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Tomorrow at sun-up, one of you will fight Krusha the squatch. We drew straws for the pleasure. He won.


“I’ll fight,” said Wulf.


Berlaze raised an eyebrow. Not you. Krusha has chosen who he will fight.


“Who?” Wulf demanded.


Another question and I will kill you with a thought.


Wulf kept his mouth shut but held his ground.


If your warrior wins, I will give you half a day’s head start up the mountain. Then we will hunt you.


Sofi looked up to the mountains. With two children and the likes of Bodil in tow, half a day was no head start at all.


If Krusha wins, you will get one thousand of our paces’ head start. Then we will hunt you.
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Part One


Mountains




Chapter 1


The Squatch Chief


Berlaze the chief squatch was twice the height of a tall man and built like a family of buffalo stitched into a single skin. Apart from his leathery face and the palms of his enormous hands, he was covered in coarse black fur. Sofi Tornado had expected him to smell like a bear that’s been dead for a week, and he did.


She’d met one squatch before – Ayla, who’d helped the Calnians and the Wootah escape from the Badlands. Ayla had been fearsome enough, but compared to Berlaze she was about as scary as a baby chipmunk. He looked down at Sofi with his wide nose, thin lips and black eyes squashed together into the sort of expression you might find on a parent who’s caught you trying to abduct their child.


Sofi tried to think of something to say, but it was pointless. Berlaze was going to kill them. One of the few facts that Calnian scholars knew about squatch was that they always killed humans. The mystery here was why the Owsla and the Wootah were still alive.


The desire to fight – the need to fight – fizzed in her limbs. She was Sofi Tornado, captain of the Owsla. She longed to smash Berlaze’s knee with her hand axe and jam her dagger-tooth knife through his eye. Despite his size, it would have been easy. If it weren’t for the fact that Berlaze could kill her with a thought.


The squatch had appeared from nowhere and slaughtered their guide without touching him. Sofi, Paloma Pronghorn and Wulf the Fat had attacked. Sofi was meant to be unbeatable, Paloma was the fastest person on earth and Wulf, although nothing compared to the alchemically enhanced Owsla, was a capable warrior by normal measures.


Sofi remembered only attacking, then waking with the feeling that her skull was squeezing her mind. Wulf had called it a mind crush, which was about right.


The giant squatch gathered around their chief didn’t ease the situation at all. A few were taller and a couple were stockier than Chief Berlaze. They made the Wootah and Calnians, standing a few paces behind Sofi, look like infants. Even mighty Chogolisa Earthquake, taller than any man and strong as two dozen, looked slight next to a squatch.


The squatch’s gods, it seemed, had collaborated with their hirsute worshippers to humble Sofi. All around the pastureland that the squatch called home, black cliffs soared from green, forested slopes to impossibly high snow-coated, jagged peaks. Even if Sofi could persuade Berlaze to release them, her women and the immeasurably less capable Wootah would have to scale those summits.


For the thousandth time, Sofi wished she was back in Calnia, killing at the empress’s behest, blinded to moral qualms by the daily dose of dried rattlesnake. Sofi slightly enjoyed the paradox that if she still had rattlesnake in her diet, she would have killed Yoki Choppa for taking the rattlesnake out of her diet. But only slightly.


The pale male said we needed to let you live, Berlaze thought at her. Every word pressed inside her skull, each one a mini mind crush. He said you are on a quest that will save us all. I cannot believe for a moment that it is true, but do amuse me by trying to explain.


“Have you been troubled by disasters and monsters?” she asked.


Squatch business is not your business, boomed Berlaze into her mind.


Sofi winced – these louder thoughts squeezed her skull all the more – then continued. “As I’m sure you know, there has been a rash of tornados, storms like we’ve never seen before, earthquakes and other disasters recently. We’ve heard that monsters roam the far side of these peaks. We have seen one ourselves – an impossibly large flying beast that burst and unleashed a swam of killer wasps.”


What of it? sneered Berlaze.


“Our prophet Ottar the Moaner—”


The idiot boy?


“The boy, yes. Both he and our warlock, Yoki Choppa, agree on the cause of the monsters and the disasters.”


Enlighten me.


“At The Meadows, several hundred miles beyond the Shining Mountains,” Sofi nodded towards the westward peaks, “there is a force causing all of this. It means to exterminate all life.”


What is this force?


We don’t know.


How will you stop it?


“I—”


She was interrupted by a yell from Ottar. She turned. The boy was flapping his arms and gabbling at his sister.


“What’s he saying, Freydis?” Sofi asked.


“He can feel the rage of the force at The Meadows. It’s stronger. He says—”


Ottar grabbed Freydis’s arm and spoke earnestly. Sofi was finding the boy easier to understand and caught the odd word – monsters, death, more death – but couldn’t decipher the whole.


Ottar finished talking and nodded hard.


What did he say? asked Berlaze.


Sofi felt a glimmer of hope. Maybe Berlaze hadn’t completely dismissed them.


Freydis skipped over, blonde hair blowing about her face, button nose jutting bravely up at them. “Sofi Tornado, do you remember the tornado that killed Chnob the White, and the dragon that burst into wasps and killed Gunnhild Kristlover?”


Sofi nodded. She was glad the girl was addressing her and ignoring Berlaze. The Wootah might have had very little experience outside the narrow world in which the Goachica had confined them, but they were usefully unflappable.


“Ottar says those were nothing,” Freydis continued, big blue eyes widening. “The disasters are going to get bigger and there are going to be more of them, and there’s an army building in The Meadows. Herds and herds and swarms too of monsters like the wasp dragon, and bigger monsters, too. Much bigger! They will kill everyone.”


And we will rejoice when they succeed, Berlaze thought at them.


Freydis treated the fourteen-foot-high, thickly muscled ogre to the same look she’d given Ottar the day before when he’d cried after jamming a stick too far up his nose.


“The squatch will also die,” she said.


Berlaze loomed over the little girl. Keef the Berserker and Erik the Angry started forward. Wulf stopped Erik. Sitsi Kestrel, the Owsla’s big-eyed archer, placed a restraining hand on Keef’s arm.


We will destroy the Warlock Queen’s monsters! Berlaze mind-bellowed.


“You can fight them, Chief Berlaze.” The girl held her ground and the beast’s gaze. If his words pained Freydis’s mind the way they pained Sofi, she didn’t show it. “But they’ll kill you all. Easily and quickly.” The child nodded as if agreeing with herself.


Berlaze stared. Sofi worried he was going to mind-crush her, but then he shook his head and walked back to Sofi.


He seemed more relaxed. She wasn’t sure if that was a good thing.


There is a lot to hate about humans, he thought at her, less boomingly now. It’s difficult to say what aspect of your foul characters I loathe the most. But it may very well be your arrogance. Have you considered for a moment that we might have our own prophets and alchemists? No. We have fur on our bodies. How could we also have minds in our heads? Well, we have, and they are far superior to yours. We can do more than kill weak creatures like you with them. We have known since last winter that the troubles are caused by a force in The Meadows. We know that the force is the Warlock Queen.


“Warlock Queen?” Sofi asked before she could stop herself.


You see, you insignificant fool? We know more than you. Several moons ago I sent twelve of my best across the mountains to find the Warlock Queen and put a stop to her ruin. Berlaze looked at the gathered Wootah and Calnians, black nose creased in distain. What can tiny, weak, stupid humans hope to achieve that my own squad cannot? Each of my squatch is worth all of you and more.


“Ottar the Moaner will stop the Warlock Queen,” said Sofi. She wanted to ask Berlaze what he knew about the Warlock Queen, but checked herself. “Before any of the Wootah knew The Meadows existed, the boy said he had to get there. Before we met the Wootah, our warlock Yoki Choppa’s alchemical bowl showed the same.”


Why?


She glanced back at Yoki Choppa for help. He shrugged. Verbose as ever.


“The prophesy is not clear,” she admitted.


Berlaze looked at Sofi, then each of the Calnians and Wootah in turn.


It’s no good, thought Berlaze. Maybe there’s something in your prophesy, but I hate humans too much. I am going to have to kill all of you, now.


Sofi leapt at him.


Her mind exploded and she fell.


STOP! she heard as she landed. The pressure released in her head. She rolled and came to her feet.


STOP! the voice in her mind repeated. A squatch was running towards them. She was a long way off, but Sofi recognised the sound of her steps from when she’d fled the Badlands.


“’s’Ayla,” confirmed Ottar.


Ayla slowed to a walk.


Hello, Ayla, thought Berlaze.


Hello, Father.


Ayla is Berlaze’s daughter? Well, that’s a lucky turn of events, thought Sofi. Possibly.


Where have you been? asked the chief. We haven’t seen you for, what, a year?


I was captured by the Badlanders. I escaped a moon ago. These people helped me.


That wasn’t quite true, thought Sofi. If anything, Ayla’s intervention had saved the Wootah and Calnians from Beaver Man’s clutches. But she wasn’t going to argue the point.


Without them, Ayla continued, I would be dead in the Badlands. So please will you give them whatever provisions they require and send them on their way?


No, thought Berlaze. I am about to kill them.


But they saved me!


They are humans. They are selfish and cruel. If they did save you – which I seriously doubt – it was only incidental to saving themselves. They will die.


Father, no. These are good creatures. They are on a quest that will help us all. Let them go.


Berlaze’s facial features wrinkled and pulsed in thought.


In a way, thought Sofi, it would be easier if Berlaze did kill them all. Ayanna, Empress of Calnia, had dreamed that the Wootah – or Mushroom Men as they’d been known – would destroy the world. She’d sent Sofi Tornado and her Owsla to kill them all. Yoki Choppa had stopped them, and said that Ottar the Moaner was in fact going to save the world and they must escort him and the rest of the Wootah to The Meadows.


Sofi had believed the warlock and was doing what he asked. However, she was trying to keep her distance from the Wootah because, when the quest was over – if they succeeded – Sofi would have to decide whether the empress’s orders still stood. She didn’t see why they shouldn’t – a prophecy was a prophecy. So, if they did make it to The Meadows and stop all the terrors, she would have to slaughter the Wootah to prevent them destroying the world.


She looked at them, as they waited to hear if they were to die that day. Thyri Treelegs stared pouty defiance. Keef the Berserker was smiling with genuine swagger. Sassa Lipchewer, Erik the Angry and Wulf the Fat were all trying not to look scared, and succeeding to a degree. Finn the Deep was trying not to look scared and failing, but he was gripping the hilt of his sword and was probably ready to use it. Bodil Gooseface was looking about with her mouth open, more perplexed than scared. Little Ottar the Moaner was splay-legged on the grassy ground, poking his finger into the soil and singing.


No, Sofi wasn’t looking forward to killing them all, so it would be something of a relief if Berlaze did the job, even if he took her life too.


After an uncomfortably long time, the hulking hominid looked back down at Sofi. I will give you my decision at sunset. You will wait by the lake. If any of you try to escape, you will be killed.


Thank you, Father, thought Ayla.


Berlaze smiled at his daughter, then turned to Sofi. His face was still twisted in a smile, but it wasn’t a kind one.




Chapter 2


An Objectionable Face


Sun sparkled winningly on the water and the mountains were a spectacularly proud yet broody backdrop. The still day was almost silent, other than the splashes of waterfowl and riparian mammals, the odd ploop of a surfacing fish and honks from the numerous elk which wandered about with no apparent fear of squatch or human.


In other circumstances, thought Sofi, the land might have been beautiful.


However, the watching squatch, sitting hairy and hunched, ready to kill them with a mind crush the moment they looked like they were trying to flee, did rather spoil the effect.


“Let’s ignore the buggers and make use of the day,” Wulf the Fat had said as they walked towards the lakeshore, and it seemed that everyone agreed.


Yoki Choppa sat on a rock, hunched over his smoking alchemical bowl.


Wulf, Keef the Berserker and Thyri Treelegs sparred, hammer against long-handled axe against blade. Sitsi Kestrel, Paloma Pronghorn and Chogolisa Earthquake – the other three remaining Owsla from the ten that had set off to kill the Mushroom Men – watched them, calling out advice. Sofi probably should have made her women train, but, whatever Berlaze decided, they were going to need all their energy later.


* * *


The two children, Ottar the Moaner and Freydis the Annoying, pootled about on the lakeshore with Bodil Gooseface, throwing stones into the water and marvelling at animals.


Finn the Deep (formerly Finnbogi the Boggy) and his father Erik the Angry gathered wood, then sat on the grass making pair after pair of the racket-like shoes that Erik had devised to enable Paloma Pronghorn to run on water. Sofi wondered why they might need more than one pair of water shoes – if Erik was thinking they might escape across the lake it was a non-starter, since only Paloma Pronghorn had the pace to run on water – but she didn’t really care.


“Wouldn’t it be more useful for everyone if I spent the time training with Thyri?” Finn asked, for the fifth time.


“More useful for you, maybe,” Erik replied. “But I am sorry, I need your help.”


“Why?” Finn whined.


The way Finn hankered after Thyri Treelegs was pathetic. The girl wasn’t interested and he should have moved on. Even worse, Finn was also in never-to-be-requited love with Paloma Pronghorn, ever since she’d got drunk and made the mistake of kissing him. So whenever he wasn’t embarrassing himself with Thyri, Finn spent his time practically begging for Paloma’s attention.


Sofi wondered if she should have a chat with the boy, then checked herself.


She didn’t care about the ways and whims of the Wootah.


Yoki Choppa, Bodil and the children made lunch. Afterwards, Chogolisa went to sit with Erik and Finn, and they chatted and laughed and continued to make water shoes. Chogolisa’s relationship with Erik was against Owsla rules, and it was going to be a complication when Sofi had to kill the Wootah after their quest. However, the chances of Chogolisa and Erik – of any of them in fact – living to the end of the quest were so slim that she let the big woman have her fun. Erik was Chogolisa’s first and Sofi had never seen her so happy. Maybe it was the lack of rattlesnake in her diet, but she couldn’t bring herself to deny Chogolisa her first taste of love. Not yet, anyway.


Bodil and Keef sat nearby, looking out over the lake, while Sassa and Wulf paced the shore. Both Bodil’s and Sassa’s growing babies had been conceived at around the same time, judging by the tiny, fast hearts Sofi could hear beating away. But the difference between the couples was striking.


Sofi and Wulf exuded a proud-parent air, walking in contented silence. Keef and Bodil’s silence seemed awkward, like two Calnian nobles who’ve been taught that one must converse the entire time, but found themselves forced together with simply nothing to converse about. Keef started to sharpen his long-handled axe, Arse Splitter. Bodil sat, mouth open, as if her mind was empty. Sofi sometimes suspected that it might have been, but every now and then Bodil did something useful or said something insightful. None of the Wootah were simple. Even Finn, pathetic with women, had proved himself brave and even impressive in other ways. Controlling the crowd pigeons who’d carried them all away from the Badlands had taken great mental strength and stamina. In the two moons or so since they’d met the Wootah, Finn seemed to have grown up a lot. One might even say he was progressing from boyhood to manhood and –


She stopped herself. She didn’t care about the Wootah.


Paloma Pronghorn jogged up faster than others ran, dropped onto the grass next to Sofi, and followed her gaze.


“I don’t get it,” said Paloma. “Surely Keef knows the baby isn’t his? She told us she was pregnant about three days after she and Keef shagged. Sassa told me Finn and Bodil got it on by the Rock River on the day they killed Sadzi Wolf. It has to be Finn’s child.”


Sofi remembered the day. Erik the Angry had struck the killing blow. It had been self-defence, but remembering that the Wootah killed one of hers was going to make it easier if she did have to finish them off.


“That makes sense, timing-wise,” she said.


“Yes,” continued Paloma, “Keef can’t be so thick that he thinks the baby is his.”


“And if the baby is Finn’s—”


“Why isn’t he doing the decent thing and claiming it?”


Sofi shrugged. She didn’t care.


“Because,” Paloma continued, “Finn is in love with Thyri Treelegs and would much rather have babies with her.”


“Or you.”


Paloma reddened. It wasn’t the first time Paloma had got drunk and kissed someone she regretted, not by any means, but she’d never had to travel in the same group as her mistake day after day immediately afterwards. Sofi almost smiled.


“Well, maybe, but isn’t everyone a bit in love with me?” Paloma grinned, then leapt up to go and bother someone else.


Sofi watched the beautiful, vibrant and super-fast woman dance-run away. She’d been joking, but most people probably were at least a little in love with her.


Sofi walked down to the lakeshore where Yoki Choppa was poking about for insects and plants to add to his alchemical bundle.


“How can we beat the mind crush?” she asked.


“Can’t,” he said, without looking up.


“Do you know how they do it?” she asked.


“Maybe.”


“How?”


“I’m not certain, and knowing won’t help.” He carried on poking about.


“Why did our guide die instantly when the rest of us were knocked out?”


“Maybe because he was old. Maybe they hated him more.”


“What do you think the range is?”


“It would be a guess.”


“Let’s hear it.”


“Maybe ten paces.”


Sofi nodded. The squatch had been about that far away when they’d killed their guide Weeko Fang. “Can you block it, even a little?”


Yoki Choppa shook his head sadly.


Sofi walked away, feeling two further new and irksome emotions that had been unleashed by the denial of daily rattlesnake: guilt and compassion. She shouldn’t have asked Yoki Choppa if he could block the squatch mind crush. She’d known he wouldn’t be able to.


Yoki Choppa could use herbs to enhance nature. His alchemy was powerful. It had created the Owsla, for example, but that had taken years. The warlock’s immediate abilities were far from spectacular. Using people’s hair to track where they were over dozens of miles was the most impressive, and that had its limits.


Since the Owsla and Yoki Choppa had left Calnian territory, they’d joined up with a small boy who was destined to save the world using powers that none of them could even guess at. Beaver Man and his warlocks had used ancient magic to revive long-dead monsters and create the Empty Children. They’d been trapped by spiders attached to their necks, controlled by the Empty Children. They’d heard that Chippaminka had taken over the minds of the Calnian rulers and made them go to war. They’d seen Finn the Deep guide a millions-strong flock of crowd pigeons. They’d been protected from ghosts in the Black Mountains by Tatinka Buffalo’s strange, deep magic. And now they’d met the squatch who could kill them with a look.


Yoki Choppa’s alchemy had been unable to compete with any of the abilities of their foes and it had been overshadowed by the magic of their allies.


He had made a powder which melted the faces of Beaver Man’s Owsla and possibly saved them all by doing so, but that was one small act of alchemy – little more than a clever trick – in the midst of all sorts of more powerful magic, and he’d been too late to save Luby Zephyr. Arguably, the shoes that Erik the Angry had made to allow Paloma to run on water were more impressive than any of Yoki Choppa’s contributions to the quest.


So Sofi guessed Yoki Choppa must be feeling redundant. He prepared the Owsla’s power animals, true, but they required such small quantities that the batches he’d already made would last for years. After he’d denied them their power animals to let the Wootah escape, then told her the power animal secret, Sofi had insisted that each woman carried her own. So now the warlock didn’t even have the role of slipping their medicine into their food every day.


She could have gone back to the lakeside and told him that she respected and valued him, that she was grateful for their powers, and that she – and her women – loved him like a father. But she wasn’t going to. She’d have to have a lot more than rattlesnake taken out of her diet before she got that soppy.


He’d be fine.


Innowak the swan god had pulled his sun chariot almost to the horizon when Berlaze appeared again. He came alone, striding with a swaying, powerful gait. His confidence rankled. Sofi longed to destroy it.


I do not want to let you go, thought Berlaze. There is nothing you can do at The Meadows that my squatch cannot do a hundred times better. However, my daughter insists that you saved her. So I will indulge her. First, you will spend the night by the lake.


Calnians and Wootah looked at one another. Keef and Sitsi were beaming. Sofi was wary.


Then, continued Berlaze, tomorrow at sun-up, one of you will fight Krusha the squatch. We drew straws for the pleasure. He won.


“I’ll fight,” said Wulf.


Berlaze raised an eyebrow. Not you. Krusha has chosen who he will fight.


“Who?” Wulf demanded.


Another question and I will kill you with a thought.


Wulf kept his mouth shut but held his ground.


If your warrior wins, I will give you half a day’s head start up the mountain. Then we will hunt you.


Sofi looked up to the mountains. With two children and the likes of Bodil in tow, half a day was no head start at all.


If Krusha wins, you will get one thousand of our paces’ head start. Then we will hunt you.


Wootah and Calnians looked at each other.


Krusha chose the one of you whose face he liked the least, thought Berlaze with a smile.


Keef was bouncing with excitement, hoping it might be him.


Berlaze raised a hairy finger not much smaller than Ottar’s forearm and pointed at the boy. Several people gasped, but the squatch smiled and moved his finger to point at Freydis, then Paloma, then Chogolisa – make it Chogolisa, thought Sofi. But he lowered his finger.


Actually, can you guess who’s got the most objectionable face? Berlaze asked.


There was a pause while everybody looked at each other.


“It’s me, isn’t it,” Finn broke the silence.


It is! thought Berlaze.


“Thought so,” said Keef, shaking his head and scowling.


“Pigfuckers,” said Finn.




Chapter 3


Foe Slicer


Finn the Deep ducked. Krusha’s claws swished overhead. Nice duck! the young Wootah man told himself, but his flash of self-congratulation was cut short by the creature’s follow-up backhand slamming into his midriff. The Wootah man staggered backwards across the boulder-strewn fighting field.


He tripped on one of the smaller rocks, spun and fell face-first into a large heap of freshly shat elk dung.


The watching squatch hooted weirdly.


“Ha ha!” came from Keef the Berserker, who might have been a little more supportive. “No matter how seriously you take yourself or your situation,” said his dead aunt Gunnhild Kristlover in his mind, “there is always the danger that others will find you hilarious.”


Spitting shit, Finn pushed himself up onto all fours. On the bright side, it was herbivore crap. If you absolutely had to have turds in your mouth, herbivore beat carnivore every day.


His opponent lumbered towards him, blocking the mountain sun, blocking everything with his hairy bulk. A thin-lipped muzzle twisted into a mock-concerned smile and the beast winked. An inhuman roar would have been a lot less distrubing.


Finn’s father Erik the Angry had told him that one could learn nothing about fighting from animals because animals were idiots. Bears, for example, had three fighting styles: tooth and claw rip-the-other-fucker-apart raging, tentative ready-to-flee swiping, or fleeing. Given the relative size and power of humans and bears, the best tactic for people who had some ability of persuasion over the animals, like Finn and his father, was to scare the bear into running away.


Squatch, however, were larger and stronger than bears and at least as intelligent as humans. Finn could not think of any possible move or combination of moves that would see him walking away from this fight, and he couldn’t get into his opponent’s mind.


Which arm would you like to lose first? The squatch towered above and Finn regretted lying there musing when he should have been leaping to his feet.


I’m quite attached to both of them, he thought back.


Not for long, you’re not.


He’d walked into that one.


The monster reached down. Finn tried to roll clear, but powerful fingers grabbed his arm and hoicked him off the ground. Finn hurled a handful of elk crap into his attacker’s open-mouthed face. The beast yelped and dropped him.


Finn landed in a crouch, sprang up and ran.


FLIGHT IS NOT AN OPTION! Finn felt his thoughts cloud and his head swim. He slowed, stopped, and stooped, hands on his knees, eyes closed and shaking his head. He was well aware that Krusha might be running at him, winding up to take his head off with a punch, but he also knew that he’d pass out if any more light got into his eyes.


Finally his mind cleared. Krusha was ten paces off, smiling at him, hands on hips. Waiting.


Finn turned to Chief Berlaze, standing next to his daughter Ayla and a few other squatch at the opposite end of the fighting field to Finn’s gang. “You said mind crushes weren’t allowed!”


Neither is running away.


“I was going to loop round and attack him.”


Then do it.


Krusha smiled and beckoned. The monster’s arsehole-faced confidence, annoyingly, wasn’t even a tiny bit misplaced. Finn didn’t have a hope.


“Are you sure I can’t have my sword?” he asked Berlaze. “I’d still have no chance, but you might see a better fight.”


Nope, the great beast thought back.


Oh, go on, Father, give him his sword, implored Ayla.


Why?


They believe they go to a superior afterlife if they die with a weapon in hand.


Finn blinked. He hadn’t thought of that. He looked at Krusha, twice his height and, what, five times his weight? Sword or not, he really was about to die. He felt sick.


Idiots, thought Berlaze.


I would be dead without them, Ayla beseeched.


I agreed to let this one fight for their freedom. Nothing more. You told me that he defeated two monstrous serpents with no weapon.


That was different. They were snakes so he was able to out-think them. These people have done nothing to harm us and –


Give him the weapon, interrupted Krusha. It won’t make any difference.


That’s not the point, Berlaze argued. It is the human arrogance that they should be considered above all other animals that is in question here and . . .


Finn realised with a start that he shouldn’t have been able to hear the squatch talking to each other. Previously he’d only heard them when they’d directed a thought at him. But now he was eavesdropping while they thought things between themselves.


He must focus on their words, he told himself as the squatch carried on thinking away at each other. He might learn something life-saving.


Because Finn was Finn, however, telling himself to focus had exactly the opposite effect and he found himself having a good look at his surroundings.


The Calnians and Wootah were gathered a little way uphill of the fighting field, guarded by a group of squatch who’d promised to kill them with mind crushes if they tried to intervene in Finn’s fight.


Wulf nodded manfully, Sassa smiled support and Keef grinned at him. Bodil waved. Erik looked the most fraught, which was nice, but also what one might expect from a father. Paloma Pronghorn could have pretended to be more upset. Still, at least she was looking him in the eye for about the first time since they’d made love back in the Black Mountains. Actually “made love” was probably a bit strong, but they’d certainly kissed and had a serious fumble. Thyri Treelegs, who also hadn’t looked at him much since he’d kissed Paloma, wore a stony-faced scowl. No change there then. Ottar the Moaner was playing with the fur on a surprisingly compliant squatch’s paw as if it was just another humdrum morning.


All around the mountains menaced, brutes of black rock and snow towering over the inconsequential events below. Finn had thought that the mountains were lovely when he’d first seen them, but now they filled him with bowel-loosening dread. “Even if you defeat Krusha by some miracle,” they seemed to say, “there’s no way you’re getting across us.”


Focus, focus, Finn told himself, focus on Krusha’s mind.


He heard a flash of squatch thoughts, briefly found himself pondering how difficult it was to focus on something when there were so many distractions, and then he was back in.


Fine, Berlaze was thinking, he can have his little weapon, Krusha is still going to punch him into a greasy spot. As well as his conversational thoughts, Finn could now hear the chief’s private musings. Actually, it was more feel than hear, but he could definitely understand them. He was pondering whether to kill his daughter for challenging him in public again. He’d avoided having to kill her before by arranging for her to be captured by the Badlanders, but the annoying child had escaped.


Thank you, thought Ayla at her father, telling herself that this was a sign of his goodness that she knew was hidden deep down.


Yes, thought Finn, hidden so deep that he wants to kill his own daughter because she’s nice.


He’s giving him the sword! Krusha was thinking. I’ve never seen anything as beautiful as that sword and I want it. How did these weak fools make something so wonderful? If I take it off the human and kill him with it in a spectacular way then Berlaze will have to give it to me, won’t he? If I win it and I own it, surely Gabi will finally see that I have more to offer than that smooth-haired dickwad Nairda . . .


Finn, who sometimes caught himself seriously thinking that if he did stuff like getting a butterfly to land on his hand then both Thyri and Paloma would finally fall for him, was glad to discover that squatch were as idiotic as humans.


Come and get your sword, Berlaze thought at Finn. He was meant to hear that one.


He walked over. So he could hear their private thoughts now, but he hadn’t learned much. Krusha was planning to take the sword off him and use it, rather than clawing, biting or stomping him to death. How could he use that knowledge to defeat the monster? Nothing sprang to mind.


He looked at Thyri Treelegs, hoping for inspiration from the person who’d taught him all he knew about fighting. She glowered back. How could she still be angry with him? Why was she angry? If she’d ever shown any interest in him, he’d never have kissed Paloma.


He looked at Paloma. She looked away.


For the love of Tor . . . he thought.


His eyes settled on Freydis the Annoying. The girl smiled encouragingly and nodded. Well, thank Loakie someone on my side seems to be on my side, he thought.


Berlaze handed him his sword Foe Slicer, hilt-first. Think what you like about the murderous, human-hating squatch, thought Finn, but they had manners.


He hefted the wonderful weapon and walked towards Krusha, still no nearer working out how in Hel he was going to beat the bugger.


Sassa Lipchewer watched Finn advance on the squatch. The core Wootah philosophy – from when they’d been Hardworkers on the bank of Olaf’s Fresh Sea and in the old world before – had been you die when you die. Recently, however, she was coming to think that the phrase and the entire fatalistic philosophy had been thought up by men, and stupid men to boot. Having thought that, she’d bought into it for a long while. Life was a lot easier when you weren’t scared of dying and didn’t mourn the dead.


Pregnancy had changed everything. She straightened her crest of hair and placed a hand on her growing stomach. Now that her son or daughter would die if she died, she really really didn’t want to die.


You die when you die was based on the idea that the afterlife was awesome. Since they’d left Hardwork they’d seen so much that was amazing – mournful and majestic landscapes, monstrous and beautiful animals, people behaving wonderfully, extraordinarily and awfully – that Sassa wanted her child to see this world first, no matter how great the next one was.


She looked forward to a time when her child was old enough to understand the adventures he or she had lived through in the comfort of the womb, and be inspired to find their own adventures. That was at least part of the reason that she wasn’t interested in dying when she died.


She also wanted to live beyond pregnancy. She looked forward to a time when she felt a little less nauseous, headachy and not forever plagued by the need to pee. At least she wasn’t actually vomiting any more, touch wood, unlike Bodil.


She chewed her lips, gripped Wulf’s hand and prayed to Fraya to help Finnbogi the Boggy, or Finn the Deep as they were meant to call him now. She could feel all of them, Calnians and Wootah alike, holding their breath, as man and beast approached each other.


The squatch lunged.


Finn leapt back, surprisingly sprightly, slashed overhead, and it was the squatch’s turn to dodge. Foe Slicer clanged onto a boulder. Sparks flew.


Erik, Wulf and Keef cheered. Sitsi Kestrel brought her hands together in a little clap and Sassa found herself bouncing on her toes. It was hardly a battle-ending blow, but the fact that the squatch had had to dodge it surely meant that Finn had a chance?


The squatch swung a fist. Finn leapt out of range, parried, thrust and . . . sliced into the squatch’s wrist!


Krusha roared. Sassa heard herself squeak.


The squatch lifted its hand to inspect the injury, then looked at the human. It looked very, very unhappy. Sassa gulped.


Finn took a few steps back, holding his sword aloft. He did not look threatening. It looked like he was trying to hide behind the blade.


Krusha roared and charged. Finn swung his weapon, but the squatch kicked the sword from Finn’s grip, sending it spinning away.


The young Wootah man looked at his hand as if thinking where’s my sword? The squatch swung an arm and punched him in the chest. Finn flew like a hurled toy, landed on the grass and tumbled over and over. He missed all the boulders but came to rest face up, limbs spread in a star and prone. He looked finished.


Wootah and Calnians groaned.


“Idiot!” shouted Keef. “Get up, get your sword back and shove it up his arse!”


Finn didn’t move.


Sassa longed to run to him, but the nearest squatch captor seemed to read her thoughts and shook his head.


If Finn lost this fight, they’d only get a thousand paces’ head start before the squatch gave chase, which basically meant that the squatch would kill them as near immediately as made no difference. If, by some miracle, Finn won, they’d get half a day. Sassa thought that probably wasn’t nearly enough, but at least it would give them hope.


“Finn!” shouted Thyri Treelegs.


Finn roused. He tried to get up but fell back. His ribs must have been broken by the punch, thought Sassa.


The squatch lumbered over. Finn tried to scrabble away on his back, but the squatch picked him up by one foot, swung him round and round his head, and threw him.


Finn flew twenty paces. All the humans gasped, even Sofi Tornado.


Somehow, he missed the boulders again and landed rolling on the grass. He came to rest near the sword. He clambered up and looked around.


“Your sword’s right there!” called Wulf.


“What?” Finn asked, cupping at ear.


“Foe Slicer’s right next to you, dummy!” shouted Keef.


Finn looked down. “Oh!”


He picked up the blade and held it aloft. “Thanks!” he shouted.


“Now get on with killing the animal!”


All the squatch turned to look at Keef. They did not like being called animals. Keef grinned back at them, his remaining eye twinkling.


Krusha loped up to Finn. Finn slashed, Krusha swung a fist. Finn dodged and jumped back, then back, and back again as Krusha continued to swing punches.


If one blow connected with his head, thought Sassa, the fight’s over.


Krusha punched and punched. Finn jumped further and further back. It was just a matter of time before a hit connected. Sassa felt a sharp pain as she chewed too deep into her lip, but she kept on chewing.


Finn leapt backwards, up onto a broad rock platform. It was surely a fatal error.


What the Wootah and Calnians could see, but Finn couldn’t, was the four-pace drop at the other side of the platform, where he was headed.


“Watch out behind you, Finn!” cried Sitsi.


“Look out!” shouted Wulf.


“Stop jumping backwards, you prick!” advised Keef.


Desperately avoiding Krusha’s blows and jumping backwards towards his doom, Finn didn’t hear.


Sassa put her hands over her face.


“Oh no,” she heard Paloma say. She opened her fingers.


Finn was teetering on the edge of the drop. He waved his arms. Krusha drove a fist. Finn fell.


The humans groaned. Even Sofi put her hands over her face.


Finn landed on his feet, bending his knees to absorb the impact. For a moment Sassa thought he was fine, even though it had been a long drop, but he wobbled, slumped back onto the grass and lay still.


The Wootah and Calnians deflated like holed waterskins. The squatch roared triumph. They would get their thousand paces’ dash, then there would be slaughter.


Krusha roared gleefully and dived headfirst off the rock platform after the doomed Wootah man.


Sassa was never sure how Finn moved so quickly, even managed to move at all after falling such a long way. As the monster dropped, Finn leapt into a crouch, whipped the sword around so that its hilt was braced against the ground, blade pointing at the falling foe.


The squatch warrior saw his fate but could only wave his arms and yell. Foe Slicer pierced the screaming, hairy face like a knife into a snowball and burst from the back of his head with a spray of gore. Finn leapt one way. The dead squatch fell the other.


Sassa whooped and jumped up and down. She couldn’t help it. All around her the Calnians and Wootah were doing the same, shouting, “Woo-tah! Woo-tah!”. Even Sofi Tornado and Yoki Choppa were smiling.


Meanwhile, Finn was trying to heave the squatch’s head over to retrieve his sword, but the beast was too heavy and Finn gave up, flinging up his hands in flouncy resignation.


Good old Finn, thought Sassa. Not many people could manage to look that shit only moments after killing a monster with such a cool and clever move.




Chapter 4


Moon


Ayla, thought Finn the Deep to the kindly squatch, your father means to kill you.


No. The gigantic female squatted so that her black eyes were level with Finn’s. She smelled of warm, woolly musk. It blended pleasantly with the fresh scent of the pine, as if the two were meant together. He may seem like a monster, but you must understand that, from the squatch point of view, humans are the monsters. You eat other animals even though –


I’m sorry, Finn interrupted, but I heard him think that he means to kill you. I can hear squatch think.


Yes, Finn, that’s how we talk.


No, I can hear your inner thoughts. It’s how I beat Krusha. You disagreed with Berlaze in public and he means to kill you for it. He arranged to have you captured by the Badlanders the last time you pissed him off.


Inner thoughts? she asked.


When your father agreed to give me the sword, you thought that proved that he has some good in him, right?


Ayla stared at him.


How?


I can hear animals think.


But we’re not—


Okay, sorry, I can hear the minds of creatures that aren’t human. At the same time that you were thinking he was good deep down, your father was thinking that he’d have to kill you, since his arrangement with the Badlanders to kidnap you had been screwed up by you escaping. He doesn’t like you embarrassing him.


What? Her eyes filled with tears.


Finn tried not to listen, he didn’t want to intrude, but he couldn’t help hearing her thinking that an agreement between her father and the Badlanders explained a lot about her capture. But how could he have done it? Her own father? Her earliest memory was laughing with him while they hurled boulders into a lake. Surely he loved her as much as she loved him?


Finn regretted his blunt honesty.


Sorry, he thought.


You’re sure? What am I thinking now? She furrowed her brow and stared at him.


You’re thinking about ripping my leg off and beating me to death with it as punishment for suggesting your father had anything to do with the Badlanders catching you, but only as a test to see if I can hear what you’re thinking. You wouldn’t actually do it. You’re also remembering your big sister saying that your father was evil when she left the tribe.


I see.


Yes. Now you’re wondering if you should head west to join your sister even though she used to annoy you. So do. Come west with us. None of us want to kill you.


I don’t suppose I have much choice.


We’re not that bad.


Sorry, I’m grateful for the offer. It’s just—


I understand. Finn nodded, trying to convey hope. It’ll all be fine. Things generally are in my experience.


Really?


Finn thought about Bjarni Chickenhead dying slowly. He remembered Wulf waking him with the words “Gunnhild is dead”. Well . . . no. They’re either fine or they’re not. But you can’t do anything about what’s going to happen, so why worry? You die when you die.


“Come on, Finn!” shouted Wulf the Fat. “We’re off!”


Well, asked Finn, coming?


“Snowline’s a mile ahead!” Paloma Pronghorn cheerily reported back to Sofi Tornado when they’d been going half the morning. “It’s thin enough on the ground while there’s tree cover, and there’s a path up the southern side of this valley that’ll suit us. A mile further on, however, the trees stop – I guess it’s too high up for them – and we’re fucked. The snow is hip-deep to begin with. Then it gets deeper.”


Sofi looked back. Sitsi Kestrel, Yoki Choppa and Chogolisa Earthquake were behind her, followed by the Wootah tribe, puffing as they paced up through the trees. Chogolisa had Ottar on her shoulders and Ayla was carrying Freydis, and that was about all that could be done to speed things up. Everyone had two of Erik’s sinew and wood water-running shoes sticking up from their backpacks. He’d insisted that everyone bring them. Sofi hadn’t had the time or inclination to ask why.


The Wootah’s fitness had improved markedly after twenty days’ hard walking from the Black Mountains. However, the path was steep and strewn with boulders and fallen logs, the Wootah were only unenhanced humans and they were not making fast progress. Sofi pictured squatch sprinting up the hill, leaping over the obstacles with ease. Half a day head start was not enough. Not nearly.


“Head back down the hill, Paloma,” she said. “See if the squatch are following, but be careful. Don’t get close enough—”


“They said they’d give us half a day.”


“Did Berlaze strike you as the sort of fellow who keeps his word?”


Don’t trust him, thought Ayla from her place next to Ottar and Freydis at the back of the walkers.


Oh, hello, thought Paloma. How close do you need to be to do that crush thing on our minds?


About three paces.


Your paces or mine?


Squatch paces. So maybe ten of yours.


Great, thanks. Paloma liked this communication by thought business. It left more time for running.


“Okay, I’m off!” she told Sofi.


And off Paloma was, hopping downslope between the Wootah. Keef the Berserker nodded to her. Sassa and Wulf smiled. Finn . . . she avoided his inevitable moody glare. She regretted kissing him, but she knew she’d probably do it again if they got through this and got drunk again. She liked a snog after a drink or five, and he was the least bad option in the group. And that was that – the sum of her affection for the man. He was the least unappealing of the available males. Why couldn’t he see that, and stop pouting at her like a bullied trout? Most annoyingly, she felt bad about it. She cursed Yoki Choppa for the thousandth time for taking away their rattlesnake. Life had been more fun when they’d been cruel.


Ayla was a furry blur flashing by and Paloma was on her own again, bouncing down the wooded mountainside with huge springing leaps. Elk, chipmunk, a couple of humped bears and other animals heard her coming but didn’t have time to flee until she’d flown by.


The tight gorge became a valley, then widened out into meadow. A family of yellow-bellied marmots was looping about next to a splashing stream. Paloma paused to watch them.


The moment she stopped running, she heard squatch thundering across the meadow below. So they hadn’t even waited a quarter of a day before beginning their pursuit, the cheating fuckers.


Paloma zipped into the treeline on the valley’s northern flank and sprinted between trees until she could see them.


Some three dozen squatch were loping along the valley floor at a serious pace, following the Calnians and Wootah’s tracks.


She ran back to the others. Actually, she ran a little past and uphill of them, then bounded down the slope towards them like a bighorn in spring, because she knew it would look better.


“They’re coming,” she told Sofi.


“How far behind?”


Paloma looked at the sky. “They’ll catch up by noon.”


Sofi nodded, then yelled: “The squatch are after us already. We have to speed up, a lot. Sitsi, take the lead. Keep the pace as fast as you can. I’ll take the rear. Keef, you’re with me. Paloma, run back and keep an eye on the squatch. If you can slow them down or lead them off-track, do, but you are not to go within twenty paces of them.”


“Ayla said their mind crush only works from three paces.”


“You’ll stay twenty paces clear. It’s not a request.”


Paloma opened her mouth to complain, but saw the look in Sofi’s eye and closed it again.


The Wootah, Calnians and Ayla the squatch headed off. Were they going any faster? If so, Paloma couldn’t tell, and it certainly wasn’t nearly fast enough. They were definitely going to be caught, probably before lunchtime.


Yoki Choppa, bringing up the rear, stopped and gave Paloma a meaningful look. She knew what he meant, but she said: “What?”


“Don’t go near the squatch.” He held eye contact until she had to look away.


“Okay!” A heartbeat later she was a hundred paces away.


Paloma Pronghorn stood on a rock high up on the valley side, legs wide, hands on hips. Her long, loose, dark hair wafted in the refreshing wind flowing down from the snowcaps above. Way below, clouds rolled like smoke over silhouetted, tree-fringed ridges. She’d been in the clouds a few times, but never before had she been above them. It pleased her.


She pressed the balls of her bare feet into the rock and stretched her calves. Half a mile below elk scattered as the squatch galloped across a clearing.


Paloma reckoned her friends might make it to the deep snow before the squatch caught up. Then it would depend on how good squatch were on deep snow. Probably much better than humans. As things were, the Wootah were all going to die, the Owsla too if they tried to save them.


Their quest was to get Ottar the Moaner to The Meadows, so if all else went to shit Sofi would make Paloma take him on her own. The idea of crossing the mountains and then the Desert You Don’t Walk Out Of and facing more and more monsters and natural disasters was unappealing enough, but the notion of doing it with a snotty boy for company was unacceptable. So she had to slow the squatch. But how?


A chipmunk scurried onto a nearby juniper log, perched with a pine cone in its paws and looked at her. Paloma wrinkled her nose at it. It dropped the cone, ran in a circle, picked up the nut and resumed its vigil. A rotund little bird with a black and white head watched her from another branch, chirping out a plaintive ditty as if it had something important to say. Below, the leading squatch reached the trees and disappeared.


Sofi had told her to stay twenty paces clear. However, given the element of surprise and a run-up, Paloma reckoned she could sprint in, crack a squatch or two over the head with her killing stick and be twenty paces away before any of the others realised what had happened. A couple of deaths, or serious injuries, would surely make the charging beasts more cautious through the trees and buy a little time?


Of course, last time she’d tried to attack a squatch it had flattened her with a thought before she’d landed a blow. If this lot knocked her out and caught her, they’d rip her apart like a wet leaf.


But this time would be different, she told herself, because she’d surprise them . . . At least she hoped she would. Point was, she had to do it.


She nodded her leave to the chipmunk and the fat bird, took a deep breath of pristine mountain air, leapt from her perch and bounded down the slope towards the running squatch, killing stick in hand.


Sitsi Kestrel, leading the march up the mountain, had started off as fast as she thought the Wootah could manage, then sped up when Paloma had said the squatch were coming. So far the Wootah had kept up.


They were jogging uphill, along a spine between two higher ridges. A forest fire had ravaged the area recently and the trees were blackened, branchless spurs. A variety of fresh green bushes and skinny plants had seized their opportunity and burst from the burned soil.


Hopefully they’d be clear of the trees before the squatch were on them. Then, hopefully again, out in the open she and Sassa would be able to keep the squatch at bay with their bows. But maybe they wouldn’t? A moon ago, Sitsi had thought that, given plenty of arrows and an open field, her bow could deal with anything. Since then she’d met the lizard kings and Beaver Man. Both had been impervious to her arrows. Chances were that the squatch were, too.


They couldn’t flee any faster, not least because Sassa Lipchewer and Bodil Gooseface were pregnant. A thought that she wouldn’t mind too much if Bodil lost her baby flashed into her mind and she banished it instantly. She really did not want Bodil’s baby to die, she really didn’t. If she did want to split up Bodil and Keef she only need tell him what everyone else knew: that the child was Finn’s. But she would never do that.


Their path dipped in and out of a stream which had halted the progress of the recent fire, and they were back into the lush pine forest. The air was fragrant, the light dappled, and there could have been a thousand squatch hiding behind trees. Sitsi’s eyesight was enhanced by her power animal, the chuckwalla lizard. She could see the freckles on a frog from a mile away. In thick woods, however, her ability was about as useful as a bent arrow.


The path steepened. The trees were thinning, revealing more glimpses of the snow-capped peaks towering above. They had a long way to go, and if the squatch were already following . . . She looked back. The Wootah were pink-cheeked and sweating, breath condensing in the colder air. How much longer could they keep going?


Keef the Berserker was holding Bodil Gooseface’s hand and helping her along. Sitsi quivered with unbidden pique. Finn should have been helping Bodil, but he was too busy lusting over all the other women. At the very least somebody ought to put the three idiots straight over who was actually responsible for the baby. Surely Keef didn’t think it was his? Surely he was far too fine a man to be tangled up in Finn and Bodil’s nonsense?


She looked past them.


Thyri Treelegs ran next to Sassa Lipchewer. The stocky girl looked the spryest of all the Wootah, prancing along, blade bouncing on her bare thigh. She wore a pouty I’m just as good as an Owsla expression. Sassa looked warrior-like, too, especially with the fin haircut Paloma had given her, but she looked like she was about to collapse.


Chogolisa seemed fine with Ottar bouncing on her shoulders, as you’d expect, and Ayla, by her easy gait, was untroubled by carrying Freydis.


Yoki Choppa was next, head down, lower lip protruding, alchemical bundle jiggling on his shoulder and the surplus fat of his chest and stomach wobbling as he ran. Sofi and Wulf took the rear, like the good leaders they were. There was still no sign of the squatch pursuit behind them, nor of Paloma.


The sudden roar of squatch from lower down the mountain startled her. It was more triumphant hooting than roaring, like hunters who have caught an elusive prey. Sitsi gulped. She hoped Paloma hadn’t done anything silly. It would be just like the Pronghorn to disobey Sofi’s orders, attack the squatch and get herself killed.


Paloma realised she was holding her breath and made herself exhale. By Innowak, she felt awful. She was crouching in a narrow dry valley in the woods, waiting for the squatch to appear along the path below. She was actually sweating with fear. Sweating with fear! Curse Yoki Choppa yet again for denying them the rattlesnake that made them brave. Bravery was fun. Fear was miserable and made her guts churn. What use could it possibly be?


Then again. She was about to attack an enemy that had defeated her with ease last time she’d attacked them. Perhaps her fear was trying to tell her “what you’re about to do is very stupid and you will be killed. Don’t do it.” Back in Calnia, Paloma had assumed that the Owsla could defeat any opponent in a fight. That view had changed as they’d come west. If one looked at it objectively, Yoki Choppa had removed their fearlessness so that they’d be able to judge when to fight and when to run away. Objectively, it was a good idea.


Objectively, this was a time to run away.


But were pronghorns objective? Actually, she didn’t know. It didn’t look like there was much at all going on behind their bulbous eyes. Point was, she wasn’t running away.


The first squatch pounded onto the path below. By Innowak’s burning balls, it was huge. Paloma swallowed.


She watched the first few pass, then, before she could persuade herself it was a bad idea – a suicidal idea – she leapt up and sprinted down the gully. Within a heartbeat she was going too fast to stop. If they saw her coming, she was dead.


As she’d hoped, their attention was focussed on the rough track. She skipped off a stump, jumped off a rock and flew, swinging her killing stick.


Her target turned and he (or she, it was hard to tell) was greeted by a faceful of killing stick.


Paloma felt and heard the beast’s forehead crack. But at the same moment her head clouded and her vision spiralled.


“No!” she told herself, “you mustn’t . . .” and she passed out.


She came to.


She was tumbling. She bounced, ploughed face-first through a pile of pine needles, rolled arse over tit and whumped, upside down, into a fir tree. She fell to the ground, spitting needles.


Roars from above made her jump to her feet. The squatch were crashing down the slope towards her.


She struggled clear of the tree. Thin branches tore at her exposed flesh, but that was way down on her list of worries.


A screaming shout rang out, far too close. She turned. A squatch was diving at her. She leapt away, across the slope and the beast tumbled past. She felt it reach into her mind, but then it was out of range, unable to stop its fall.


A squatch-hurled boulder flashed past her face. She tensed to run, but another rock caught her thigh, hard. The impact knocked her over like a skittle. Roars of triumph rang out.


We are going to tear you apart!


We’re going to eat you!


Paloma sprang up. A squatch was right on her, so close that it didn’t need to mind-crush her. It swung a fist. She ducked, then ran.


She was out of its mind-crush range in a hundredth of a heartbeat. One of the great things about being the fastest person in the world was the ability to get out of trouble smartish.


She’d been lucky. She instructed future Paloma to be more careful, knowing full well that future Paloma had no respect whatsoever for the decrees of past Paloma.


There was a dusting of snow on the woodland path. Ankle-deep patches heralded a lot more to come. It was steeper and the Wootah were walking now.


Sofi Tornado joined Sitsi Kestrel at the front to try to increase the pace. A noise high above startled Sofi for the blink of an eye, but she recognised the sound of Paloma skipping swiftly through woodland.


The springy Owsla bounced onto the track ahead of them and waited. She was bleeding from small scratches on her face, legs and arms. There was a bloody bruise on one thigh.


“I think I’ve slowed them down a bit, but we have to speed up,” she said, matching Sofi’s walking pace. “Is this really as fast as you’ve been going?”


“You attacked them,” said Sofi.


“Not really, I just—”


“You disobeyed me.”


They walked on in silence.


Discipline was becoming increasingly lax with her three remaining Owsla. Paloma Pronghorn had always been cocky, but she’d never disobeyed a clear order before. Even toe-the-line Chogolisa Earthquake and Sitsi Kestrel weren’t the dependable followers that they’d once been. A moon or two ago Sofi would have beaten their wilfulness out of them in the practice arena. For disobeying an order, she would have banned Paloma from the arena and missions for a moon and had her performing menial work with the Low.


However, the further westward they marched, the less of a crap Sofi gave about discipline. She didn’t think it was her rattlesnake-free diet making her softer. There was no need for the level of control that she’d required for women like Morningstar and Caliska Coyote. Sitsi, Chogolisa and Paloma were simply nicer people.


Sofi’s captaincy had become more like Wulf the Fat’s lead over the Wootah. It was still effective, but the chasm of authority between her and her troops had narrowed. She’d never have admitted it to the women, but she was becoming less their leader and more their friend. A dominant friend who’d take no shit, but a friend nevertheless.


Sofi fell back to join Ayla.


“Berlaze said that the force at The Meadows was the work of the Warlock Queen. Do you know what he meant by that?”


No. There is a legend of a Warlock Queen who won a war and united the Warrior and Warlock tribes, but she’s long dead.


They emerged from the trees onto bare mountainside. The snow was ankle-deep and the path was gone.


Head towards the peak on the left, thought Ayla.


The snow was soon knee-deep. The Wootah puffed plumes of white exertion. Their pace slowed.


Paloma looked over her shoulder, first at the Wootah, then at Sofi. A squatch roar reverberated from the trees, much louder now. “You’re going to ask me to carry Ottar to safety, aren’t you?”


Sofi nodded.


“You should come, too. I’ll put him on my shoulders and tie his feet, freeing up both arms to pull you, then—”


“No.” There was a dark rock outcrop ahead. Sofi reckoned that if they could reach that, Sitsi’s arrows and hurled boulders might keep the squatch at bay. Possible but not likely. The odds of finding a helpful pile of boulders were not far off zero and she doubted that even Sitsi’s arrows would slow a squatch.


They were in trouble. The best they could do was press on and hope for a miracle.


They waded on through deep snow. Sofi looked back. Falling away to the east behind them was a series of ever lower wooded ridges, draped in scraps of wet cloud that reminded Sofi of dew-sodden spider web on the Ocean of Grass. Somewhere in those hills’ shadowed folds was the plateau where the squatch had held them. Beyond were endless miles of plain leading back to Calnia and Hardwork. Those two places that had seemed so far apart were now clumped together geographically in her mind, the distance between them made to seem like nothing by the vastly greater distance that they’d travelled west across the Ocean of Grass.


A squatch emerged from the trees. Berlaze. He stood, roaring and beating his chest.


Bodil screamed.


More squatch poured from the trees and joined in Berlaze’s triumphant bellowing.


“Spunk on a skunk,” said Sassa.


“Sitsi, shoot. Everyone else, run,” said Sofi.


Sitsi strung her bow, nocked an arrow, aimed and loosed it in a heartbeat. It was a marvellous shot. Berlaze dodged it, moving at a speed nor far off Paloma’s.


“Fucknuts,” said Keef.


“Run! Run!” called Wulf.


They waded on.


Sofi looked back.


The squatch were walking calmly. And catching up.


She looked ahead. The snowfield stretched on and on, up and up. The squatch would be on them before they were a tenth of the way up it, if the Wootah could keep going. But they were already slowing.


“I can’t go on!” wailed Bodil.


“Everyone stop!” shouted Erik the Angry.


“Yeah, great idea, Erik,” said Keef.


“Seriously, stop . . . I’ve got a . . . plan,” Erik panted.


“Everyone stop!” shouted Wulf. “What is it, Erik?”


Erik put his hand on his knees and puffed out a cloud of condensation.


The squatch were closer and closer.


“Anytime now would be good, Erik,” said Sofi.


“Everyone take out their . . . rackets from their packs!” Erik managed. “Strap them onto your feet. These are for you, Ayla.” He held up a larger pair of rackets.


“Rackets on our feet? Why?” asked Bodil Gooseface.


“Do as he says,” said Yoki Choppa.


Sofi could see it, too.


“Owsla, strap on your snow shoes,” she ordered.


Sassa attached the wooded frames with half an eye on the approaching squatch. There was no way they were going to get away.


She finished strapping the first shoe. The squatch were maybe a hundred paces away. The one next to Berlaze tapped the chief’s arm and pointed at the Wootah and Calnians. Berlaze nodded.


The squatch started running.


Sassa scrabbled at the straps of her second shoe. A squeak of fear escaped her chewing lips. She was not far from sobbing.


They were closer now, fifty paces.


Finally, she got the shoe strapped on. Chogolisa had finished too and was swinging Ottar up onto her shoulders.


“Come on!” said Wulf, taking her arm.


We’re going to catch you and tear you apart! a squatch mind-shouted. More threats followed. Horrible, ugly threats.


Sassa tried to ignore them and focus on moving as fast as she could on the weird shoes. It felt unnatural. It felt precarious. The broad frames crunched through the crust of snow maybe the breadth of a little finger, but sank no further.


“Keep your feet apart!” called Erik. “Don’t step on your own shoes!”


“Faster, faster!” Wulf cried. Sassa looked about. Everyone else was ahead of them. How come they’d got their shoes on so much more quickly than she had, she wondered. Legs wide, arses out, they were running up the hill like a squad of duck people. It would have been funny if it wasn’t for –


We will eat your brains! mind-shouted a squatch.


She looked back. The squatch were a dozen paces behind. An arrow zipped over her shoulder. Berlaze ducked it.


You, human with the yellow crest of hair! Sassa heard, loud and unpleasant as if someone was shouting in her ear, I’m going to rip your leg off and beat you with it! I’m going to snap your neck and bite the top off your head and drink your brain!


Another couple of heartbeats and they’d be in mind-crush range.


“Come on!” shouted Sofi. “Faster!”


Sassa put her head down and focused on running, driving her legs like a mad woman.


The squatch had stopped hurling insults, but she could hear their heavy paces and grunting. Maybe, just maybe, their perusuers were tiring. She didn’t want to turn. She thought of the baby growing inside her. She had to run, run run.


She had a flash of memory; as a girl maybe eight years old wading through the snow at her parents’ farm in Hardwork to fetch food from the very shed that the Calnians had burned down at the start of all this. That had been the cold but sweaty arseache to end all arseaches.


She looked up. Sofi was waiting for them. She dared to turn. The squatch were now fifty paces behind. Sassa’s relief at realising they might actually make it gave her another burst of energy.


“We can slow down a little,” said Sofi. “They’re tiring.”


“Can I stay and fight them?” yelled Keef.


“Sure, go for it,” called Wulf.


Keef leapt around and landed wide-footed like a giant frog, Arse Splitter at the ready. He was grinning, but it was a worried grin.


“Wow,” he said, “there must be fifty of them.”


“Sixty-one,” said Sofi, jogging past. “Good luck.”


“Are you sure you’ll allow me to fight them, Hird leader Wulf?”


“On second thoughts, Keef, no. I command you to run with the rest of us.”


“Is that your final order, Wulf? There’s no way you’ll let me stay?”


“Don’t push it, Keef.”


“Okay! I’ll do as ordered!” Keef the Berserker leapt back round and ran.


Sassa jogged on. Next time she dared to turn, the squatch were two hundred paces behind, labouring through waist-deep powder.


“Snow’s deeper!” chirped Sitsi. “It’s slowed them!”


Well, obviously, thought Sassa, but she didn’t say anything.


A few paces ahead of her, Keef, Erik, Wulf and Finn stopped and saw how far back their pursuers had fallen. They pulled down their trousers, waggled their bare arses at the squatch and shouted “Wooooooo-TAH!”




Chapter 5


Suffocation


On the one hand, Finn the Deep had had quite enough of trudging uphill. How come it was so much harder than just walking along? On the other hand, he was stupefied by the wondrousness of the snow-capped peaks. It had been summer on the plains, but up here, surely near the top of the mountains now, it was like the middle of winter. Despite the cold which hurt his ears and made his eyes water, the sun glared off rises and valleys, blinding white and sparkling as if the snow had been sown with billions of tiny crystals. Rising out of the white here and there were great, wet, dirty-looking craggy brown cliffs.


Surely this was where the gods lived? Finn half expected to see Tor bounding over the nearest brow, great hammer in one hand, huge mug of ale in the other.


As if to prove him wrong, chubby little birds, very similar to the ones that had filled the woods of Hardwork, flitted about, perching on wooden poles that poked out of the snow here and there. Look, they seemed to say, this is simply more of the world, just like Hardwork. It’s nowhere special, so don’t think you’re special for being up here.


Finn reached out into their minds and made a connection, but all he found was the joy of flying and a sense that the humans and the following squatch were interesting and probably not threats, but an eye should be kept on them nevertheless.


He looked back. The squatch were a very long way away.


“Can we slow the pace?” Finn asked nobody in particular.


“No,” said Sofi. “We don’t know how long we’re going to be in snow. It may have all blown off the west side of the mountains. So let’s get as far ahead as we can before they start catching up again.”


“Good point, got it.” Finn grinned. She’d bothered to explain. Time was she would have just said “No”. Having this wonderful-looking warrior – wearing only her scant battle gear despite the chill – treat him with respect made him forget the cold.


“What are the poles?” he asked Ayla, pointing at wooden posts.


There are fences and a few huts under the snow, she answered, left behind by the people who lived here before we did. The poles are remnants of their largest constructions.


“People lived up here in the snow?”


It’s not usually snowy this low down at this time of year. They say the freak weather is the work of the force at The Meadows.


So The Meadows can make a tornado over a thousand miles away, send a weird, enormous insect dragon that bursts into wasps a few hundred miles, and cover these mountains with snow, Finn mused. On top of that, Ottar the Moaner, who’d never been wrong before, said that this was nothing, the force was building up monsters and disasters for an onslaught that was going to kill every creature in the world.


And they were planning to take it on with a few pieces of sharpened metal, a smattering of stone weaponry and a boy who was a good few nuts short of a full basket.


Ayla led them up and along a crescent-shaped ridge. There was a drop of a couple of hundred paces to the right, down to a flat area which Finn guessed was a frozen, snow-covered lake. The cliff on the far side of the lake was fringed with a skirt of dirty snow, which had presumably fallen from the top, collecting dirt as it tumbled.


“You see?” said Erik, “it’s just like Beaver Man said. The water, or snow in this case, carries the land downhill bit by bit.”


Finn looked back. Sitsi Kestrel was at the rear, a hundred paces behind, bow ready. The cloud shifted and he caught a glimpse of the following squatch. They were spread out a long, long way below, further behind than Finn had dared hope they might be.


But they were still following. He’d been lucky against Krusha. If the beasts caught up, all of them, well, all of the Wootah anyway, were going to be ripped to bits. And it wouldn’t take much. All it needed was a couple of snow shoes to break, or Ayla to lead them up a dead-end valley, and they’d be caught.


Finn felt sick with fear.


As if they’d spotted him watching, a few of the squatch stopped and opened their arms. It took a heartbeat for the sound of their roars to reach the walkers on the ridge. The other squatch stopped and joined in, roaring and roaring. Waves of sound washed over the fleeing Wootah and Calnians.


“What are they doing?” he asked Erik.


“I’m not sure. Maybe – oh, fuck.”


A deep rumbling rose out of the very snow they were standing on.


The ground shook.


“Run!” shouted Erik.


“I thought you said—”


“Shut the fuck up and run!”


Finn felt the ground drop below his feet. He ran and ran over the shifting snow. The land was falling away, as if it had suddenly decided to flow downhill.


He clipped one snow shoe against the other and stumbled, but righted himself. He ran, keeping his legs wide.


Soon he was exhausted but the ground was firm. He dared to turn. The ridge was tumbling away behind them, sending up huge clouds of snow. Sitsi Kestrel was a good way back, running duck-like on her snow shoes, arms pumping like weird little wings. Magnificent plumes of snow exploded behind her. Right behind her. She was never going to make it.


Finn made to run back but Erik put a hand on his shoulder.


“You can’t help her.”


He was right. Even if he reached her before the avalanche caught her, which he wouldn’t, there was nothing he could do to speed her escape from it. Trying to help would be suicide.


The cloud of swirling snow overtook Sitsi and she disappeared.


Something thundered past Erik and Finn, kicking up its own clouds of snow. Paloma Pronghorn.


She was too late.


Sitsi was gone, but Paloma shot into the swirling snow anyway and disappeared.


One moment Sitsi Kestrel could see blue sky, snow, mountains and the Calnians and Wootah fleeing with Erik and Finn bringing up the rear. The next, a cloud of snow exploded around her and even her alchemically enhanced eyes couldn’t penetrate the whirling white.


She tried to accelerate. It didn’t help. It was like trying to run up a waterfall.


She was near panicking, not because she was about to fall to her death – chances were she’d survive the fall with her toughened Owsla bones – but because she couldn’t see. She hated not being able to see! Suddenly she was falling. If felt like she was tumbling backwards, somersaulting head over heels, but it was impossible to know. She hated not being able to see.


She realised she might not survive the fall because the avalanche surely was going to deliver her directly to the squatch. One of them would probably grab her like a bear hoiking a salmon out of a river. The analogy probably didn’t stop there. It would beat her brains out on a rock and eat her. Or maybe eat her alive! Feet first, then –


She waved her arms and her legs. Could she fly clear of the avalanche? It seemed like she’d been falling far too long. It was maybe a hundred paces from the ridge to the frozen lake below. She hoped the ice was thick.


Whump! She halted with a sickening thud as something whacked her head like a mallet.


She was alive. She still couldn’t see. Neither could she move her arms and legs. Was her back broken? No. She could feel the wood of her bow still gripped in her hand. She could shift her shoulders, clench her buttocks and move her toes.


She was buried.


She tried to move her limbs again. No good. She was immobilised by the weight of the snow piled on top of her. The simple problem had a simple solution. She had to dig to the surface. If badgers and groundhogs could do it . . .


She shushed the voice that told her that she didn’t have digging claws and powerful forelimbs, and that burrowing mammals generally started at the surface rather than entombed below it.


One leg was bent, the other straight. The arm holding her bow was above her head – or possibly below, it was impossible to tell – and her other arm was pressed into her chest, her hand by her mouth.


She opened her eyes and felt snow push against her huge pupils, scratchy and cold. She closed them again. Her eyes were no use to her here.


She told herself to be calm. She had to think. Snow pressed into her ears, a loud, painfully cold silence.


First priority was air. She wiggled her fingers in front of her face, clearing a space around her mouth and nose. She sucked in a cold but delicious breath. An achievement. A good start.


Calm, calm, she told herself, exhaling gently. She dribbled a little saliva. It ran down her right cheek. So now she knew which way was up. Her straight left arm, the one holding her bow, was nearest the surface.


Slowly, so as not to exert herself and use up the little air she had, she pressed down on her bent foot. There was the tiniest give but no more. It was the snow shoes. They were really very good at not going through snow. She wrenched her knee towards her chest, hoping to snap the twine binding them to her foot. No good.


She tried her other leg. Same thing. It was held fast by the snow shoe.


She couldn’t move. She might as well be encased in rock. There was no hope! She was going to die!


Don’t panic, she told herself. Don’t panic.


Her legs were deepest, so the compacted snow would be most dense around them. With the added hindrance of the snow shoes, it was no wonder she couldn’t move them.


So she should focus on her upper arm. For all she knew, it was at the surface. It could even be sticking out. Although given the pressure in her ears, she doubted she was near the surface.


Rotating her wrist from side to side, she found she could wiggle her bow, then her whole arm. Unfortunately, this sent snow cascading into her precious breathing space. She wriggled her fingers to clear the space again, but it was tougher this time. Power had sapped from her fingers. It was the cold, she realised. Her extremities were stiffening.
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