealth. Given a suitable environment, stealth beat throwing power every time. And the middle of the woods was about as suitable as it got. Caliska had missed her chance.


Luby wasn’t going to give her another one.


Caliska walked back to retrieve her axes, peering into the undergrowth. “Sofi doesn’t love you, you know!” she shouted. “She was using you. She’ll be with someone else by now. Probably Paloma Pronghorn. She’s much more beautiful and—”


There’s no need to shout, I’m much closer than you think, thought Luby as she dropped from a tree. Caliska turned. Luby slashed her first half-moon obsidian blade across her thick neck and the second blade across her exposed midriff, then dived back in the bushes and stole away silently as the dying Caliska stumbled after her.


Caliska had failed to follow Sofi’s orders, the punishment for which was meant to be execution and soul death. So Luby should have lit a fire with an Innowak crystal, cooked Caliska and eaten some of her flesh to kill her soul. However, Caliska had brought her this far.


So Luby built a normal fire, burnt Caliska’s body and, instead of eating part of it, shed a few tears.


Luby walked south, bow on her back, half-moon obsidian blades at her hips. Slung over one shoulder was a small leather bag containing a waterskin and the alchemical supplements and healing salves that Yoki Choppa the warlock had left with Caliska.


She walked a long way that day and further the next. She expected the rest of the Owsla warriors to catch up at any moment, returning south after dispatching the Mushroom Men, but there was no sign of them. She wondered what could have happened. Had they met a superior force or been tricked into their doom?


Worrying, however, detracted from her enjoyment of the walk, so she banned negative thoughts and decided that the Owsla’s mission must have taken them further than expected. Their quarry had probably fled west away from the lake. Sofi, Paloma Pronghorn, Sitsi Kestrel and the others had surely followed them, killed them, then taken a more westerly path back to Calnia where they’d be waiting for her.


The following morning she awoke and breakfasted. She stretched, felt her pre-injury power fizzing in every muscle, and knew that she’d be able to run back to Calnia that day if she wanted to.


But she didn’t want to.


In her years growing up in Calnia, then becoming Owsla, Luby Zephyr never had any time on her own. So she walked, slowly, taking detours to enjoy the view from small hills, to discover waterfalls and to investigate anything else that caught her interest. She told herself she was lingering to allow the rest of her squad to catch up, but knew it wasn’t true. She was as happy as she could remember being, wandering through the world alone.


She paced along, her head in the air and her feet on the ground. She inhaled the scents of the wood and moseyed along to the music of its creatures. When she started walking every day, worries flew in and batted at her mind, but soon it seemed that her troubling thoughts fluttered away, mingled with nature and returned, combined with the rhythms of the land and its animals. After a couple of miles she was just another creature making her way across the earth; a minuscule but valuable part of a huge, teeming system.


She hunted, foraged, ate, washed and slept, elated and cushioned by a peace so deep that she felt she could sink into it and stretch right out.


She arrived back in Calnia’s immediate territory fourteen days after she’d left and seven days after killing Caliska Coyote. She hadn’t realised how loud the background chatter of animals in the woods and grasslands had been until she emerged from the trees into Calnia’s farmland and the world fell eerily silent.


Luby Zephyr was fully recovered from her head wound and sad to be home.


Up ahead the Pyramid of the Sun shone high and gold. Farmers looked up from their work and hallooed cheerfully. She hallooed back, unsure if she’d met any of them before. After the Swan Empress Ayanna, the women of the Owsla were the best-known people in Calnia. Strangers would walk up and start conversations as if they were old friends. Some of the Owsla were seriously irked by this unsolicited chat. Morningstar, Caliska Coyote and Sadzi Wolf had all punched people for talking to them unbidden. It didn’t annoy Luby – she could have used her stealth skill to walk around unnoticed if it did – but it was disconcerting, because she had a bad memory and was never sure if her interlocutor was a childhood friend or a presumptuous unknown.


As if responding to her thoughts, an elderly farmer-looking fellow walking in the other direction stopped and opened his arms: “Luby Zephyr! Well I never. What are you doing out here in north Calnia? How are you? Do you need anything?”


“Hi, I’m fine. How are you?” Why were his arms open like that? Did he expect a hug? She settled for opening her own arms in a sort of wa-hey! greeting.


“Mustn’t grumble,” he said, closing his arms, apparently satisfied.


Did she recognise him?


“I suppose not,” she said. “Unless you’ve got something to grumble about?” She peered at him and tried to look as if she wasn’t. He did look a little familiar.


“You’ll hear no complaint from me.”


“Good. Any news in Calnia?” she asked.


“How long have you been away?”


“Two weeks.”


“Well well, yes, I should say there’s some news. A lot of news!”


“Such as …?”


“Empress Ayanna had a baby yesterday.


A boy!” “A boy? That’s great.” Was it great? What were you meant to say? She wished she’d never left the woods.


“Yes, it nice to have some cheery news, given the war.”


“The war?”


“Oh, of course, two weeks away, you wouldn’t know.”


“Wouldn’t know what?”


“We’re going to war. With the Badlanders.”


“The Badlanders? Those sadists? Why?”


“Dunno. But they’re nearly ready to go. Biggest army ever, that’s what they’re saying. I’ve had to give a quarter of my stores. I was promised payment of gold and porcupine quills but I haven’t seen them yet and I’m not holding my breath.”


“Do you know where the rest of the Owsla are?”


“They’re not with you? Last I heard, which was yesterday, they were still missing. There are rumours. Some say they’ve joined the Badlanders.”


“And Yoki Choppa?”


“The warlock’s with the Owsla, so they say.”


“I’ve got to go.”


“Of course you have! It’s been wonderful talking to you, Luby Zephyr.”


She ran towards the city wall and, after about twenty heartbeats, remembered who the farmer was.


Luby’s parents, a teacher and a wall engineer from Calnia, had been pretty clear about what they thought of Emperor Zaltan choosing their daughter for the Owsla. Like the rest of the Owsla, she’d been chosen for her looks at least as much as for her athletic ability. “We are ashamed of Calnia, and of you,” her mother had said as she’d left their hut with a small bundle containing all her possessions.


She hadn’t seen her mother or father, nor heard from them throughout the gruelling training. It had been an agonising few years, physically and mentally, and some parental input might have been a comfort.


Then the Owsla had won a few battles, defeated some powerful enemies and bolstered Calnia’s standing in the world. Opinion had turned. By the time the captive-killing displays began in the Plaza of the Sun, infamy had become fame. The people who hadn’t been able to say the word Owsla without spitting now thought that the ten-strong squad of alchemically enhanced women warriors were the greatest thing since mashed corn. Some would cheer as they walked by. Some would try and touch them – which resulted in more than a few broken fingers.


After years of silence, Luby’s parents reappeared and threw a party to declare their love and unflagging support. All their friends and extended family had turned up. Luby had gone along with a smile plastered on her face and had the most excruciating afternoon of her life. That was where she’d met the farmer before. His name was Eeyan and he was her mother’s cousin.


Cursing herself for not recognising Eeyan, Luby Zephyr ran to the Mountain of the Sun and bounded up the log steps. Behind her the Plaza of Innowak, the place where she and the other Owsla killed enemies to entertain the citizens of Calnia, was covered in collapsed skin tents, piles of spears, heaps of stone axes and other campaign provisions. The Low milled around, marshalled by the higher orders, enlarging ordnance piles and generally moving stuff about.


Luby had always relied on Sofi Tornado, captain of the Owsla, to tell her what was going on. The next person she’d have gone to was Yoki Choppa, then maybe Chamberlain Hatho. With the first two missing and Chamberlain Hatho killed in the Goachica attack that had been the cause of their mission to the north, the only option was to talk directly to Empress Ayanna, even if she had just given birth.


She walked across the top of the pyramid, nodding confidently to the guards. A couple took steps towards her then seemed to think better of it. She was Owsla. One did not mess.


As she passed the sweat lodge, a voice from the bathing pool called out: “Luby Zephyr!”


The voice belonged to a young woman – a girl – who was immersed in the cloudy, mineral-rich water of the steaming bathing pool, with only her head visible above the silky surface. Her hair was plastered to her small head as if she’d just risen from beneath the water. She had a pert nose and her eyes twinkled.


Who could the girl be? Only the empress was allowed in this pool. And why was there so much steam? It smelled herby, almost intoxicating.


“Who are you?” Luby asked when it became clear that the girl was just going to carry on smiling at her as if she knew all her secrets and found them amusing.


“You’d like to see the empress,” replied the girl. “She’s asleep with her baby. You’ve come a long way and you’re tired. Why don’t you slip off those dirty, worn clothes and wait in here? You can tell me all about your adventures while I soothe your weary feet.”


The girl was confident and persuasive and Luby really was tired now that she thought about it. And the steam smelled lovely. “Who are you?” she asked again.


“I’m Chippaminka. I’m the new head warlock.”


“What happened to Yoki Choppa?”


“He’s fine. He’s just not here. You were separated from the Owsla nearly two weeks ago and cannot know what happened to the rest of them.”


“Yes, but how do you …?”


“I’m a warlock. Take off your clothes and step in. I promise you’ll see the empress as soon as possible, ahead of all the other people who’ve been waiting a good deal longer than you.”


Luby Zephyr did as she was told. She removed her clothing and lowered herself onto the submerged wooden bench opposite Chippaminka. She sighed. The hot water was wonderful.


“Give me your foot.”


She lifted her leg. The girl clasped the Owsla woman’s foot and directed it gently but firmly onto her slick lap. She squeezed her thumbs into its road-beaten sole and kneaded. Luby could not help but sigh again. The girl’s touch was even more soothing than the water.


“Do you know,” Luby asked, “where the rest of the Owsla are and why we’re about to march on the Badlands?”


“I do,” said the girl, with a smile that made the breath catch in Luby’s throat. “But why don’t you relax for now?”




Chapter 2


An Uneasy Alliance


“I saw a tornado once, over Olaf’s Fresh Sea,” panted the Mushroom Woman, lolloping up to Sofi Tornado at the head of the procession. A gang of glossy blue and white swallows skimmed past southwards over the shifting green sea. High above, flotillas of brilliant clouds traversed the overarching blue.


The woman was Bodil Gooseface, Sofi knew, even though she didn’t care about their ridiculous names. Her resolve to slaughter all the Mushroom Men the moment this fool’s mission was over stiffened every time one of them spoke to her.


“And we saw another tornado just a few days ago.”


The captain of the Owsla didn’t show the dimmest flicker of interest. Gooseface blathered on regardless: “It lifted Chnob the White up and up and up and he didn’t come down. Is that why you’re called Sofi Tornado? Do you throw people into the air? Is that your special power?”


The fiercest warrior in the most fearsome fighting squad in the world deigned to turn her head. Bodil’s eyes were wide and her mouth hung open like a head-whacked fish. She actually expected a reply.


Sofi sighed. This was the sixth day walking west with the Mushroom Men. She was buggered by a bear if she was going to call them the Wootah tribe as their leader Wulf the Fat kept insisting (Wulf the Fat, for the love of Innowak. What was wrong with them?).


“Yes, I’m called Tornado because I spin round and throw people into the air. I also destroy huts, flatten crops and when I’m done I disappear into the clouds.”


“Do you?” The woman wasn’t much brighter than a goose. Was that how she’d got her name? Sofi didn’t care.


“Yes. Most often I attack when I’m walking point and listening out for trouble and I’m interrupted by—”


“My mum used to call me Bodil the Loquacious. I think it means that I’m a good swimmer because I am.” Sofi was not used to being interrupted. She may not have consumed her power animal for a few days, but even without alchemical powers she’d be able to kill this woman and slaughter the rest of them before they’d realised she was attacking. Her fingers tightened around the shaft of the weapon that she’d taken from one of the Mushroom Men; an astonishing piece of metal called a sword.


“I used to swim in Olaf’s Fresh Sea every day. I’d go quite a long way out but not too far because—”


The warlock Yoki Choppa had stopped feeding the Owsla their power animals and destroyed his supplies on purpose to weaken them. He’d justified his actions, but there was no escaping the truth, that if he hadn’t sabotaged their powers, they’d have caught and killed the Mushroom Men on the east of the Water Mother, back in Calnian territory. They wouldn’t have needed to cross the Water Mother and Talisa White-tail wouldn’t have drowned.


No matter how justifiable his reasons, Yoki Choppa had acted without consulting Sofi and his actions had led directly to Talisa’s death.


Despite her anger at Talisa’s death, Sofi believed that letting the Mushroom Men live and escorting them west was the right thing to do; not because she just knew or any crap like that, but because Yoki Choppa said it was. He was the most intelligent, reasonable person she knew, free from ego and ulterior motives, as near to infallible as made no odds. If he said that guarding these freaks was the right thing to do, then, annoyingly, it was.


One of the Mushroom Men was a boy with a damaged mind called Ottar the Moaner. Yoki Choppa had seen that this boy would destroy a force far, far to the west at a place called The Meadows. They knew little about this force, other than that it was bent on destroying the world. If they didn’t escort Ottar there, every man, woman, child and animal on earth would be killed. Sofi didn’t give the tiniest of craps about most men, women, children or animals, but saving them all did seem like the right thing to do.


First of all, however, if she was going to get this gang of idiots through the horrors that no doubt lay ahead, she’d have to replace the power animals that Yoki Choppa had destroyed.


The warlock had tracked down some caribou meat in the Water Divided tribe’s market, so they had their stamina back, but they were still missing the diamondback rattlesnake and tarantula hawk wasp which gave them speed, strength and other qualities.


As well as the three power animals that all the Owsla were conditioned to eat, each of the women had her own special animal from which her distinct skill was derived. Sofi Tornado’s was the burrowing owl.


Apparently burrowing owls were easy enough to catch, but you had to be in their territory and that territory was a few hundred miles to the west. Already her hearing had suffered greatly. At the pace they were going it might be as long as a moon before they found her power animal. Without it, she felt disarmed and nervy. These were two entirely new sensations that she was not enjoying.


On the brighter side, they’d already found Chogolisa Earthquake’s strength-giving dung beetle, Morningstar’s punch-powering mantis shrimp and Paloma Pronghorn’s speed-fuelling pronghorn, so those three women’s special powers were almost back to normal.


Without the diamondback rattlesnake and tarantula hawk wasp, however, they were all weaker and slower than before. Moreover, as well as Sofi Tornado’s own power animal, they were still missing Sitsi Kestrel’s chuckwalla, which gave her extraordinary eyesight and ability with the bow. The chuckwalla came from the Desert That You Don’t Walk Out Of, on the far side of the Shining Mountains. They were headed there, but, at best, given the snail pace of the Mushroom Men, it would take them weeks or even a few moons.


If they got there.


The Owsla were still a stunningly effective fighting squad but as well as being weakened, they were reduced from ten to five. If the Badlanders found them then –


Someone was running up behind. Bodil’s constant blather – it seemed the woman used the musician’s technique of circular breathing to speak continuously – had almost masked the sound.


Sofi’s hand went for her weapon, but it was only Gunnhild Kristlover, oldest and possibly most useless of the useless Mushroom Men.


“Bodil, shush for a moment,” said Gunnhild, “I’d like to talk to Sofi.”


Bodil stopped talking mid-word, unoffended.


“And do try to remember, Bodil, Listeners learn, talkers stay stupid.”


Bodil nodded and fell behind, no doubt to find someone else to talk at.


Gunnhild strode along, keeping level as Sofi’s pace accelerated.


“I saw you sewing last night,” said Gunnhild.


Sofi didn’t reply. She had been sewing, a frustrating business. She was not a good sewer, but she was not interested in sewing and did not require a lecture on how to improve.


“You were making small bags. I guess they’re for your women to store their power animals, in case Yoki Choppa loses his supplies again.”


Sofi shook her head. How did Gunnhild know about their power animals? She should have banned her women from talking to the Wootah. Paloma, Chogolisa and Sitsi were all far too friendly. Morningstar got it right. Don’t talk to them and don’t answer if they talk to you.


Gunnhild wasn’t going to go away, however, so eventually Sofi said: “I made two bags.”


“And you tossed those on the fire this morning because they weren’t good enough?”


Sofi nodded.


“How many do you need? Five? One for each of the Owsla?”


“Yes.”


“I’ll make them for you. Rabbit leather will be better than the fawn you were using. You’ll want them light and waterproof?”


“That would be … useful.”


“I’ll leave you to yourself now, Sofi,” said Gunnhild, “but please remember, enemies are people whose tales you don’t know.”


“No, Gunnhild. Enemies are the people that my empress orders me to kill.”


“Rulers order. Sheep follow. Lions question.”


Sofi remained silent. She didn’t want to encourage the woman.


“If I see Bodil pestering you again I’ll come and get her.” Gunnhild fell back.


The captain of the Owsla strode on, scowling.


Grass, grass and more boring grass.


Finnbogi the Boggy trudged along, glowering at Foe Slicer, his sword, bouncing on Sofi Tornado’s astonishing thigh. Finnbogi had been attracted to strong women for as many of his nineteen years as he could remember. When he was tiny, he’d wanted to please and impress them. For the last couple of years, Wootah women like Thyri Treelegs and Sassa Lipchewer had left him confused, as horny as a goat and doomed, it seemed, never to do anything about his passion other than stare at them and dream.


So, teaming up with five magic-powered female super-warriors who’d been selected for their good looks from an entire empire should have been the pinnacle of Finnbogi’s fantasies. But it hadn’t worked out like that. Six days with them and not one of the Owsla had even acknowledged his existence, let alone talked to him, and he was far too awe- and lust-struck to approach one of them.


Their leader had taken Foe Slicer that first night, without even looking at him, let alone asking for it. The sword wasn’t really his; it had been looted from the grave of Olaf the Worldfinder, and it wasn’t as if he knew how to wield it, and a magic-powered super-warrior would definitely get more use out of it. But, still, she could have asked … But she’d just taken it and tossed her crappy little stone axe at his feet and made him look like an idiot in front of Thyri Treelegs and the others.


Finnbogi had been going to let it go without saying anything because he was a coward, but Wulf the Fat had intervened because he was a hero, and demanded she return it. It had looked nasty for a moment, until the warlock Yoki Choppa had asked Wulf to take a short walk with him.


The Wootah leader had returned a minute later, looking glum. “Keep the sword, Sofi Tornado. Sorry, Finn.”


Sofi Tornado had glanced at Wulf as if to say whatever, I don’t need your permission, and that had been that.


And now Finnbogi couldn’t stop looking at Sofi. Like all the Owsla, she wore what looked like leather socks up to her knees, a short breechcloth and a jerkin that left her arms and midriff bare. He wasn’t looking lustfully, he told himself, as he eyed her again from head to toe. Thyri Treelegs was the only woman for him. He simply contemplated the Owsla women’s figures in the same detached but appreciative manner that he might regard a healthy-looking lion or a sunset reflecting in a lake, that was all. He loved Thyri. He admired the Owsla simply as peaks of physical perfection and there was nothing wrong with that, he told himself again and again.


Behind Finnbogi, Sassa Lipchewer and Paloma Pronghorn were chatting away like gossipy sisters who hadn’t seen each other for a year. He was glad that Sassa was getting on with the Owsla, of course, but surely she could ask him to join her conversation? He wanted to talk to Paloma Pronghorn even more than he wanted to talk to the other warrior goddesses. Because she looked the most interesting, that was all. He could objectively observe that she was the most beautiful too, but that wasn’t why he wanted to talk to her so much.


A dozen yards behind Sassa and Paloma Pronghorn, his newly discovered father Erik the Angry walked along next to the giantess Chogolisa Earthquake. Erik had Ottar the Moaner on his shoulders and Chogolisa was carrying Freydis the Annoying. Erik was tallest and broadest of the generally tall and broad Wootah tribe, but he looked tiny next to the colossal woman. Despite her size, Chogolisa wore a sweet smile on her incongruously pretty, girlish face and was jigging lightly to the song that Freydis was making up as they walked along. Most of the time Finnbogi couldn’t see Ottar’s two young racoons, Hugin and Munin, because of the long grass, but he could hear their yickering and see their tails every now and then.


The four humans and two racoons looked happy and bonded, like a family to which Finnbogi did not belong.


He looked back to try to catch Thyri Treelegs’ eye. She was walking on her own, too. She nodded at him in a way that wasn’t necessarily unfriendly, but did manage to convey the message “keep walking, Boggy, I do not want to chat”.


They’d resumed their evening training sessions, but Thyri had been frosty. She still thought he’d caused Garth Anvilchin’s death. Finnbogi was aching to tell her that Sassa had shot Garth when the evil lunk had tried to murder him, so she’d see that her former lover was a bellend and then fall into Finnbogi’s arms. But he couldn’t. Telling tales was a serious taboo for Hardworkers, or Wootah as they were now called, possibly worse than murder itself. It was so unfair!


Thyri hadn’t spoken to the Owsla either, as far as he knew. While he yearned to talk to them and didn’t because he was spineless, he knew that she wasn’t talking to them because she didn’t want to. Thyri was two years younger than him and about fifty times as cool.


Finnbogi walked on, along the track worn into the plain by centuries of people walking the same route. Or possibly animals. He didn’t know who’d made the path and he didn’t care. All of the rest of it, animals and people, all fitted together, uniting in some greater pattern that he wasn’t part of.


Sitsi Kestrel and Morningstar were on watch that evening, standing back to back on a hummock some hundred paces from the Wootah and Calnian camp, looking out over the endless plain. Washed with a golden fringe by the low sun, the wind-swished Ocean of Grass became ever hazier until it blended into the pale horizon.


It was nine days since Sitsi had last eaten her personal power animal, the chuckwalla lizard, but she could still see a good deal further than any other human they were likely to meet. There was nothing threatening on the plain, only innumerable buffalo, eagles, cranes, wolves, coyotes, a few bears, a lion or two, a variety of deer and other plain-dwelling birds and beasts. There’d be several dozen types of smaller animal going about their business hidden by the long grass, and countless more if you started worrying about the smaller scurrying and buzzing creatures.


A long way off was a cloud that she suspected was a millions-strong flock of crowd pigeons, milling near what she guessed was an unusually straight-sided outcrop of rock. Had she had her chuckwalla that morning, she would have been able to see the individual birds and cracks in the rock. The loss of her ability filled her with fear. She’d always known that she was the least brave of the Owsla, with the possible exception of Luby Zephyr, but the limb-weakening dread caused by the decline in her power was new to her. Was this how old people felt as their strength waned, she wondered? That would explain why so many of them looked so miserable.


Yoki Choppa, the cause of her angst, was nearby, searching for burrowing owls or tarantula hawk wasps that may have strayed eastward from their traditional territory. There was no chance of a chuckwalla this far from its home in the Desert You Don’t Walk Out Of.


“What do you think about our new friends?” Sitsi asked Morningstar, without turning. She took guard duty seriously.


“The Mushroom Men?”


“Who else?”


“I’m looking forward to punching them to death. I cannot believe that Sofi Tornado agreed to nursemaid them. They look bad, they smell worse. We should have killed them when we met them.”


“They don’t smell bad, do they?”


“They look like they smell bad. They’re not from this land. They’re not meant to be here. They’re disgusting. Don’t you think?”


Sitsi thought. “Not really. Obviously, I don’t like them … well, I do like the children, especially the little boy.”


“Only because he’s fucked in the head and that reminds you of your brothers.”


“Maybe that’s true, although not perhaps how I’d put it, but I think I’d like him anyway. And his sister. They’re so innocent it’s difficult to dislike them.”


“I find it very easy,” said Morningstar.


“Really? Those little children?”


“Maybe the kids aresn’t so awful. But the adults are vile.”


“Keef the Berserker was brave when Talisa cut off his ear and took his eye,” Sitsi protested, “and Wulf the Fat stood up to Sofi when she took the sulky one’s sword. What’s his name? Thinsoggy?”


“Don’t know, don’t care. He’s not fit to lick goat shit off the sandals of the person who licks goat shit off my sandals, let alone have me remember his name. They don’t belong. The sooner we kill them all the better.”


Morningstar was the daughter of Zaltan, who, as well as being emperor of Calnia before Ayanna, had been a torturer, mass murderer and pervert. Given her background, Sitsi Kestrel thought Morningstar had turned out pretty well. Buried below her snobbish exterior was a good and kind soul, Sitsi was almost certain. It was just buried quite deep.


Keef the Berserker, the one whose ear and eye they’d removed, ran into view, sweeping his long-handled axe around and seeing off imaginary foes. He spent most of his days fighting invisible enemies.


“Do you think we really will kill them when we’ve done whatever we’ve got to do at The Meadows?” Sitsi asked.


“I’m amazed we haven’t slaughtered them already, and eaten them to prevent them coming back. I cannot believe that Sofi is disobeying Ayanna’s orders on that grubby little warlock’s say-so.”


“That grubby little warlock who gave us our powers …”


“Who was one of three people who gave us our powers, and very much the junior according to my source.”


“Would that source be the warlock Pakanda?”


“Yup.”


Pakanda had been chief warlock before Yoki Choppa, exiled by Emperor Zaltan for abusing his daughter, Morningstar. Everyone who knew Morningstar suspected that the abuse, which had entailed Morningstar tossing off the old man in return for information, was at least ninety-nine per cent instigated and driven by Morningstar. She wasn’t one for doing anything she didn’t want to do. But many also suspected that Pakanda had had his way with younger, more vulnerable girls who weren’t emperors’ daughters and hadn’t been alchemically empowered to protect themselves. All in all, no one missed him.


“I don’t know,” said Sitsi. “There’s something about Yoki Choppa that makes you believe him.”


“Not me.”


“You only believe men when you’ve got their spuff on your hands.”


Morningstar laughed. “Yuck! And, my dear innocent, you ask the questions before you get spuff on your hands. They don’t tell you anything afterwards, they just mumble and scuttle away. And it’s easy not to get any on your hands.”


The young archer pictured the elderly Pakanda and shuddered. “Really? How?”


“You make a firm seal with your lips and swallow it all.”


Sitsi Kestrel’s huge eyes goggled. She turned to look at Morningstar, which she wasn’t meant to do because she was on watch. Morningstar was already looking at her. She didn’t care about rules as much as Sitsi did. She wrinkled her large nose and grinned.


“No … You … Arrgh! Tell me you didn’t!” Sitsi thought she might be sick.


“Of course I didn’t. I’d sooner swallow a diseased porcupine’s diarrhoea. Actually, it is difficult not to get it on your hands. But it’s easy enough to wash off. Not, of course, that you’re in any danger of having any spuff anywhere near you anytime soon.”


Sitsi looked over at Keef. He threw his axe aside as if it had been whacked out of his hands, fell, did a roll and came up punching.


Morningstar followed her gaze then looked back to her. “Innowak’s big balls!” The ex-emperor’s daughter’s eyes were almost as wide as Sitsi Kestrel’s. “You can’t. It’s wrong! It’s disgusting.” She sounded more excited than disgusted, though. Gleeful even. “It’d be like a lioness shagging a pig! When are you going to make a move? He will love it! What a lucky man, getting to root an Owsla. You must tell me all about it. I bet they’ve got curly dicks.”


“I don’t fancy him.”


“You do, you sick little—”


“I just think he’s brave. And funny.”


“I think you’re brave and funny in the head. What if you had a baby with your big eyes and his little round skull? People would think it was a demon owl. You’d better find some blueball if you really are going to shag him and—”


“I am not going to shag him.” Sitsi shook her head, “I think he likes Bodil Gooseface, anyway.”


“Only because he doesn’t know he’s got a chance with you. Show him a sign and he’ll be on you like a starving dog on buffalo liver. Like an old pervert onto a girl with—”


“That’s enough. I don’t like him, okay?”


“You must tell me whether their curly dicks go straight when they’re hard. Might be nice, a curly—”


“That’s enough!” Sitsi shook her head and looked back over the land. Far away, the huge flock of crowd pigeons settling down for the evening.


Finnbogi the Boggy sat down next to Bjarni Chickenhead, who’d been sitting on his own by the fire, opposite Sassa Lipchewer and Wulf the Fat.


“What’s up, Bjarni?” he asked. When Garth Anvilchin had got it on with Thyri Treelegs and Finnbogi had been distraught, Bjarni had promised him tobacco whenever he wanted it, but had so far given him very little.


“I’ve only got a tiny bit of tobacco left. I’d like to save it for times of trouble.”


“That’s not why I sat down here.”


“Right.”


Bjarni had changed of late, Finnbogi thought, and it coincided with when Bjarni and Keef the Berserker had cut their hair off to escape the Owsla. With a big ball of curly black hair, Bjarni had looked clownish and been a relaxed joker. Now he had the hair of a sensible man who thought the best thing to do with hair was keep it short and out of the way, he seemed a lot more sensible. Could hairstyle control character?


The two of them sat in fairly awkward silence watching Wulf and Sassa play. Wulf was holding out an arrow and whipping it away before Sassa could clap her hands on it. Both were laughing like the happiest people in the world.


“Having said that,” said Finnbogi after what he thought was a tasteful gap, “I’m still upset about getting knocked back by Thyri. Do you think we could call unrequited love a time of trouble?”


Bjarni turned to look at him, his eyes red-rimmed. “What the fuck would you know about unrequited love?” He stood and strode away into the darkness.


Finnbogi blinked after him. What the Hel? he thought.


Much closer than the Owsla or Wootah would have liked across the Ocean of Grass, Tansy Burna patted the flank of her dagger-tooth cat and watched the crowd pigeons settle. Several million beaks pecked through the spider silk threads which tied the birds to the gigantic Plains Strider. They waited until all of them were ready to go, then rose as one and flapped away to forage. Their desire to stay together was greater than their craving for food, even after a long day hauling the Plains Strider across the Ocean of Grass.


All around Tansy, her fellow Badlanders prepared the camp. Dagger-tooth cats were cantering out to hunt, moose were spreading to graze and their riders were walking towards the already smoking cook fires and half-erected conical tents. Buffalo unleashed from the Plains Strider were following the moose and the cats, and other burden-bearing buffalo were standing about as minions unloaded them. The Empty Children were mounted on their bighorn sheep in small groups, overseeing all the animal activity.


Did she feel as strongly about her community of Badlanders as the crowd pigeons felt about each other, Tansy asked herself? No. She wasn’t a Badlander by birth. Like almost all the men and women who comprised the Badlander tribe she’d had the choice of joining the Badland raiders or living meekly in their shadow, keeping out of their way lest they killed her, or worse. It hadn’t been a difficult choice, and, after a couple of miserable years, she’d thrived. Now she wouldn’t have swapped her life as a dagger-tooth squad leader for anything.


Rappa Hoga emerged from behind the Plains Strider on his dagger-tooth cat, tearing along at full gallop. He turned hard and headed for Tansy. She heard herself gasp. He looked splendid, the sun casting wonderful shadows on his dark, muscular frame. He seldom wore more than a breechcloth, whatever the weather, which Tansy approved of. She longed for the day he’d take her into his tent again. From the tips of his strong toes to the ends of his long, shining black hair, he was superb.


She both dreaded him talking to her and was desperate for his attention. It always left her feeling thrilled, but shaky and unable to eat for hours afterwards.


“Tansy,” he said, his deep voice vibrating the hairs that were already standing up on her arms.


“Hi,” she managed.


“We’ll take the Calnians and their friends tomorrow. Make sure your squad are ready and rested.” The scout Nya Muka had reported seventeen walkers a few days before. It seemed they were now in range.


“Is it just my squab taking them? I mean my squad?” asked Tansy, reddening.


“No. All the dagger-tooths and all the moose cavalry will go.”


“Okay …”


Rappa Hoga smiled his big warm smile. “You’re wondering why we’re taking such a large force to tackle so few?”


“I am.”


“From what the Empty Children have reported via Nya Muka, I believe that some of them are Calnian Owsla.”


“Really? Wow.”


“Indeed.”


“Will you fight them?” The idea of Rappa Hoga fighting other alchemically powered warriors was simply too thrilling. Surely they couldn’t be his match? But the things she’d heard …


“I hope to dart them before there’s any fighting.”


“Maybe you should leave one of them undarted and—”


“We’re out here to collect people and animals for Beaver Man, Tansy, not for our entertainment. Make sure your people are ready for tomorrow.”


He pulled on his cat’s rein and was off.


“Sure,” she said, watching his back as he rode away. She’d be lucky to get any sleep. She’d be lying awake, picturing Rappa Hoga fighting Calnian Owsla.




Chapter 3


An Inconvenient River


The problem with Calnia attacking the Badlanders, observed Luby Zephyr, is that the first thing the mighty army had to do was cross the Water Mother. If there’s anything to make an army look less mighty, it’s crossing a river so old and mighty itself that it’s going to show up any group of humans, no matter the size, as a momentary mess of ants muddling across the magnificent magnitude of the earth.


On the positive side, any other rivers on the journey west would be a doddle in comparison.


It was the second day of crossings. Higher-up people like her were waiting around in Calnia until the army and supplies had crossed. On the first day Luby had been to see her parents. They were surprised and unwelcoming when she appeared and the atmosphere had not improved. She wasn’t upset. They’d disowned her once when she’d needed them most, so she didn’t expect much from them.


She’d tried to see Empress Ayanna twice more, but the warlock Chippaminka had prevented her both times, with plausible reasons for the Swan Empress’s indisposition. Luby liked Chippaminka. She seemed like an intelligent and decent young woman who had the empress’s best interests at heart.


With little else to do, Luby had indulged her new joy for walking. She’d been all around the dwellings of the Low. She’d wandered the avenues of larger huts that housed the middle classes, which was when she’d popped in on her parents. She’d walked around the pyramids that housed the elite, having a good look at the coiffed women, preening men and golden statues. She’d thought about Innowak, by whose design everything happened. Why, she wondered, had he spilt people into these groups? Why did the ones who had the most seem to deserve it the least?


On that second day, she’d ended up on a bluff overlooking the Water Mother, and stood to watch the crossing. Captains and quartermasters were trying to marshal the thousands of troops, workers and beasts of burden into an orderly procession, but the Water Mother had other ideas.


Luby was about to turn back for Calnia when a boat a quarter of the way across the broad river capsized. All the buffalo which had been on board made it back to the bank, and most of the men and women managed to clamber onto other boats, but a few people sank below the muddy churn and didn’t resurface.


Thus was the indiscriminate hand of fate. A few days before those men and women had been living their lives, then they’d heard that they had to go off to war, which was probably frightening and exciting, and then, before they’d even –


It was as if the sadness of seeing those people die so randomly ruptured a dam in Luby Zephyr’s head. A tumult of previously constrained thoughts flooded her mind. Why were they going to war? How had the girl Chippaminka risen from nowhere to chief warlock and the empress’s right hand in a matter of days? Who was she?


Luby shook her head. She tried to remember meeting Chippaminka. She’d wanted to see Ayanna and she’d found the girl in the empress’s hot bathing pool. Luby had got in with her. Why had she done that? It was all hazy. The girl had taken her feet and caressed them, and after that … she couldn’t remember a thing. Oh Innowak, what had she done! Had the warlock bewitched her?


It seemed outlandish. She’d seen warlocks influence people’s decisions and fool them, but she’d never heard of them controlling someone’s mind to this degree. But whether it was the herbs or some other alchemy, Chippaminka had definitely done something to convince Luby that all was well; that there was nothing odd about her being kept from Ayanna and that invading the notorious Badlands was a perfectly sensible thing to do. It had been so subtle!


Could Chippaminka had bewitched the empress? Was there any other explanation?


Luby ran back to Calnia, into the citadel and halfway up the log steps of the Pyramid of the Sun. There she stopped.


If Chippaminka had bewitched the empress enough to make her go to war, and Luby ran in there shouting about it, then Chippaminka should find it easy to bewitch Luby again, or convince Ayanna to, at best, ignore her.


No, Luby would have to play this carefully and … what could she do? She’d be able to sneak into the empress’s palace at night, wake her and talk to her … but if Ayanna was bewitched, that would have exactly the same effect as running in there shouting. She’d be able to escape the guards, but she’d have to flee and Calnia would still be marching to war on the Badlands.


Perhaps she could talk to the guards, but she knew none of them well and chances were Chippaminka had got to them, too. There was nobody she could trust.


Luby Zephyr trudged away from the pyramid, sweaty with stress, wracking her brains and wishing that Sofi Tornado was there.




Chapter 4


An Unwelcome Surprise


“Fuck. A. Woodchuck. No way. You eat people?” Sassa Lipchewer stared at Paloma Pronghorn. After a peaceful sleep they’d resumed their walk, following their long early morning shadows westward across the seemingly endless Ocean of Grass.


“We eat bits of bad people. It has a double benefit. It’s punishment for them since it kills their soul, and we’re reborn as something more fun or interesting in the next life. And the right sort of person, cooked well, tastes great. Triple benefit.”


“Right sort of person?”


“Young, fit and a bit plump. You’d be nice.”


Sassa was flattered, disgusted and annoyed to be called plump. She was only plump compared to women who spent all day every day training to be warriors. But there was no point arguing. “What do you mean by next life?” she asked instead.


“We’re all reincarnated, unless any of your flesh is cooked in a fire that’s been lit by an Innowak crystal, and someone eats it. Then you’ve smoked your last pipe and it’s soul death for you.”


“Innowak crystal?”


“Innowak’s our chief god. There he is.” Paloma pointed at the sun. “He’s a burning swan.”


“Of course he is. Don’t his feathers—”


“Fireproof wings.”


“And the crystal?”


“He drops crystals that can focus his power and start a fire. People find them the whole time.”


Sassa looked about, half expecting to see shiny stones falling from the sky. All she saw were the various flitting and soaring birds of the plain. It might be nice to be a bird for a lifetime, she thought.


“Can you be reborn as another person?”


“Maybe. It’s basically a points system. When you cut the rope by the Water Mother and saved your tribe, you would have gained points, for example. Unless Innowak wanted us to catch you and kill you, of course, in which case you would have lost points. It’s not always clear what’s deemed as good.” Paloma paused to steer Sassa clear of a heap of fresh buffalo dung, then continued. “If you eat part of someone you get their soul’s points, or a share of them if anybody else eats them, too. I’m Owsla, so I’ve eaten loads of people. I’ll probably come back as a bear or a lion or a warlock, or maybe even Owsla again. Something good. Maybe a pronghorn, but that’s probably too obvious. Innowak likes to be contrary, or at least interesting. Another god accused him of being boring once, since he flies across the sky the same way every day, and ever since he’s been trying to prove that he’s actually complicated and intriguing. That’s why so many odd things happen, like … well, like the events that led me to be talking to you now, for example, rather than wiping your blood off my killing stick.”


Sassa shivered. Sometimes she forgot that the chatty and achingly beautiful Paloma had been alchemically twisted into a monster who could have slaughtered all the Wootah in a heartbeat, and had been intending to do just that until Yoki Choppa had intervened.


“So you must have eaten plenty of people in your previous life to be Owsla in this one?”


“I guess, but it’s not that simple. There’s a chance element, too, so that a lowly person or animal isn’t stuck being shit for ever. Some people can remember their past lives and tell you what they were. When I was small I told people I could remember being a pronghorn – that’s how I got my name – but—”


Paloma looked around. Sofi Tornado was a good way ahead with Bodil Gooseface tagging along behind her. Erik the Angry and Chogolisa Earthquake and the children were far enough behind. Fifty paces away to the north, as if to embellish her story, a black-nosed pronghorn was watching them, head poking up from the long grass like a voyeur.


“—I was lying. I don’t remember any previous lives. I just liked running and pronghorns are the fastest animal. And they all believed me. Who believes a five-year-old?”


They both laughed.


“So the Wootah don’t eat people?” asked Paloma.


“We don’t need to because we don’t get reincarnated.”


“Your souls die? That’s no fun.”


“No, we go to live with the gods.”


“That sounds better. Which gods?”


“There are loads. My top god is Fraya, because—” it was Sassa’s turn to look around and make sure nobody overheard “—I’m keen, desperate if I’m honest, to have a baby, and Fraya will be more help with that than a god like Tor, who most people follow. He only cares about fighting and shagging.”


“Shagging’ll help.”


“Yes, but Wulf has Tor as his main god, so that covers us. Believe me, my failure to conceive is not through lack of trying.”


“I do believe you. If he were mine I’d be jumping up and down on him morning, noon and night.”


“Why, thank you, what a sweet compliment. But what about the afternoons?”


“You’re very welcome. He’d need to rest in the afternoons. How long have you been trying?”


“Anything between two shakes of a lamb’s tail round the back of my parents’ farm to a couple of hours.”


Paloma Pronghorn laughed melodiously and Sassa smiled. It was a joy to talk to a woman who got her jokes.


“We’ve been trying for five years, since we married. I used to eat blueball before that.”


“You should talk to Yoki Choppa. The empress was having trouble conceiving and—”


“Hang on, shouldn’t you be scouting ahead?” interrupted Sassa.


“Arguably. But I ran ten miles ahead first thing and there’s nothing dangerous approaching, unless it’s coming at us faster than anything we’ve faced before. So, Yoki Choppa went to the empress and …”


“I’ll take Ottar for you.” Chogolisa Earthquake reached out a gigantic hand.


“You’ve already got Freydis.” Erik the Angry was keen to be rid of the increasingly heavy boy, but unwilling to look like a wimp.


“Yes, but I can fit a child on each shoulder.”


“That’s not fair.”


“We’ve discussed this. It’s not fair that I have endless stamina and the strength of a tribe because I’m powered by alchemy.”


“Wap,” said Ottar.


“He wants to ride with me on Chogolisa Earthquake,” said Freydis.


“Well, if he wants to.” Erik reached up to lift the boy off, but Chogolisa plucked him up with one hand and swung him onto the broad ledge of her left shoulder, a good foot higher up than he’d been on Erik’s.


“Woooooo-tah!” shouted Ottar. He giggled madly and gripped Chogolisa’s ear. She gritted her teeth but smiled.


Hugin and Munin, Ottar’s racoons, yipped at the giant’s feet, outraged by the boy’s change in mount. They probably wanted attention, thought Erik. He bent to stroke one of them but it ran a few paces, turned and gave him the stinkeye. Ottar said something which appeased the animals and they strutted away, swishing their long stripy tails.


“Where did you pick up the racoons?” Chogolisa asked.


“They’ve been with this lot longer than me,” answered Erik.


“Ah! You must be the exiled Wootah, who lived with the Lakchans.”


“That’s me.”


“Why on earth haven’t you mentioned that before?”


Erik and Chogolisa had been walking together and chatting more and more every day, almost entirely about her, the Owsla and Calnia. Erik was happy with that. He was fascinated by her tales. He liked her voice and her gentle but wry take on life. It was difficult to reconcile this pretty, intelligent, sweet, albeit colossal young woman with the tales that people told about Chogolisa Earthquake, the monster who crushed heads and pulled spines from the backs of living victims.


“You never asked me.”


“I never asked ‘were you exiled from your tribe’, but that’s hardly a standard question.”


“I guess it didn’t come up.”


“So why were you exiled? Don’t tell me if you don’t want to.”


“No, it’s all right. But it is a long story.”


“Better start then.”


Erik the Angry began the tale of his life. Freydis sang and Ottar chirped away about who knew what on Chogolisa Earthquake’s shoulders while the animals of the plains watched pass.


“So none of us knew that Erik was with the Lakchans. Well, Gunnhild did and I suppose Garth did, too. And maybe Wulf as well. I don’t know. Garth was killed. It was very sad. We were camping on the top of the highest cliff ever and—”


Sofi Tornado took a deep breath as Bodil prattled on. It was her fault. Gunnhild had sewn the small bags for their power animals the night before and given them to Sofi in the morning, and Sofi had taken them without thanking her. Now Gunnhild wasn’t keeping Bodil away from Sofi as she’d said she would.


She should have thanked her.


And then she heard it.


Something coming at them from up ahead, hidden by a gentle rise in the plain.


“Shush!” she commanded Bodil.


“You want me to be quiet? What is it, have you heard a bird or something? Sometimes, back in Hardwork, when we were—”


Sofi swept the garrulous woman’s legs out from under her, pushed her down in the long grass, straddled her chest, whacked her protesting arms aside and pressed a hand over her mouth. Bodil writhed and grunted muffled outrage. Sofi Tornado pinched her nostrils shut and squeezed the air from her lungs with her legs.


Finally the fool was silent and she could hear.


She’d been right.


There were dozens of animals galloping towards them. The animals were large deer – moose perhaps – and what sounded like many smaller versions of the monstrous dagger-tooth cat that had attacked them days before. The beasts were running heavily, as if every animal was bearing a burden. A burden about the same weight as a human rider.


The approaching stampede was hidden for now behind the low rise, but they’d appear any moment. Sofi Tornado looked around. The nearest cover in the shifting green sea was a stand of trees maybe a mile away.


As she opened her mouth to shout “Owsla, to me!”, Freydis the Mushroom Man girl yelled: “Baddies coming, lots of them!”


The girl, perched high on Chogolisa Earthquake’s shoulders, had spotted the attackers first.


“Owsla, to me!” shouted Sofi Tornado.


“Wootah to me!” yelled Wulf the Fat.


“Drums!” called Rappa Hoga, digging his heels into his dagger-tooth cat and pulling ahead.


The twelve moose-mounted drummers struck up, initially mingling quietly with the reverberations of hooves and paws, but swiftly crescendoing into their own pulsating, thundering serenade.


The squads of dagger-tooth cat cavalry accelerated, the herd of mounted moose stretched their canter into a gallop.


Tansy Burna felt the familiar mixed rush of battle fear and battle joy spread along her limbs. She yelled “Come on!” to her squad as she squeezed her heels into her mount. The cat lurched and Tansy thundered across the plain, faster than most humans ever travelled, surrounded by other cavalry all urging their beasts ever faster. Immediately beside her were the five other riders in her squad, holding wooden staffs, bows with blunt arrows and catch nets. Varying degrees of smile played on their lips.


Behind them came the hundred moose cavalry, some carrying bows and blunt arrows, some with catch poles, and others holding nets between two. Following them were six Empty Children riding bighorn sheep; the surprisingly speedy animals were very nearly keeping pace with the galloping cats and moose. The Empty Children were there in the unlikely event that a dagger-tooth cat lost its shit and attacked its rider or any other Badlander.


Tansy wiped away wind-whipped tears. Birds flew and beasts scattered as they charged up the rise. The scout Nya Muka had reported seventeen walkers, including two children. The seventeen were going to get an almighty shock when over a hundred mounted warriors sprung out of the Ocean of Grass.


The brow of the hill was nearer and nearer. They’d be on their quarry any moment. Tansy squeezed her legs all the harder. She wanted to see the surprise on their faces.


“Shoot their archers only!” called Rappa Hoga, dodging the first of the enemy’s arrows.


Tansy Burna shuddered. Battle was on!


The Wootah looked at each other, some excited, some terrified. Invisible beyond the grassy rise ahead, drums and hooves and gods knew what else beat louder and louder, closer and closer. The ground shook. The very air shook.


“What the fucking fuck is this shit?” said Erik the Angry, fear and wonder causing him to slip into the Lakchan dialect.


“Language, Erik the Angry!” scolded Freydis the Annoying.


“Buffalo stampede,” declared Keef, as nonchalant as a man identifying a butterfly.


“No, Keef the Berserker, not buffalo,” corrected Freydis. “Baddies.”


“Thyri, Keef, Bjarni, Erik, five-man swine formation on me,” said Wulf. Like Keef, he was about as ruffled as a patriarch allocating seats at a family supper. Erik was impressed. During his time with the more passionate Lakchans, he had forgotten just how important it was for Hardworker warriors to be absolutely cool in all circumstances, or at least look as if they were.


Thyri Treelegs ran up and took her position, long-bladed sax and shield already in her hands, grinning. Erik hadn’t seen her grin before.


“Sassa,” Wulf continued, “ten paces to the south, bow ready, Finnbogi and Gunnhild, either side of her. Bodil, you and the children hide in the grass, ten paces back from Sassa.”


Erik strode through the long grass to take his place next to Thyri Treelegs in the triangular swine formation. Fifty paces to the north, the Owsla were grouped around Sofi Tornado. They were going to fight their own battle. They clearly had no respect for the Wootah tribe’s fighting prowess, and, frankly, given who they were, you couldn’t blame them. But might whoever or whatever was coming be a match for the Calnian Owsla? It certainly sounded like there were an awful lot of them.


Behind the warriors, Yoki Choppa was squatting in the grass, hunched over his smoking alchemical bowl. From where he was standing, Erik couldn’t see the warlock’s scant breechcloth and it looked like he was naked.


Erik respected magic; he’d seen what it could do in the form of the Owsla, and he was grateful for his own mystical ability to commune with animals in his limited way, but medicine-powered magic needed an agent like the women of the Owsla and it needed time – years – to have any effect. One couldn’t just conjure magic out of a bowl and use it to kill a sparrow, let alone take on the amount of gods knew what that was charging at them. Unless, of course, there was something about Yoki Choppa that Erik didn’t know. There’d been so many surprises recently. Maybe Yoki Choppa was going to conjure up a thousand dragons to fight for them.


That would be good. From the noise of the approaching force, they’d need about a thousand.


Erik stood his ground, his heavy war club Turkey Friend light in his hand, half dreading, half fascinated to see what was coming over the hill.


* * *


Sitsi Kestrel loosed an arrow the instant the first head poked over. As she’d expected, the man dodged, but she’d already shot four more of her stone-headed missiles into the space where his mount would come into view a moment later. Animals were not so good at avoiding arrows. She’d heard that Badlanders rode animals into battle and never quite believed it, but Sofi Tornado had told her that mounted warriors were coming and she was never wrong.


The rider, a giant of a man, wrenched his ride to the side and avoided Sitsi’s arrows. She was almost put off shooting more when she saw that he was riding a dagger-tooth cat, and that there were more like him coming over the hill. She was distracted from the awesome sight by a salvo of arrows coming for her.


Difficult thing to avoid, a salvo, was her last thought before something struck her head and she went down.


Finnbogi the Boggy stood with Sofi Tornado’s stone axe in his hand, slack-jawed. He saw the man on the dagger-tooth cat bound over the brow, followed by more giant cat riders. Back in Hardwork, well before they’d become the Wootah tribe, he’d fantasised about killing a dagger-tooth cat to prove himself to Thyri. Now he was faced by dozens of the creatures, he understood that killing even one had never been a viable proposition.


They weren’t much smaller than buffalo, yellow-furred with brown spots and, bizarrely, great dagger teeth maybe a foot long hanging from their upper jaw over their lower lip. Those teeth didn’t look very practical. How do they chew? Finnbogi wondered and –


One of the Owsla fell: the big-eyed archer, Sitsi Kestrel.


An Owsla down! They were fucked.


While he was gawping, Sassa Lipchewer loosed three arrows.


Many more than three came back at her. Sassa fell.


Finnbogi dropped to the ground next to her. Her head was bleeding, but it wasn’t gushing. He swept her hair clear of the wound. She blinked her startlingly blue eyes and skewed her mouth back into its normal lip-twisted state.


“I’m all right,” she said, sitting. She lifted a hand to her injury. “Whoa. Rear a deer, maybe I’m not.” She slumped back down.


“Blunts,” said Gunnhild, holding up one of the arrows that the enemy had shot at them.


Blunt arrows. And some of the mounted warriors were carrying nets. You didn’t have to be Ketil the Wise to devine the attackers’ game, thought Finnbogi. They weren’t trying to kill them, they were trying to catch them. But why? It was hard to think of a good reason. He gulped. It was easy to think of a lot of bad ones.


“Right,” said Gunnhild, looking at him, leaning on her jewelled clothes beater, rechristened Scrayling Beater, “let others’ terror lend bravery to the fearful.”


“I’m not terrif—” started Finnbogi, but she was off, beetling towards the charging riders at a surprisingly spry pace for a woman in her late forties. Or was it fifties now? Finnbogi wondered. What could it possibly be like to be as old as fifty?


It was weird how trivial thoughts came to him in times of crisis, he thought; thoughts like the thought that trivial thoughts came to him.


The little stone axe that Sofi Tornado had swapped for his sword wouldn’t be much use against the beasts and their warriors. Sassa’s bow was by his feet, though. He wasn’t a great archer by any means, but if he waited until they were close … who was he kidding?


There were hundreds of warriors mounted on moose following the dagger-tooth cats over the brow of the hill. These had bigger nets.


Gunnhild reached a dagger-tooth cat and swung her club. The rider bonked her on the head with a staff and she went down.


They didn’t have a chance, outnumbered with nowhere to hide, and Finnbogi would take being wrapped in a net over a nasty head injury any day. He stood and waited to be captured.


Sofi Tornado watched Gunnhild run out to meet the attackers, club swinging. She went down immediately. She really should have thanked the old woman for those bags.


“Hold,” she commanded her own women.


As the drums had boomed louder while the enemy was still out of sight, Sofi Tornado’s overriding emotion had been rage mixed with a dash of frustration and a large measure of lust for vengeance. Had Yoki Choppa not deliberately destroyed his supply of her power animal, she would have heard the army coming in enough time either to evade them or to find a favourable place to fight. The stand of trees a mile away, for example, would have been about a thousand times better suited than the open prairie to a small number of skilled warriors fighting a much larger number of mounted troops.


On top of that, if Bodil hadn’t been gabbling nonsense without taking a breath, she would have heard the approaching army a good deal earlier. When this was over, people would pay.


As soon as she saw the foe, however, anger and frustration were washed aside by a flood of elation. She’d heard of the concept of riding moose, but she’d never seen it. She’d never considered for a moment that people might ride dagger-tooth cats, but, by Innowak’s burning arse, what a great idea.


And what a wonderful opponent. The attackers were Badlanders, she knew, and clearly they intended to capture rather than kill them. That would be their undoing. Possibly. There were an awful lot of them, and they were only five Owsla.


An arrow struck Sitsi Kestrel and she fell.


Four Owsla.


Over with the Wootah, an arrow took out Sassa Lipchewer, then no more came. They’d targeted the archers as they were the only immediate threat. She did not like their confidence.


The dagger-tooth cats were nearly on them. The riders raised their weapons.


“Owsla,” she said, “free-form attack, now.”


Paloma Pronghorn sprinted full-tilt at the six dagger-tooth cat riders heading for the Wootah. She was off to help the Wootah, not because she was kind, but because helping them would help them all. Their new allies were not as shit as Sofi believed. Compared to the Owsla, yes, the Mushroom Men were about as useful in a battle as a bag of tadpoles, but the people who made up their Hird were superior to the average warrior. While they’d be no match for riders on dagger-tooth cats, Paloma reckoned they’d at least hold their own against the cats themselves and Badlanders on foot, especially if those Badlanders were used to fighting on catback.


So, as nets flailed and spears jabbed, she set about dismounting the riders.


She grabbed the heel of the first and flipped him backwards. Dodging a paw swipe from a dagger-tooth, she leapt and whacked her killing stick into the head of the next fellow, pirouetting as he fell, launching herself off the haunches of his cat, somersaulting and dropping two-footed into the chest of the next rider. Ramming him off his mount and launching herself at the same time, she flew backwards, twisting in the air. She cracked her killing stick into the head of a dagger-tooth and landed as it crashed down next to her. A back-handed flick with her stick dealt with its rider.


As the Badlander collapsed, she heard Wulf the Fat shout “Charge!” He’d realised what she was doing and reacted. It was a satisfying start.


Might things have turned out differently, she wondered later, if that moment’s smuggery hadn’t made her pause?


She looked for her next victim and saw a yellow-eyed woman mounted on a dagger-tooth. She had her fist to her mouth. The fist was clutching a short blowpipe which she’d just blown. The dart from the pipe was inches from Paloma’s exposed midriff. There was no time to dodge. The dart pierced her flesh and stuck, short feathers juddering.


“I wonder if it’s pois—” she had time to think before the world whirled itself into a nauseating spin and she went down.


“Phew,” thought Tansy Burna, wheeling her own cat away as the one other remaining cat in her squad was joined by the next pack of six. She wondered what the Calnian woman’s power animal was to give her such incredible speed. All of the Badland Owsla were preternaturally fast, but this woman was faster. Tansy stifled the rush of excitement that she’d taken down an alchemically charged warrior – it wasn’t often an uncharged person like her managed that – and focused on the matter at hand.


Her squad was beaten. There was no shame in that, not against a powered warrior. The gang of pale fighters were competent enough, but they were not powered. They were weird-looking, though – several of them had dyed their hair yellow. The female, stocky but fit and not as pale as the rest, was particularly effective. She’d knocked a cat unconscious with the pommel of her impossibly long iron knife, opened up several wounds in its rider and was winding up for the killing slash. Tansy Burna per-chooed a dart into her neck and she collapsed. The injured rider raised a hand in thanks.


Another of the enemy – a strikingly ugly man with a bandaged head – had dodged their nets, taken down two riders with a long-handled, large-headed axe and was looking for a third. Tansy darted him in the neck.


The other three, none much smaller than Rappa Hoga, had been netted and subdued. The rest of them – a couple of children and a woman who was clearly not the fighting type – looked useless.


Tansy looked across at the other group of enemies, the Calnians, and saw a giant woman pluck a rider from his moose and toss him away, pick up the moose by its back legs, swing it around her head and charge the group of dagger-tooth riders who were fighting her sisters-in-arms.


Tansy was glad she’d taken the right flank.


Near the giant she saw another woman punch a cat, and almost guffawed at her ballsiness. As if punching a dagger-tooth would achieve anything! But the cat went down. Then the Calnian warrior knocked the rider unconscious with an effortless jab.


Meanwhile, the third remaining Calnian was leaping and slashing with a knife even longer than the pale woman’s – so long and thin that surely it would break the moment you struck anything with it. It seemed pretty effective in slashing great gashes in cats and riders, however.


Moose cavalry galloped up with nets and darts. The giant and the puncher went down. The remaining fighter dodged darts and dealt horrible injuries with her long knife. Riders surrounded her. She was doing well, even for a powered warrior, but it would be only a matter of moments before she was taken down.


The battle was all but over.


Tansy Burna trotted her cat around the edge of the fighters. She’d done her piece, she’d taken down a power-animal warrior and two more enemies. She’d guard the pale-skinned woman and children until the fighting was done.


* * *


Sofi Tornado leapt and spun, mistimed it again, and took another whack from a staff. She heard a per-choo! and dived to avoid the dart. She sprang onto her hands and over onto her feet and looked for her next target.


The Badlander leader had dismounted and stood facing her.


The other dagger-tooth riders were pulling their mounts clear. Chogolisa Earthquake was prone, taken down by several sleep darts. Presumably, because it seemed they were trying to capture and not kill them, they were sleep darts and not death darts. Morningstar was trying to punch her way out of four or five large nets tossed over her by the moose riders. Yoki Choppa had been taken out by a staff blow at the start of the fight.


“I am Rappa Hoga of the Badlands, chief of the Plains Strider and the Badlands catch squad,” said the huge man.


“I am Sofi Tornado of Calnia.”


“You fought well.”


She narrowed her eyes, thought, Not nearly as well as I should have done, but said, “I haven’t finished yet.’


Rappa Hoga held a large axe with great obsidian twin blades which shone like a woodland pond on a starry night. She had Finnbogi’s sword.


They circled, weapons raised.


He was taller and heavier than Erik, the biggest Mushroom Man, but maybe ten years younger and not fat. His black eyes were deep-set but they sparkled like his axe head. His features were strong and symmetric, his skin darker than most but clear and smooth, his lips full and his jaw strong. He was distractingly beautiful.


He looked capable, too, but there was more than that. There was confidence in his eyes, and not the unfounded confidence of the idiots she’d destroyed in the Plaza of Innowak. He’d seen what she could do – a long way from her best but superior to any fighter she’d met – and yet he chose to take her on in single combat. He knew something that she didn’t. She preferred the normal situation when it was the other way round. Curse the loss of her power animal!


She closed her eyes and strained to hear his movements. His left foot shifted, then his right. It didn’t help that he was more or less naked, but she heard muscles move against the leather of his breechcloth and knew what was coming.


He lunged.


She ducked, spun and swung her sword and … he caught her wrist. She jabbed a punch and he caught her other hand. He smiled. She kicked for his balls. He held her out at arm’s length and her leg swished harmlessly. She felt like a child.


“Dart,” he ordered calmly, still holding her at arm’s length. She kicked frantically, tried to twist clear. Something struck her lower back. His face rushed away, then back towards her. Then she was gone.


Finnbogi peered over the grass tips.


The Hird were down! Thyri was down! He almost leapt up to avenge her, but there were simply too many Badlanders. And he was meant to be protecting the children.


And suddenly he had more pressing problems.


A Scrayling woman was walking her dagger-tooth cat around the captured Hird and the other riders, heading for him, Bodil and the children.


She looked aggressively healthy and ready for a fight, a few years older than Finnbogi and dressed in leather battle trousers and a white cotton shirt. It was pretty much the same outfit as he himself was wearing. She was smiling and had what could only be described as a saucy look in her darting, yellow eyes. The look reminded Finnbogi of Hrolf the Girlchaser’s eyes when he’d oggled Sassa or Thyri, but on this woman the effect was appealing rather than vomit-inducing.


Ottar squeaked, staring at the oncoming beast. Freydis, also looking terrified for once, took his hand. Bodil stood up out of the grass in front of them, her knife held aloft in a shaking hand.


Finnbogi leapt up and ran at the rider.


Her mount saw him coming. I’m going to slash you with my claws, it seemed to say to him.


The cat reared and swiped a paw. Finnbogi dodged, leapt and grabbed the rider around her waist. She whacked at him and he fell back, pulling her off the big cat.


He whumped onto the ground and her torso crashed onto his head. He considered biting her back, dismissed that as glaringly unheroic, and tried to grapple her so that he might get on top. But she drove a fist into the side of his head and twisted like a snake, so that in a couple of heartbeats it was her sitting on him, pinning him with her legs.


She smiled, yellow eyes flashing even more saucily than before, and swung her fist into his chin. He blinked stars and she raised her fist again. Was she planning to punch him into unconsciousness? It looked a lot like it. That was not the painless wrapped-in-a-net capture he’d been hoping for.


He wrenched his left arm free from under her leg, blocked her punch and carried on the movement to jab her on the chin. She dodged, which freed his other arm. He swung it at her, surprised to find that his hand was still clutching Sofi Tornado’s stone axe. The weapon’s head whunked into the Badlander’s temple. Her yellow eyes widened and she fell sideways with a sigh.


Finnbogi ran to the children and crouched next to them, trying to gather them into his arms for protection.


Nearby the dagger-tooth riders were trussing Keef, Wulf, Bjarni, Thyri and Erik. They were all either dead or unconscious. Further away other warriors were doing the same to the Owsla. A mighty looking man was holding a lifeless Sofi Tornado aloft by one of her wrists and examining her like a fisherman might examine a fine catch.


The Owsla were beaten!


Approaching them were six bald children, riding animals that looked like giant goats. In all the weirdness, these strange little people were the weirdest and the most frightening.


“It’s okay,” Finnbogi said to Bodil and the children, “it’s going to be fine. We’ve been in worse scrapes than this.”


One of the dagger-tooth riders spotted them, yelled a command, and a group of six cat cavalry padded in their direction.


“Have we?” asked Freydis.




Chapter 5


Beeba Spiders


Morningstar woke but kept her eyes shut. She was upright and bound. She tested the constraints. No give whatsoever. Her fault. She should have realised that capture was inevitable, so resisted punching the crap out of that dagger-tooth and showing them how strong she was.


She could hear and smell people and beasts – specifically Mushroom Man, dagger-tooth cat, moose, buffalo and … pigeon, if she wasn’t mistaken.


She tilted her head back and lifted her eyelids just a little, like she’d done when she was a girl and hadn’t wanted the servants to know she was awake.


What the …?


She forgot stealth and opened both eyes wide.


She was strapped upright to a wooden frame. The endless Ocean of Grass stretched around her, golden-green and hazy in the dawn light. Ahead was an area of buffalo-clipped grass, then the conical buffalo skin tents of nomadic people. Badlanders and their beasts busied about. So far, so what she might expect. But looming behind and over the Badlander camp was a vast wooden structure. At first she thought it was a high wall, but then she saw it wasn’t solid; it was made up of beams and struts and what looked like cages – yes, she could see animals in some of them. Was that a white bear?
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