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I push both the spearhead and the end of the arrow that’s in my shoulder back through me a bit. A freezing spike of pain. My senses lighten to wisps, I fall away from the ground, my chest fit to burst, my blood warming my belly and the dirt under me. Why am I angry that it’s all over? The sun keeps climbing, the pebbles rattle and hum as the song of the earth runs through me – beating hooves, distant cries, roots of trees stretching and drinking. I hum to quieten the pain. It’s my part in the song but I was always part of the song, I just haven’t been listening. The birch trees shush me. Snowy peaks crack like thunder in the distance. The sky is blue like his eyes, fathomless.


“I’m coming,” I says. He knows I’m coming. I just have to hold out my hand.
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Part One




Chapter 1


You will fail, Teyr Amondsen.


My eyes open. The truth wakes me.


You will fail.


I had slept against a tree to keep the weight off my arm, off my face. My tongue runs over the abscesses in my mouth, the many holes there. My left eye is swollen shut, my cheek broken again, three days ago, falling from a narrow trail after a deer I’d stuck with my only spear.


I close my eyes and listen, desperate to confirm my solitude. A river, quick and throaty over rocks and stones. A grebe’s whinnying screech.


I take off one of the boots I’d stolen, see again the face of the man who’d worn them as I strangled him. I feel my toes, my soles, assess the damage. Numb, blisters weeping. My toes are swelling like my fingers, burning like my face. I need a fire, cicely root, fireweed. I have to be grateful my nose was broken clean. A smashed-up nose is a death sentence in the hinterlands. If you can’t sniff for plant you’re a bag of fresh walking meat. You need plant to heal, plant to kill.


If I keep on after this river I can maybe steal a knife, some plant and warmer clothes. These are Carlessen clan lands, the coast is beyond them. I’m going to live there, get Aude’s screaming out of my head, the horns of the whiteboys, the whisperings of the Oskoro who would not, despite a thousand fuck offs and thrown stones in the black forests and blue frozen mountains, let be their debt to me.


The grebe screeches again. Eggs!


I pull on the boot with my right arm, my left strapped against me and healing, itself broken again in my fall.


I pick up my spade and the small sack that I’d put Mosa’s shirt in, the spade something of a walking stick to help me along the mossy banks and wretched tracks. Snow was making a last stand among the roots of birch trees, a few weeks yet from thawing out. A few handfuls ease my gums.


The sky is violet and pink ahead of the sun, the woods and banks blue black, snow and earth. I stumble towards the river, a chance to wash my wounds once I’ve found some nests and broken a few branches for a fire.


The grebes screech at me as I crack their eggs and drink the yolks. I find five in all and they ease my hunger. If a grebe gets close enough I’ll eat well. The sun edges over the hills to the east and I am glad to see better, through my one good eye. The river is strong up here, my ears will miss much.


I drop the deerskins I use for a cloak and unbutton my shirt. I didn’t have to kill the man I stole that from. I loosen the threads to the discreet pockets that are sewn shut and take a pinch of snuff from one. It’s good plant, good for sniffing out what I need. Feels like I’ve jammed two shards of ice into my nose and I gasp like I’m drowning, cry a bit and then press another pinch to my tongue, pulling the thread on the pocket tight after. Now the scents and smells of the world are as clear to me as my seeing it. For a short while I can sniff plant like a wolf smells prey.


I forget my pains. Now I’m back in woodland I have to find some cicely. The sharp aniseed smell leads me to it, as I’d hoped. I dig some up, chopping around the roots with the spade to protect them. Around me a leaden, tarry smell of birch trees, moss warming on stones, but also wild onion, birch belets. Food for another day or so.


I wash the cicely roots and I’m packing my mouth with them when I hear bells and the throaty grunts of reindeer. Herders. The river had obscured the sounds, and on the bank I have no cover to hide myself in. I cuss and fight to keep some control of myself. No good comes of people out here.


The reindeer come out through the trees and towards the river. Four men, walking. Nokes – by which I mean their skin is clear and free of the colours that mark out soldiers who use the gifts of plant heavily, the strong and dangerous fightbrews. Three have spears, whips for the deer, one bowman. There’s a dog led by one of them, gets a nose of me and starts barking to be let free. Man holding him’s smoking a pipe, and a golden beard thick and long as a scarf can’t hide a smirk as he measures me up. The herd start fanning out on the bank. Forty feet. Thirty feet.


“Hail!” I shout, spitting out my cicely roots to do it. My broken cheek and swelling make it hard for me to form the greeting. I try to stand a bit more upright, to not look like I need the spade to support my weight.


“Hail. Ir vuttu nask mae?” Carlessen lingo. I don’t know it.


I shake my head, speaking Abra lingo. “Auksen clan. Have you got woollens to spare? I’m frostbitten.” I hold up my good hand, my fingertips silver grey.


He speaks to the others. There’s some laughter. I recognise a word amid their own tongue, they’re talking about my colour, for I was a soldier once, my skin coloured to an iron rust and grey veins from years of fightbrews. One of them isn’t so sure, knowing I must know how to fight, but I reckon the rest of me isn’t exactly putting them off thoughts of some games. Colour alone isn’t going to settle it. Shit. I reach inside my shirt for some of the small white amony flowers I’d picked in the passes above us to the north.


“No no no. Drop.” He gestures for me to drop the spade and the amony. He lets a little of the dog’s lead go as well. The bowman unshoulders his bow.


At least the stakes are clear, and I feel calmer for it. He has to be fucked if he thinks I’m going to do a word he says, let alone think his dog could hurt me.


He has nothing that can hurt me, only kill me.


“No, no, no,” I says, mimicking him before swallowing a mouthful of the amony and lifting the spade up from the ground to get a grip closer to its middle. I edge back to the river, feeling best I can for some solid flat earth among the pebbles and reeds.


He smiles and nods to the bowman, like this is the way he was hoping it would go, but that isn’t true. The bowman looses an arrow. Fool could’ve stepped forward twenty feet and made sure of me but I throw myself forward. Not quick enough, the amony hadn’t got going. Arrow hits my left shoulder. It stops me a moment, the shock of it. He’s readying another arrow, so I scream and run at the reindeer that strayed near me, the one with the bell, the one they all follow. It startles and leaps away, heading downstream, the herd give chase.


Time and again I made ready to die these last nine months. I’m ready now, and glad to take some rapists with me. I run forward while they’re distracted by how much harder their day is now going to be chasing down the herd. The one with the pipe swears and lets his dog go at me while one of the spears fumbles in his pockets for a whistle to call the herd, running off after them.


Dogs are predictable. It runs up, makes ready to leap and I catch it hard with the spade. It falls, howling, and I get the edge of the spade deep into its neck. I look at the three men left before me.


“Reindeer! You’ll lose them, you sad fuckers!” They’ll understand “reindeer” at least.


The pipe smoker draws a sword, just as my amony beats its drum. I don’t know how much I took but it hits me like a horse just then. I shudder, lose control of myself, my piss running down my legs as my teeth start grinding. I gasp for air, the sun peeling open my eyes, rays bleaching my bones. My new strength is giddying, the amony fills me with fire.


He moves in and swings. He’s not very good at this. The flat of my spade sends his thrust past me and I flip it to a reverse grip and drive it hard into his head, opening his mouth both sides back to his ears. I kick him out of my way and run at the bowman behind him. He looses an arrow, and it shears the skin from my skull as it flies past, almost pulling my good eyeball out with it, the blood blinding me instantly. He doesn’t know how to fight close, but I’m blind in both eyes now and I’m relying on the sense the amony gives me, half my training done blind all my life for moments like this. I kick him in the gut, drop the spade and put my fist into his head, my hearing, smell exquisite in detail. He falls and I get down on his chest and my good hand seeks his face, shoving it into the earth to stop its writhing, drive my one good thumb through an eye far as it’ll go. A shout behind me, I twist to jump clear but the spear goes through me. Out my front it comes, clean out of my guts. I hold the shaft at my belly and spin about, ripping the spear out of his hands, his grip no doubt weakened a moment with the flush of his success. I hear him backing away, jabbering in his lingo “Ildesmur! Ildesmur!” I know this name well enough, he speaks of the ghostly mothers of vengeance, the tale of the War Crows. I scream, a high, foul scritching that sends him running into the trees.


My blood rolls down my belly into my leggings. There’s too much of it. Killed by a bunch of fucking nokes. No more than I deserve. I fall to my knees as I realise, fully, that it’s over. The river sounds close, an arm’s length away maybe. I fall forward, put my arm out, but it gives and I push both the spearhead and the end of the arrow that’s in my shoulder back through me a bit. A freezing spike of pain. My senses lighten to wisps, I fall away from the ground, my chest fit to burst, my blood warming my belly and the dirt under me. Why am I angry that it’s all over? The sun keeps climbing, the pebbles rattle and hum as the song of the earth runs through me – beating hooves, distant cries, roots of trees stretching and drinking. I hum to quieten the pain. It’s my part in the song but I was always part of the song, I just haven’t been listening. The birch trees shush me. Snowy peaks crack like thunder in the distance. The sky is blue like his eyes, fathomless.


‘I’m coming,’ I says. He knows I’m coming. I just have to hold out my hand.




Chapter 2


A Year Before


“You will fail, Teyr Amondsen.”


“I will not. I cannot.”


I was standing before the chief of Citadel Hillfast, Chief Othbutter. We was in his chamber of justice. He has a simple wooden chair up on a modest dais he believes gives his people the right impression of his priorities. His gut and the jewels braided into his beard speak otherwise. The jug of wine, red as his fat spud of a nose, also speaks otherwise.


Stood next to him his high cleark, Tobber, a beech-coloured broom brought to life, long narrow face and smooth bald head. Tobber has told me I will fail. He stood as a master of an academy would stand before his class, for he had an audience, mostly the merchants that make up my competition along with representatives of Othbutter’s favoured clans. A king and courtiers in all but name, crowding the room so it was hot and thick with the smoke of pipes and whispers.


“I think she’s far more prepared than you think, Tob,” said Othbutter. “She takes my captain, an escort of my best men, she has employed an excellent drudha to mix her plant and your most capable cleark, she takes my brother here as well, to do my justice. Our clans in the Circle need our support from the bandits that terrorise them. Master Amondsen presents us with an interesting solution.” Othbutter had a table to his left, on which stood his jug and a plate, from which he picked and folded two big slices of beef into his mouth.


“She has not the trust of any of the clans who live in the Circle,” said the high cleark to the room. Othbutter’s brother Crogan muttered a “Hear, hear.”


“One of Khiedsen’s sons, Samma Khiese, now terrorises the Sedgeway and the Gospeaks and claims himself lord of the Circle and all its clans, including her clan, the one she abandoned. Steel, not tribute or errant daughters, is what they require.”


Chief Othbutter looked at me, expecting me to continue the rebuttal, defend my honour.


“We will clear out whatever bandits we find,” I said. “I’ve done it all my life as a soldier. But this expedition isn’t just signing some contracts and trading plant, it’s about spending profit, my profit, towards strengthening our rule of law. It’s about reconnecting the Circle to all of us, so that my clan and all the clans there have good reason to bury those enmities that lead them now to blood. The routes through to Elder Hill, before even we reach the Sedgeway and the Circle beyond, are difficult if not impossible half the year for want of work to drain land or build cord roads and rip raps and keep them. I aim to forge a proper road beyond Elder Hill, right across the Circle as far as Stockson and the busy markets your fathers will no doubt have fondly remembered to you. Citadel Hillfast might then rekindle the good relations with Citadel Forontir that we once enjoyed.”


Tob paused for effect as my words were met with murmurings of disbelief. “Yes, Amondsen, I hear that you will build forts from your own chests of gold, drive out bandits, keep hundreds of miles of road maintained from here to Stockson and yet charge nothing for it. You would do what our chief it seems cannot, with but a handful of men and a few wagons. Maybe somebody here not already hired by you or sleeping with you would offer a wager as to your success?”


Before a silence could burnish his point I spoke. “The chief has many more responsibilities than I, problems up north with the Larchlands and Kreigh Moors biggest among them. I’ll set an example to all the merchants.” I cursed myself the moment I spoke these words, for they did me no favours with those assembled, for all that I spoke true. “The merchants of Hillfast have responsibilities other than filling our purses and lining our cloaks with fur and silk. These forts, this road that my people are building, will further my own prosperity, you can bet on that, but they will help the people of the Circle, grow the common purse through taxes and in so doing raise us all up.”


A peal of laughter then that Tobber allowed before saying, “I look forward to seeing all our beggars and slaves bedecked in the silk and ermine that will fall behind your bountiful wagons!” This made the nokes laugh harder and even Othbutter smiled, though in looking on me his eyes pleaded innocence.


“A man as travelled as yourself, Cleark Tobber,” I continued, the irony of that sending further ripples of laughter through the crowd, “would have seen Farlsgrad’s Post Houses for himself and seen what service they do for the people, easily triple the distance walked or ridden in a day.” Fuck him, he’d get seasick crossing a stream and he knew it. “And tell me, Tobber, what else should I do with my coin if not empower Hillfast in its trade? Do you know any good whores I should go piss it all on?”


That got a lot more laughs, and it infuriated that sad old prick for we all knew enough what his pleasure was with girls. I could never weave words as well as others though, that’s as good as it got from me. I’m more used to giving orders than winning people over.


I looked behind me to Aude. He smiled and winked. He was still worried there might be some move to stop this dream of mine at the final hour, but the chief had signed and sealed commendations and proposals for the clan chiefs, giving my caravan his authority.


Then Tobber started up again. “Did you know, Chief Othbutter, that she means to take this caravan to the Almet, the dark forest at the heart of the Circle? She means to get the monsters living there, the Oskoro, to swear fealty to your staff. Is that right, Amondsen? But will you recognise them amid the other trees? Will you get within a mile of them before their spores put you to sleep and they feast on your flesh?”


“It’s pig shit, Chief. All my years there we never had anything bad from these people. Tributes have always been paid to them and they’ve saved lives in return, my own for one. Until we forge a friendship, the Almet won’t be the common ground it used to be, a neutral place where we can meet the clans, a place of peace and not blood, made so by the Oskoro and respected by all who live in those lands.”


“Well well, Amondsen, if you could harness their drudhaic power, I’m sure our troubles in the Circle would soon be over. I won’t fault her for trying, Tobber,” said Othbutter.


The Oskoro would not be used, but they would be in my debt from the gift I had for them, though what that could mean for us was as hard to fathom as they were.


“Cleark Tobber,” said Othbutter, “you have spoken well in favour of your chief’s interests, as always. However, I will not leave these merchants to fend for themselves in the Circle when they are doing much to fill our coffers, not least by giving your clearks an ease of passage. We are done, masters. Amondsen, I wish your path swift and dry.” He stood to signal the gathering was ended. The high cleark bowed and walked past me without a nod or a word. We locked arms for a farewell, me and the chief, and I took Aude’s arm and led him out of the chamber into the main avenue that runs parallel to the dockside the far side of Othbutter’s court.


“That might have gone better,” I said. “They think it’s a ruse, a way of getting one over on them and nothing more.”


“You upset the merchants gathered there to be sure, but there’s none there that don’t already despise your success. Too proud to be part of it and all.”


“I saw pity for an amusing child.”


“Who, except Chalky Knossen, who’s coming with you, has even a slip of your ambition? You show them their sorry limits.” He leaned in to kiss my head as we walked.


“Aye, perhaps. Can we walk back to the house? Might be the last bit of time we get to ourselves for a while.”


We wound our way up through the carts and children, plant-addicted droopers and hawkers of the streets of Hillfast, edging the slums and the merchant’s store sheds. Those guarding them I knew well enough to ask after, teasing word of their masters out of habit, for I would not be back in Hillfast for a year. Then it was up through the steep cobbled lanes of the farmers’ huts onto the Crackmore path, a hill that led up to our house amid the cliffs.


“How are you?” he said once we’d crested the hill and turned to look back over Hillfast, as we always did on this climb. I guessed he was meaning how I was since we’d argued the previous day. Knowing we might meet resistance on the road, I had tried a day brew, a dayer as we called it, something a bit less than the fightbrews I took to enhance my skills as a mercenary all those years ago. I lost control of the dayer, it being the first time since then I was putting my body back through it. My cleark Thornsen had taken our son Mosa out for the day while I tried it, but it didn’t go so well for Aude, who had stayed with me, and I had hurt him during the rise, when my body was fighting with the hard, violent thrill the dayer caused.


“I’m excited to be getting going at last. I’ve gone over our tactics with Othbutter’s captain, Eirin, Thad as well, but I have a duty for you too, and Mosa won’t be back for a while.” I give him a wink but he didn’t return it and it stung.


He was a slender, beautiful man, ropes of black hair swept to one side which I kept wanting to tuck behind his ear framing the sharp ridge of his cheek. Today the cheek was bruised.


“Well, some instruction on getting our son to eat fish would be welcome. He tried bilt too, rabbit and reindeer. It didn’t go well, seems he can only eat their meat fresh,” he said.


“I’m sure he’ll take to bilt with no other choice.” I took his hand in mine for the rest of the walk and let the breeze and the gulls fill our silence as we approached our house because I didn’t know how better to fill it.


Near the gate was our two wagons and the packhorses. We’d got some boys from the shed up to help us. Thad, my drudha, was there too, overseeing the plant we were looking to trade or gift.


“Teyr! Did you get Othbutter’s scribble on our scrolls?” he asked.


“I did. We ride out tomorrow.”


“Purses for our mercs?”


“Yes, those and all. Sanger, Yalle and her crew, all paid retainers.” He nodded and turned back to the chests that he’d packed the jars and bottles of prepped plant in.


“I’m going to cook us all some eggs and pitties,” said Aude. He put his hands on my shoulders then.


“I’m sorry, bluebell,” I said, wanting to reach out and touch his cheek but not daring to try.


“No, Teyr, you told me how it would be, that you might lose yourself. I didn’t think … well, I don’t know.”


“I would say there’s no excuse, but it took hold of me, I couldn’t stone it. I …”


He kissed me, the gentle crackle of his whiskers compressed to the softness of his lips. He always closed his eyes. I mostly closed mine, except that day, and when I saw his eyes open, I felt the hint of a smile in his mouth that cradled all else we felt.


“We’ve a lot to do if we’re going to prove that dusty cinch Tobber wrong.” With that remark he gated off what we could not speak of to protect what his kiss reaffirmed. I watched as he walked away against the sun, his familiar off-kilter stride, shoulder slightly higher on the right, back straight up as a plank of wood, all from a twist in his left foot from his being born that would never right.


I had a well of confidence when I first courted him. My asking around after him got back to Tarrigsen, who he worked for. Tarry was a merchant, had been like a father to me when I’d returned from soldiering with a fortune for savage work done for the armies of Jua and Marola. Aude had started with Tarrigsen a while after I served an apprenticeship there. Wine and fucking had lost their appeal quite quickly after I’d landed in Hillfast. I was a curiosity, a bet even, a barren woman with the strength of two men cold – by cold I mean without a brew – but a little too old, so I began to hear. I had thought, for all the years I was taking purses, that I just needed enough to pay out and sit on my arse getting soaked on good wine, stilling out on kannab and eating fine beef twice a day. And while I was doing that I knew I was only trying to chase out what was gnawing at my guts, that I couldn’t settle with the idea that all I did with my life was kill people for coin and then drink myself to death. So I had begun to use my knowledge of the world and give it the weight of my coin. I became a merchant and was developing a “concern”, as the other merchants would say, and they might have meant both senses of the word in saying it. Tarrigsen the merchant had also travelled far and wide, and when, one day, he took a seat at my side in the Mash Fist tavern down on the south quay he explained to me exactly what I was feeling, finding the heart of my thoughts so quickly I almost choked on my rum.


“There’s the look of a seaman, Teyr, staring at a horizon while sat in a tavern. You in’t the first soldier to nurse her cup and wonder if she could go about the world killing and getting rich and be happy coming back home. But you also in’t the first to realise, now all the killing’s done, that a life smithing at the same forge for twenty year or keeping tally of an old ass’s coin don’t make a man poor in his spit and spirit.”


“Well said, Master Tarrigsen. And you mentioning the work of a cleark is a bit of what brings you in your finery here among the deckhands, carters and soaks, I imagine.”


He laughed, clacked my cup with his and drained it, putting it down heavy on the table to get old Geary to hear it and splash us out a couple more from a bottle kept put away for me.


“He’s my best cleark is Aude, and you in’t the only merchant’s got his scent in their nose. Much as I love you, I won’t be fucked with by any merchant of Hillfast, whether she paid the colour or not.”


“Well, it’s not really his letters or his tallying I’ve discovered an interest in, Tarry.”


He raised an eyebrow. “Good, well, along with the merchants I’m having to slap away, there’s also one or two women that have an eye for him as you do. I recall now I sent him over to get your scribble on the Shares. Had his boy with him I believe, Mosa.”


It had been a week before. Aude had earnest, gentle blue eyes that I very much liked looking at and he sang rhymes to the boy on his shoulders amid our pleasantries. Mosa was playing with the piece of amber his father had on a necklace. I must have apologised for my appearance, for I’d spent the morning shifting sacks in my shed, and he’d said to that only that I looked fine.


“You know his keep, Mosa’s mother, she …”


“Yes Tarry, Thornsen told me a bit about it, you know how the clearks go, tight like a virgin’s cinch with each other.”


“Ahh Thornsen, an excellent cleark, you’re lucky to have him, but yes, they spill more of our secrets than they do their own ale when they finish their day, I’ll bet,” he said. “But her dying giving birth to the lad is well known. It snuffed the drink out of him rightly. Caring for a dut’ll do that when there’s nobody else, I guess.”


“I need a reason to see him. Can you give me one?”


He laughed again at that. “How many men have you led into war, how many killed, and you’re after me cooking up some story so you can give him that look you women give us.” And he made to flick his hair about and look at me sort of side on.


“Ha! Any women you didn’t have to pay for ever look at you like that, Tarry? I bet these others after him got proper long hair though, not a head like this, no axe blades giving their lips an extra curl either.”


“There’s few got your brains and your means. We both know there’s a bit of chatter about you around the quays, more than a few merchants got their cocks in a twist because they won’t be half the trader you’ll be, and the gangers can’t put up any muscle worth a shit to take a slice of what you’ll make, you having paid the colour. You want to go courting Aude to keep you warm at night, I’ll be happy for both of you. Poach him as cleark and you won’t find a ship’ll take your interest or your cargo from Hillfast to Northspur, not while I’m breathing.”


“I’ll never do that to you, Tarry. There’s my word.”


“And I’ll take it. Now don’t wear him out.”


I’ve harpooned whales, been holed up in blizzards in the Sathanti Peaks surrounded but unseen by a hundred enemies. I’ve been a castellan, I helped the great Khasgal found his own throne, wedding the most inspirational and powerful woman I’d ever met, the only other woman he loved. You would think then that I wouldn’t be short of things to talk about when I called on Aude to go riding for an afternoon. Tarrigsen had Mosa, saying he was going to get him helping make us all some supper. Tarry loved this man and his boy, that was clear.


On that ride I learned Aude was naturally quiet. We must have done a couple of leagues before I managed to speak, saying I was a bit surprised he would agree to a ride with someone Tarrigsen was having to keep a backeye out for when it come to trade. And he rode on for a few moments, smiling to himself and just said, “But you’re beautiful.” I wasn’t expecting that of course, I know I’m not a painting, not after my life, and he’d have seen me blush if it wasn’t for the colouring over my face from the years of the skin rubs and how the fightbrews had changed it. Nazz’d wet himself, and Ruifsen, if they could have seen me shy like a young lass, having known what I was like on campaign with them when I was a few years younger.


Aude took a keen interest in plant, more than anyone I knew that wasn’t a soldier, and we’d stop when we saw this or that, and it filled up most of what we talked of. There was a run of chestnut trees flowering, and we climbed a couple to get us a few handfuls of their teardrop leaves and some hunks of bark. He said he knew a good infusion for coughs and breathing troubles that I used to get a lot of when taking the brews, and that Mosa would get from time to time. He didn’t make a fuss either like some men had when I, having been a soldier and also a deckhand, flew up a tree faster than he did. Even asked me to lend him a hand up. I liked that he had no idea how to work up to a kiss, and it quieted him enough when I took the initiative that I realised I might have been the first he’d kissed since his keep, Mosa’s mother, had died.


Of Mosa he couldn’t speak enough, two summers old and a handful by all accounts, having found his feet and now pulling on anything left near the edge of tables, including a bottle of ink, which, even with cleaning, left him looking like he’d soldiered and paid the colour down in Jua. They sat me next to Mosa that night after our ride out. I tried eating my stew and helping Mosa with his, but not without getting the odd spoonful in the face from his bursts of excitement or frustration. I sang a few songs I knew and pulled some faces, which got the boy laughing, and it felt nice, filled my heart up.


Before the end of summer Aude had moved with Mosa up to my house, which pleased my kitchen girls and everyone else besides, it seems. By winter the boy called me Ma. I looked up at Aude the moment Mosa said it, for it made me tearful. He said, “That’s right, she’s Ma to you and her crew, I think. Isn’t that right, Ma?”


He was smiling too, and much moved, I think, and he give Mosa a kiss. That was the happiest I’ve been.




Chapter 3


Now


Her eyes are closed.


My eyes are closed. I’m warm, heavy and safe.


She must not move until the red drum beats.


A thump, a single unignorable knock. And it’s mine, I feel it. Either my finger twitches or I try to twitch it. And between these two moments and the flutters of sinew and muscle that follow I know I am held, swaddled. A fingernail of cold air irritates the back of my throat.


When she wakes, she must choose.


Not swaddled. Buried.


Reach up and leave us, or stay and begin her service.


My lungs pull and nothing happens. I spasm; warm wet earth binds me, holds shut my eyes. I pull again. A gurgle, something slithering into my throat from my nose, earth filling in behind it. I try to cough and force this fluid, this jelly, out of a channel – no, a pipe jammed solid in the side of my mouth. I’m shaking, convulsing in this bed, I drive my arms up, fingers wriggling, shoulders, chest; head straining to be upright. The weight on my arms falls away; they’re freed, and with the realisation that I am close to the surface I pull up my knees and kick myself by inches out of my grave, twisting onto my side to retch up and out this reed in my mouth and the thick cold slime that floods from my nose. I clutch my throat, maddened and terrified of the great weight pressing against my chest still. Then I realise what was missing by its return: my heart beating, now a demented pounding that has remembered its duty. I sneeze and cough up more of the slime, wheezing, breathing too fast, shallow gulps crackling, and I’m coughing out this green fluid streaked black with blood. Before I can open my eyes I’m gone again, my galloping heart an agony.


Fucking Oskoro.


The air’s more blue, I shiver and start awake. I try to open my eyes. My left eye, less swollen now, sees along my arm, sees vomit and whatever mix it was the Oskoro put inside me to stop me breathing. My right eye won’t open, I can’t move it, the one that the edge of the arrow caught. I reach up and there’s a press on it, a thick hard skin of wax spread over my face, a mask. It feels like I’ve got sand in my head, my nose full of the wax’s smell, honey and sour milk.


The wind has picked up, licking about two big rocks at each of my shoulders. The river is yards away. I want its cold to kill me.


“Your debt’s paid. Fuck off.” My throat and mouth are dry and raw, the words fall out of me like wood shavings.


The wind’s saying I’m naked. The river’s ready to give me my wish. Grebes and woodpeckers call undisturbed, so I’m alone.


I could lie here, cover the earth back over me like bed furs, curl up like a girl again, wake in the dark as my ma leaned in through our curtain. She’d say to me, my ma, “Up then, your pitties ain’t marching themselves to the pan.” Candle in her hand, red wool hat, a gift from Sukie Auksen, who loved her before my da won her with his songs and his hips. Thruun, my little brother, was cutched into me, thumb loose in his mouth and sleeping like the dead, for even stone will stir from time to time.


Give us a hand up then, Ma, if I’m to go on living.


The rock at my right takes her place and I pull myself up. I blink her candle away and squat to piss. I feel a poultice crack as I do, on my back, and look down at where the spear had come through me. I can feel something like a thread of yarn moving between the mash over the holes in my back and belly and I know it was Oskoro drudhanry, for they had plants with roots that could find a grip in the ropes of gut and the muscle and bones and blood of bodies, knit themselves into a feast of veins and drink their due.


It takes me a moment more of feeling around the wounds to realise I’m using my left arm. I move it carefully, for the arrow wound’s been done above my left bab too and it wouldn’t do to break the mash up early. I say early but I’ve got no idea how long I’ve been buried.


I hobble forward into the river, unsteady as the stabbing pins of waking muscles scritch with each step.


This is a river running clear, pebbles and boulders its bed, blurred by its force. It makes me gasp and cuss as I go in. I plunge under and the current strips me raw. If I open my mouth and fall back I can end it. I won’t get up. My bones would settle into the ground and my blood would find his blood, for we died far from our bloodlands and would be free. Their gates are locked.


My heart is beating too hard though, which is its own answer. The river runs through me, a heavy embracing rushing force inside and out of me, calling me to act, to follow its example.


I leave the river as the sun sets, clean, but I won’t survive the night without clothes or a fire. As I look down at the shallow pit the Oskoro put me in to heal, I see a ribbon of leather I had not noticed, running between it and a mound of earth a few feet away. I kneel at this mound, the ribbon disappearing into it. I dig aside the dirt and pull at the leather. A sack is buried, with a bow and quiver of arrows. It had all likely belonged to the herders.


A thick tunic, leggings and boots are in the sack, a noke’s fieldbelt, cheese and a flask. There are furs in the pit and a good knife, as well as the sack holding Mosa’s shirt and the spade I had with me before. I dry myself off a bit with the furs and put the clothes on.


I will go to live on the coast, follow this river.


So I hide from the farmers, sniffers and herders, survive in the weeks since my death, using the skills my ma taught me. The river gets fatter and slower. Aoig, what the Old Kingdoms call the sun, melts the snow and brings the world to life proper. I could feel it before, on a brew, what we called the song of the earth, when the brew makes every sense stand out like an agony, and the world wants to tell you too much and you can lose yourself and die in it if you haven’t been trained. But when I cracked open the wax over my face and rubbed away the poultice I could now see the song with my right eye, though I’m hard pressed to describe it.


Judging by my reflection, a pale streak is all that’s left of that herder’s arrow, there’s the knot of scar at the side of my eye, a lattice of bark and skin, and my eyeball is now all dark like gravy, rolling about the socket like it’s bathed in sand, like it’s an eye that don’t belong there.


This sight invades my other senses. If I shut my left eye, the pattern of what I see is different: I see the land’s living, I taste it, a sight beyond any fightbrew, a sight that disturbs my dreams with vapours of a knowledge perhaps only the Oskoro understand. All these weeks since I opened that eye I have tried to travel in the twilight, as no amount of beech leaves or poppy seeds eases the headaches and sickness that two different eyes cause. This is the sight of an eagle and we were not made to live with it.


Standing stones are carved at the borders between the lands of Carlessen’s Families, their grazing rights and sniffing rights and farmland. The land evens out, valleys running ahead to vales and plains. I have not been here before. I follow still the course of the river, a vein of life, food and water, both foraged and stolen. There are many more guards and watchers at theits than I had reckoned with coming out of the mountains. The warlord’s arm is lengthening. So I keep my distance from the river as I follow it, sleep in trees. But the peace I manage to take from the solitude is robbed from me when I’m woken only days out of the valleys the Nakvi-Russ river runs along. Horns, horns of the whiteboys, their screaming, maddening howl, like animals being slaughtered. Like people being slaughtered. These sounds blow through the birch and pine about me, blow past me from the west, at the river. The horns pull tears from my old eye. I hold my head and think about breathing, to only breathe, to stone the fear. The horns are death.


I string the bow and leap down to the ground from the bough I rested in. I take some snuff to clear and fill my chest for running. Birds take flight, darting out of the edge of woods near a theit; nine, ten huts, pens of pigs, chickens and plant fields. Those that live there are running about gathering their children, men and women taking up spears and passing between them a small bag, some plant to give them a lift. I see the beard hoop of the family’s leader, weavings in his keep’s hair, and it’s those two who stand just ahead of five men. The horns are sounding from the trees to the north of their theit. I glimpse, from this higher vantage point, figures moving between tree trunks, their horns echoing over the dell this Family have their home in.


They make them wait. It’s what they do. The horns fill the rising morning, scratching at the nerves, shrill screams that trigger the theit’s own babies and children.


One of the men standing behind their chief starts shouting, looses an arrow in defiance. The horns stop. A man staggers out of the treeline, crying out for their surrender. He has stumps where his hands were, blackened strips of cloth over them. He holds them up in front of him like he can’t get used to them. The chief tries to shout over him. Two of the men behind the chief then run forward to help what must be one of their kin. I almost cry out, it’s so obvious to me. They make forty yards to their man when I see the shivers in the air from the flight of arrows, cutting them both down. The maimed man falls to his knees at their side howling, leaning to one who must be a brother. Two more, a man and a woman, come from different huts, each with a bow and spear to make up the five again that stand with the chief. Then a horseman nudges his mount out from the trees. He wears leathers, fieldbelt, but his face, head and hands are chalked white.


“Line up the boys, Orgrif! Swear fealty to Samma Khiese! Feed our army with four of your kin and a quarter of your plant and the rest of you live!” Two flaming arrows are loosed, each thirty yards short of the nearest hut, but the intent is clear. The whiteboy knows the chief’s name. Could be a Seikkerson or an Auksen lad, accent suggesting one of those clans. Fucking traitor.


Orgrif looks to his keep then, and the knot of kin behind him. They speak, and he turns back to the whiteboy and throws down his spear and bow. The others follow.


I’m relieved. Nobody else needs to die if Orgrif isn’t stupid, and I can move on, keep ahead of them.


As his keep runs forward to the man on his knees, Orgrif whistles for the others in his theit to come out. Riders trot forward from the trees, nine in a line. Four dismount as they get to where Orgrif and the others are standing. There’s shouting and cussing from his people as the boys, four in all, are presented to the whiteboys. It worries me for they don’t know what the whiteboys will do if they are crossed.


Hard to hear then what is said, as I’m still over the river. The lead rider, and he carried himself as a leader, walks up to the boys. One spits at him as he leans close, catches him good in the face. I grip my bow and tears spring from my eyes. I’m not ready to watch a torturing. The boy’s mother shouts something. The lead rider puts the boy on the ground with one hard punch. Orgrif makes to move, but a man behind him steps to him and puts a hand on his shoulder.


The leader puts the boot into the boy, kicks his face a few times, then reaches down to grab him by his tunic and pull him towards his crew. I want to throw up, sick with fear for the boy, who can’t be more than Mosa’s age.


The other whiteboys ready themselves, all liplicking for some violence as I put an arrow against the bow and draw. I have to stifle a thrill then as I line up the shot; it’s this changed eye, so easy to judge distance, so clear the sense of the air moving between the arrowhead and the leader’s back. I’ve never been more sure of a shot. I hold my breath and let the arrow go, a thrilling certainty to its arc over the river as it hits the leader’s back and makes him stagger forward. As it hits him I move behind the tree I dropped out of. Shouts start up. I draw another arrow, nock it and step out of the trees again, hungry to feel that assurance, for it quelled my fear. The arrow hits one of the mounted riders in his neck as he stares down at his leader and he falls dead from his horse. I’m spotted now so I step further out from the tree, to goad them now they’re leaderless. One of them looses an arrow. It will land behind me, missing my shoulder by a foot or so. I still hold my breath as it flashes past me and I raise my bow again, everyone now looking over the river at me. I loose two more arrows as the whiteboys mount up and head for me. One hits a whiteboy as he drives his horse into the river, the other just misses its mark but catches the horse behind it in the neck, the rider thrown to the bank. The family see what’s happening, and a cry goes up from a couple of them despite Orgrif’s protest, and they run for the fallen rider.


I run into the trees, take some amony and pray to a magist it isn’t too much to kill me.


The slope rises steeply amid the trees. I climb up some banks and wait, listening.


“It gets worse for you, you don’t come out now!” says one of them.


“Grenned’s chops are smacking for meat, ain’t they,” says another.


He’s shushed. Three of them give away their positions clear as day, though there’s more than that about. They speak because they’re nervous, because they haven’t been trained not to. These aren’t whiteboys then, or Khiese now thinks some chalk paste’s enough. I still count three to listen for. I pick up a stone and throw it twenty or so yards, its knock against a trunk echoing. A shuffling and whispering about fifteen yards down the slope from me gives away another two.


I lean out, loose an arrow that hits one of them and lean back in. The boy next to him shrieks and I hear him make a move away from the one I just dropped.


There’s whispering, but the amony’s strong enough that I’m able to hear one calling for them to retreat. “She’s paid,” he whispers. “Brewed,” says another. Good. I hear from the soft footfall that they’re approaching my position. Some of their sightlines, if they’re with bows, will be stopped by the trees about us. There’s a thrill then I don’t, can’t dwell on, the same as when I rushed those herders. Moments from now it might be nothing matters. As I move out from the tree again, bow raised, I take all doubt and choice away. I’m free.


As the first arrow punches into the chest of one of the whiteboys and begins drowning him in his own blood I’ve drawn the bow again, easy as yawning, and I kill a second one of them, high in the middle of his chest.


Two more of them cry out and run at me with spears, ignoring the boy that called for their retreat. I run towards them, only the knife, and I do it because I have only the knife, because nobody does that against spears. I judge the better of the two from his stance and go for him. I’m quick enough, though I have no brew in me but what amony gives.


He couldn’t have had more than twenty or so summers this one, seems paralysed before me, thrusting the spear at me like I’m to be shooed away. I parry it and step inside, quicker and stronger than him. Stab him twice as he tries to fend me off, take the spear before either he or it hit the ground and keep moving. I have lost the place of those others around me and expect an arrow to hit me before I get my back to a trunk, facing the other of these two. He’s no older, quivering, blowing too hard as he readies himself. He slaps his spear into the bind, I roll it and push the point of mine through his eye. No movement to my sides. I close my eyes. One left. I hear him then, he’s running, north through the trees, denying me a shot at him. Trouble’s coming back double. The people of this theit are dead if they don’t flee.


I walk out of the trees and wave to the settlers so they know I’m not one of those who attacked them. The horses the whiteboys rode towards me I approach quiet and make my whispers. I could use a horse. They seem easy enough and are happy to be led with my awful singing back through the river and up to the huts.


A woman comes over; man behind her must have been her keep.


“I don’t know the Carlessen lingo. Abra or Common?” I ask as I tie the horses to a garden fence. I see Orgrif has gone to join his keep with the wounded man and his dead kin.


“You kilt them?” says the woman before me. She’s got grey straw for hair, whitening at the roots, and a pale leathery face in which I can see, I think, trust and concern. Her man was aiming to be relaxed with both hands on his spear like it was a staff, but he looks jumpy as a rabbit now I’m close.


“I did. One got away. More trouble’s coming.”


“Thucksen’s boy that was, the one leading them out of the trees. His family are five mile northwest and never worth the leather on a lash. You know this Khiese?”


Words lock in my throat; I can only nod. “There’ll be more of them, and you’ll all pay. I have to speak to Orgrif.”


“I’m Braidie,” she says, “come on.” She hooks her thin hard old arm in mine and leads me through the plant garden and up a path towards where the others are gathered, mothers holding their boys and girls close, while the one that was punched is hugging his ma while she puts a paste on him where the skin’s split, shushing him all the while. His eye’s all puffed and red.


She looks up at me as I come near.


“I owe you his life, his honour,” she says.


I shake my head. “He strengthened his rope with that one spit.” Which is a saying to mean he did his family and his line proud.


She cocks her head towards Orgrif, who looks up from the wounded man outside the camp. “He give us all up for nine boys with some chalk on their heads.”


“That in’t the only way to see it, Grumma,” says one of the spearmen who was stood with Orgrif a short while ago. “That spit’s going to bring this Khiese on all of us, and that brewed-up bitch there just sealed it,” he says, looking over at me.


“Pity you didn’t stand up to them, Annik, but then you can barely stand up to your sister when she’s knocking your lazy backside around your plant runs,” says Braidie.


Orgrif comes over then. He nods at me, but they all have questions.


“How’s Murin?” asks Grumma.


“Mell’s seeing to him,” he says before turning to me. “You, you’ve got colour, you have any plant’ll help him? He’s in a bad way.”


“I’ll see if I can help,” I says.


Mell, Orgrif’s keep, is kneeling over this Murin, rubbing something into his gums when I get there, poppy most likely, for I saw a run of it as I brought the horses up. Murin’s on his back now, shivering and mumbling. His stumps wasn’t done with a sharp enough edge or belted and bandaged soon enough. She’d washed them with vinegar from what I could smell, but it was obvious he’d lost too much blood.


“Not much I can do, Mell,” I say. I wasn’t wasting birch or bistort on a dead man.


“He’s got a baby not a season old, and a boy too,” she says, and she wipes her eyes with one hand while smoothing his head with another.


“Where’s his keep?”


“Ydka? Sniffing, she’ll be a league or two south.”


I put a hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry.”


“What’s your name?”


“Teyr. Teyr Amondsen. What Family are you?”


“We’re Kelssens, of the Carlessen clan. Amondsen, your Family is part of the Auksen clan? You look beat up, sorry for saying. Was it these whiteboys we’ve been hearing about?”


“Yes.” I had to pen my thoughts in. I take a breath. “You’re not safe now this has happened.” That Annik put the thought in me that my shooting the whiteboy might well have been the wrong thing to do, for all that the boy who spat at him would have been kicked to death.


Murin stops shivering and is still. He had been looking up at the sky and not at us the whole time.


“He must have seen the magist Halfussen calling for him,” I say.


Mell leans over Murin’s body to that of the one he fell down to weep over, who must have been his brother, shot by the whiteboys. She takes their hands and puts them in each other’s.


“They’ll go into our tapestry together now,” she says. She turns to me, and if my eyes are full it’s because there’s two I love that I hope have found the same path, and it’s them that’s brought me to my own knees next to Mell.


She puts her arms about me, and I can smell the flowers fresh braided into her hair. Her neck is hot, her cheek wet and I’m overwhelmed, for all this time since Khiese left me to die I’ve not held or been held by another. I pull away quickly because I can’t go back there.


“Sorry.” I stand up and wipe my face and recover myself.


Mell stands too. She’s good to look on, thirty years or so. There’s a way some have, a posture and a sympathy in the eyes for sorrow that disarms and welcomes, and she has it. It becomes apparent as we walk back to the theit and the gathering turns to us both, even Orgrif turns. It reminds me why I left my own family, for the strength of women never opens the way to their getting any power or recognition short of the subtle strings that the mothers of chiefs can pull.


“They’re coming back, Mell, more of them too. You need to tell your kin to leave here.”


She says nothing.


“They’re saying Orgrif give up your sons too easily.”


“I won’t bring him dishonour by speaking against him.” She could be my ma.


The whole theit’s out now, ranged about Orgrif, fifty odd, including the children. She speaks to them.


“There was nothing we could do for Murin. Someone needs to go and find Ydka and her dut. This is Teyr, she’s Auksen clan.” As she says it she’s looking about the family until she sees the boy, seven years or so, who must have been Murin’s son. Mell goes over to him and kneels down to hug him. She’s leaving the gathering to Orgrif of course.


“I’ll fetch Ydka,” says a man standing by. “Can I take one o’ those horses?”


“Yes, I would like to keep one of them to move on, if you’d show me that kindness, but the rest are yours.”


“You come down from the Auksen lands then?” asks Orgrif.


“I did.” He wasn’t getting my life story, and it was true to a point.


“I heard something of this Khiese, this warlord, a few weeks back when I was down at the dock. Is he all over the Circle? Has he taken Hillfast?”


“If he has I haven’t heard it. You’d do well to gather what you can carry and move south. The Carlessens need to know what’s coming.”


“I don’t think we will, Teyr. These are our bloodlands.” As Orgrif says this I look about and see Annik among those calling out their approval to this.


“They’ll be your bloodlands when you return, if Carlessen is honourable. Or you’ll all die when next the horns sound.”


“These whiteboys in’t for much if an old and paid-out drooper like you got their measure,” says a woman from behind Annik. She’s heavy-looking, Annik’s sister no doubt, a clay pipe in the corner of her mouth, though I can see it isn’t lit. The heat of those about me is somehow as clear to my eye as a smell is to my nose.


“Must have missed seein’ the shots she made from over the river then, Femke, best I ever saw,” says Braidie.


“If all of you could shoot well it wouldn’t be enough for what’s coming.” I look back at the horses tied there. Walk away. They couldn’t stop me if I did. Maybe my being here is giving them the grit to stay and I curse the thought.


“You seem to know a bit about what’s coming,” says Orgrif. “Will you help us set?”


Fuck.


I look about at this Family. I bet Steid Carlessen barely knows they exist except when his collectors come calling. They’re on their own, something Khiese’s relied on when bringing the Circle clans together against Othbutter.


I wish for a purse I can hide behind, some orders that deny me a choice. I look at Murin’s son and the other younger duts about. I look at the mothers. They don’t have the look that speaks of a confidence I’ll take their side. Probably think that, being a woman having ruined her body with brews, what could I know about the bond of love for a child? Fuck them. Here’s why I’ll do it. It’s because I get to kill more whiteboys, and Auksen and Seikkerson clan traitors at that. Because I can’t, even after all I suffered at Khiese’s hands, bring myself to leave these people to die, and dying myself’s something I’ve been neighbours with for longer than I can remember.


“I’ll stay, for what it’s worth. I’ll die with you rather than see you all butchered alone. These whiteboys, they start with burning your plant, killing your animals. They will try not to kill you for a while. The horns will go on for days. There’s nothing we can do until they get too close and make a mistake. It’s likely they’ll leave you without food if there’s enough of them to come in at you and do all that quickly. But they’ll leave then; they’ll just watch you, and retreat if you go out after them, pick you off as you do it. Then when you’ve lost hope and you’re starving, then they’ll come in at you. You want to stay here? I doubt any of us’ll live. I know all about your honour; I hope it keeps you warm when you’re surrounded by your dead.”


I don’t do myself a favour with them in saying that; they’re all shouting at me, bit of spit sent my way too. They haven’t the sense to see I could kill every last one of them on my own, and I paid out (meaning I had stopped paying the price of taking fightbrews) years ago.


“Enough!” shouts Orgrif. “We have our dead to bury. This woman is an Amondsen, a Family of the Auksen clan. Good blood. They’ve done us no wrong and she stands with us against what’s to come. She’s right to warn us, but I’m calling arms. We need mixes made; bring your plant and belts to Mell and help her make them up. Annik, Kirvotte, Grigg, bring your spades.” He turns to me then. “Stay at our hearth tonight, our guest.”


I inventory the horses’ saddles and lead them into a shelter with the theit’s three other horses. They are good enough stock; they’d make these people some good coin in any other run of luck. I find a sword, which is welcome, for these people rely on a smith in the theit that Braidie said the whiteboys come from. I would learn we had no more than four swords between us, though many more spears and some hatchets.


Their best fletcher was being buried so I ask Braidie to get others I can teach it to. Whole Family don’t have more than fifty or so arrows with their sniffers out.


I help best I can with the milk churning once I’ve set some of the younger ones off to find us some good wood, and it’s a way to burn off the rest of the amony I took. I have a chance at some unguarded sleep and I don’t want to waste it trying to stone my thoughts back from the dark.


Mell wakes me late in the evening. Theirs is a larger hut and she sits around the firepit with Orgrif and three young men who are dressed ready for the watch I proposed. They’re nokes but the best archers they have.


“Goodnight, Teyr? I hope you slept,” says Mell. She’s ladling some broth in a pot over the fire.


“These boys are on watch with you,” says Orgrif. “Maege, Erlif and Kirvotte. Teyr is your chief tonight. You do as she says.”


“Can you see out of that eye?” says Erlif. He’s got a cockiness about him, making the most of being a boy, I think, for he isn’t more than thirteen or fourteen years and Maege nudges him to shush him. He’s likely to be tricky and we don’t need that tonight.


“I can’t too well without this paste I use in it. Can you help me?” I say. Before he has time to say anything I’ve got the leather pouch from my sack and I take out a small stick. The plant in the stick needs to be melted before it’s applied, as it’s sealed in a guira gum mix to keep it fresh. I hand it to him. “You need to warm it till the end starts to run, then you’ll need to run it over my eye. Think you can do it, Erlif? Do you have a steady hand?”


“Steadier than this pair,” he says, knocking Kirvotte’s knee. He takes the stick but I grab his wrist as he does. He’s surprised at my strength. “You have to be steady, Erlif, or you’ll blind me.” His smile’s gone and he just nods. He leans over the pit, heats up the stick and then turns back to me. Mell’s behind him, smiling; she knows I’m exaggerating the danger, though it doesn’t much surprise me that Orgrif’s still not twigged.


“I’m going to hold my eyelids back, Erlif. Go easy, like you’re running your finger over a girl’s lips.”


“Like he’s ever done that before,” says Maege.


“Shut your hole.”


He’s up close now, heel of his hand on my cheek, tongue poking out with concentration as he brings the stick to my eye. I’m glad of the help for the eye’ll get a better soak than I can manage on my own. When I woke from that pit the Oskoro put me in and found these sticks that smelled just like them, something like burned kannab and honey, I knew they must have been for the bark and whatever other wounds they’d healed. They must use this oil on their own bodies.


I blink back the warm oil off the stick and it eases the eye a bit.


“Good work, Erlif.” He smiles. We’ve built some trust. It’s how I was taught.


“Maege’s cricky for you, he told me,” says Erlif.


“No, I’m not!”


“He is, keeps talking about how he wants a squeeze of Blackeye’s babs.”


The boy’s head bows, I can almost feel his face flush. Orgrif laughs loudly and Mell squeezes her mouth tight against the same.


“If you three are running the watch with me then we do it as soldiers. Reason you’ve got to help each other like Erlif’s done and Maege’s going to do is because you can’t prep for a war alone. You have to get past thinking with your cinch or your cock. Am I clear? Can you be soldiers?”


They nod, though Kirvotte’s smirked at my mention of both. Orgrif raises his eyebrows.


“Maege, you can do my spear wound and my arrow wound. There’s bark in them, needs washing with more of the oil comes from warming that stick.” I daren’t tell them it’s Oskoro drudhanry. No saying what they’ll then think, like it’s infectious or something. I pull my tunic off over my head, just a woollen shirt underneath. I turn my back on the boys and lift it.


“Maege, it can be hotter for these wounds.” The bark’ll drink up that oil. I hear a murmur as he does the bark. They can see the mess I’m in, the scars, the lumps and the knots from all the beatings and brews.


“Good work, Maege,” I say as I turn back to face him. “I’ll do the front myself.”


He half smiles and shuffles back to sit with the others on a bench near the firepit.


“Seen holes like that on pigs I stuck,” says Orgrif, “not ever on someone still living.”


“In’t many drudhas up to healing this sort of damage. But while you boys have had a go at rubbing my eye and my back, I’m sorry to say it’s my turn to prep you for our watch. You heard of the luta leaf?” None in the tent have.


“Let’s have our broth. And Mell, do you have a stick they can bite on?”


That takes the wind out of their sails, and they look at each other nervously now. Once we’re done with the broth I take four luta leaves from a strip of alka-guira that keeps them moist, for they’re thin enough to see through, like the film from a slice of onion, and a fuck lot less pleasant to put in your eyes.


“Who’s first? Kirvotte? Want to show the other two how it’s done?”


“What do I have to do?”


“You’re going to lift up each eyelid, I’m going to slip a leaf under them, onto your eye, then you’re going to take that stick and bite down on it while you keep your eyes closed for a count of twenty.”


He looks over at Orgrif, who has a smile appearing on his face.


“What are you laughing at, Chief?” he says.


“You’re braver than me.”


“Ready?” I says.


“Go on,” says Erlif. “This should be funny.”


Kirvotte shakes his head, leans in towards me and lifts up his left eyelid. I press the leaf on it.


“Quick, the other one, keep that eye shut!”


He lifts the other lid and on goes another leaf. I push the stick in his mouth just as he starts blowing and punching the ground. I put my thumbs on his eyes and with my hands keep his head still till the pain retreats.


He opens his eyes and instinctively grabs my arm. “On my rope it’s killing me!”


He looks then at the other two.


“Fuck a goat, your eyes are all different, they’ve gone a bit like hers,” says Erlif.


“The leaf’s melted, its juice has soaked into his eye. You need to get outside, Kirvotte, it’s bright enough in here you might do them some damage.”


He can’t stand up and leave quick enough.


“Who’s next?” I says.


They needed a few slaps during the first watch. Luta changes how you see the world in more ways than the obvious. Next night was more work-like; we was in trees about the perimeter of the camp but so’s we could see each other. Luta made it easy to spot even small gestures to say what might be wrong, and I taught them some signs to help tell what they were seeing while we waited. Fear give them some discipline for sure.


My days was helping Braidie, Mell and the others with plant, and also caulking their boat for an escape, stashing a bit of food and coin in it to take off downriver, though there’d be no more room than for eight or so in it.


Third night out the horns start their screeching and soon enough the camp’s out. Turns out some of the women are better archers than the men, and it takes some cussing and argument to ensure they get the mixes they need to do good work during an attack.


I tell my boys in the trees to drop their brews. They are mild enough they won’t make mince out of their brains, but should at least give them a clean rise. A short while later and Kirvotte’s signing that there’s two below him. I sign him to keep his place and keep signing back what he’s seeing.


I thought the luta might have an effect on the eye that the Oskoro changed when they healed it, but I discover it is already more potent than anything the luta can give. I see the two whiteboys passing through the trees, past Kirvotte and blowing their horns as they then come near Maege. I’d given the boys sporebags. I’d seen them used over in Farlsgrad, belet and plant heads harvested when they were heavy with spores and cut and dried inside eggshells that were gummed whole again.


Of course, it makes no difference what instructions I’d given Annik and the others at the theit; they show themselves, shouting back at the woods and giving away their numbers and arms and readiness. Idiots.


I watch the boys and they watch me as the night wears on. Then, there’s movement enough it’s easy for all of us to pick up on. Below Kirvotte I can see twelve whiteboys, their heads almost glowing against the more drab greens and olives that the luta turns the world into.


He’s signing their presence and numbers to me. Then they pause among the trees at the edge of the treeline and I see one sparking up a torch, which gets passed around for each of them to put to arrows. They move out of the treeline to prepare their shots. I sign for Kirvotte to throw his eggs at them. His timing is good; they’re raising their bows to shoot, and the eggs, hitting the grass, make barely a noise. One of the whiteboys coughs and lets an arrow go, but he loses the full draw and it flies flat and hits the grass harmlessly some way from the first of the huts. A horn then goes up in the camp as they’ve seen the fire arrows lit. Maege then signs, and I see below his tree a number of whiteboys come running through. Whatever routine they’d worked was now blown off course by seeing the bowmen coughing and choking and scrambling for their masks. I sign for Maege to hold his own attack. The whiteboys run out into the clearing around the theit, waving spears and swords and shouting as they head for the fences and the runs of plant this Family would be hard pressed to lose. Annik and about five of the other men move out to face them, and about them Femke and two of the other women start loosing arrows. The whiteboys read the range well and are quick on whatever brew they’ve had. The whiteboys run in to hurl a couple of spears. Annik then gives a shout and, clearly heartened by the sight of those on their knees choking and useless, thinks this is it. I feel straight away it’s wrong, it’s too obvious. I’m on the verge of whistling them to stay back at the huts when I hear below me a twig snap. I was caught up too much in what is before me, but now I refocus, there are forty-odd whiteboys snaking their way through the trees. This is a complete fucking slaughter, and I’m dead if I make a move. I look over at my boys still in the trees and give them commands and a sign to hold.


Sure enough, the forty below me start running across the clearing aiming to kill off what they knew would be most of the able fighting men and women of the theit. I give them about twenty yards and sign for my boys to drop out of the trees and start shooting at the whiteboys who lured out Annik and his men.


On the ground now, I step out from the treeline and drop an egg into the pouch of a sling that Mell had given me. The whiteboys have not seen properly what happened to the archers, and with their shouting I manage to get at least three eggs away, two hitting shoulders to give them cause to stop where the eggs broke. They shout then for masks as the spores get in them. My bow’s out and I start bringing them down, one by one. I’m spotted of course but with the engagement ahead of them they’re caught in two minds. One of them barks orders – it’s in their own tongue, I don’t get – it, and about ten of them turn and run back at me. Two have shields out and move to the front. I turn and run for the huts, bringing them in range of Femke and the other archers. The luta helps me pick out the divots and roots and stones that could, in this darkness, trip me. A couple of them fall and so prove their own sight mix isn’t up to much, and it gives me some small hope that their drudha won’t have prepped them much for the poison we made up.


The women start shooting arrows past me, one at least a bit too close, but I drop a shoulder as I see it thread a wave in the air a moment before it’s gone and has hit one of those chasing me.


In the clearing, despite our efforts, there’s twenty or more whiteboys running at Annik’s handful. I can only hope Kirvotte and the others did as they was told and was running back through the trees on the far side of the settlement to make the numbers up among the huts. The screaming starts as axes and spears find their marks. I leap a fence into an empty pen, throw my bow and remaining arrows over towards a nearby hut, and turn and wait for them to come at me. I’m breathing too hard, but the sword feels good, the doubt’s gone and I’m squaring up to these traitors when Braidie shouts at me, starts screaming my name. The first of the whiteboys leaps clean over the fence, wild delight in his eyes, drool hanging in strings off his chin. His brew’s been badly measured and he’s gritching out, pure and ravenous for murder. I manage to get the lean on his spear and stick him in the gut. My mistake is not pushing through to finish him because two more are up on the fence and coming at me. As I knock his spear to the ground he comes forward again bare-handed. I’m meeting another spear with my sword so he’s on me in a moment. I’ve got a knife out, turn side on to slide the second spear past me as it comes in, and I kick out. As the first man gets his hands on my throat I bring the knife up through his jaw. The two with spears reposition as they’re blocked by their kin from a straight thrust, so I pull him back with me using the knife in his head, his rotten breath and hot fingers still squeezing my throat. I can’t breathe, and this fucker isn’t dying, he’s grinning. There’s a shout to my right, sounds like my boys, and they’re shooting at the others who have come after me. Someone lands from the fence behind me and I’m a heartbeat from pulling the knife out of this whiteboy’s head and thrusting it behind me when Femke the archer runs past me with axe and a shield, the woman’s howling like a wolf in the Frenzy. My head begins to pound. It feels like I’m retreating from my body under his fierce grip and I find myself backed up against the opposite fence in this pen. I’ve got no choice, moments from another death, so I go for a pouch on my belt, my last eggshell full of spores. He’s opened his jaw with hoarse, watery laughter, forcing it down the knife’s blade, so I crush the egg in his mouth and pull out the knife. The spores explode around us. He’s got the worst of it and the paralysis is almost instant. I fall to my knees, coughing and retching as much from being strangled as with the spores that are finding their way through the alka-soaked rags I’m wearing for a mask. My skin’s itching and my eyes, even with the luta, are swelling.


“Teyr!” It’s Braidie shouting at me, somewhere behind me. I reach for the fence and feel my way up and over it towards her.


“Braidie, help me, I’m blinded. River moss with an arnica, bistort or labror tincture!”


I’m moving towards the sound of her running, the hand that takes mine is cold and wet.


“I have some river moss in our hut, but I’ve got Ydka and our children and there’s a bowman over the river, I can’t get these duts to the boat.” She’d read the end of this settlement as soon and as clearly as I had. “Those duts’ll only live if you go with them, you can’t die here.” My eyes feel like they’re frying now. Braidie fusses about in the bag of plant she’s carrying. For a moment my black eye trembles, I have this strange thought that it is responding to something I smell a moment later. Braidie opens my eyelids, one eye at a time, I can hear her chewing and she spits onto my eyeballs whatever mix it is I smell, the scent of labror in there a welcome hint I might see again shortly. I hear footsteps running up behind her, a child out of breath.


“Na Braidie!” says a boy. “Someone’s shooting at us down by the boat. I can’t find Crettie, Na, I can’t find her!”


“Shush now, where’s Brek?”


“He was trying to get on the boat, Mell’s gone down there, they turned over Da’s cart and they’re behind it. Ydka can’t do nothing because she’s carrying her dut.”


The juice from Braidie’s spit is like cold milk on my eyes, the spores are running out with the tears. I take the moss she’s kept in alka and squeeze the fluids from the mixture into my mouth, an astringent for my throat, which is sore from the spores.


“Here,” she says, and she gives me her quiver and bow, taking up a hatchet for herself.


“Take Teyr to the boat. She’ll help you all better than any of us.”


I begin to speak but she sharply cuts me off.


“Protect our rope and honour, Teyr Amondsen, take these children away that they might come back one day.” She puts a hand to my cheek a moment, then we turn as two whiteboys come running at us. I shove the boy back so he falls over, and I use the quiver to knock the first spear past me. The other of them has an axe, which I’m grateful for as it means he’ll need to get closer to me. Braidie pushes past me, flushed with some sort of brew. I can feel it, the heat of it, the violence of it I can almost read with my eye.


“Leave!” she bellows.


Her axe bites at least one of them. The boy with me is up off his arse and running down the slope towards the river and the cart that’s near their boat, so I have to leave her, and I know she’s going to die.


“Teyr!” It’s Maege, he’s running across the gardens, “Teyr, help us. Orgrif’s holed up with a few in his house, they’re setting fire to it.”


He’s covered in blood, his quiver’s empty and he’s shivering and gasping for air. I have to calm him.


“I’m sorry, Maege, I can’t. I’ve sworn to protect the Family’s children, I have to make sure they get on the boat now if they’re to live. Can you help me with the archer over the river that’s stopping us getting to the boat?” He looks over and on the luta sees what’s happening well enough.
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