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Prologue


Samadara felt the baby kick and shift, a sudden pressure against her bladder. He was nearly ready to leave her and she had run out of time to save him.


The room didn’t look like a prison. Her royal husband had been generous when he’d chosen her quarters and her chambers were in the oldest part of Ashfall, its ancient heart. The wooden walls were stained purple-red with grassweed and the tapestries over them showed scenes of the great ocean crossing, the smiling faces of their ancestors looking out from their ships towards the new lands. A thick rug covered the floor, giving her feet a sure grip as it rocked beneath her with the motion of the water. The windows were wide, letting in the weak winter sun and the not-quite-fresh smell of the lake.


The guards were out of sight outside the door, the door itself unlocked. But the guards were there and they wouldn’t let her leave, not while the baby remained inside her. She’d have her freedom again when her husband had taken his child’s life.


Athula huddled in the rocking chair opposite, a string of drool connecting her lips to her stained woollen dress. Samadara could see the meat knife at her belt. It was unremarkable and unthreatening, something the guards wouldn’t have thought to question. But if her maid had done as she’d asked, it would be sharp enough for the job.


‘Athula,’ she said, and again when the old woman’s eyes blinked open, ‘Athula, it’s time.’


The wrinkled face was hard to read. Was it pity Samadara saw there? Fear? Or perhaps those were her own feelings.


‘Are you sure, my lovely?’ Athula asked.


Samadara nodded. ‘The babe stirs – he’s eager for freedom. Soon Nayan will have his guards inside the room and there’ll be no saving him.’


‘Do you have to save him?’ Athula held up a hand when she would have protested. ‘Babies die every day, my duck. If your little mite comes into the world this way, he might live but an hour. It’s a high price for such a short time.’


‘I’ll pay it. Your man’s waiting outside as we arranged?’


‘And the guard has no eyes below, I’ve checked it myself. We’re ready, if you mean to go through with it.’


Samadara nodded. ‘Well then.’


Her body was ungainly, barely within her command in these last weeks of her pregnancy. She struggled with the front ties of her dress, her swollen fingers clumsy on the ribbons, but she batted Athula’s hands aside when the old woman tried to assist. She wanted her dignity now, or as much of it as her husband had left her. She let the servant help with her slippers, the barrier of her belly hiding even her own feet from her. She felt, more strongly than ever, that her body had been stolen from her, boarded like a river barge by brigands and forced to carry a cargo she had never sought. But though it wasn’t of her choosing, it had become more precious to her than she could have imagined.


Soon she was in nothing but her underdress. She hitched it over her hips and then sat on the edge of the bed to pull it over her head.


‘Here.’ Athula drew a flask from her apron pocket and offered it to Samadara.


‘You’re sure this won’t harm the baby?’


‘It might, my sweeting. It might. But screaming will harm him more, when the guards hear your cries and come to dash his head against the wall. Drink.’


The concoction was so sweet it almost gagged her, but she tipped the flask and drank it all. Its effects took only moments, a syrupy lethargy that was perilously pleasant. She nodded at Athula, fighting against her drooping eyelids. She wanted to be awake to see her son, at least once.


‘Ready?’ Athula asked.


She nodded again and her maid drew the knife. The blade was pitted but the edge was keen. Samadara watched as that gnarled hand rested it against the tight skin of her stomach. Her belly button protruded comically in its centre. She remembered the day it had inverted and how she’d thought about this moment and chosen it for her future. ‘Show me where you’ll cut,’ she said, suddenly desperate to delay.


Athula’s finger was cold as it traced an arc like the Smiler’s wicked grin the length of Samadara’s belly. ‘Here. It must be deep, but not too deep – I don’t want to be injuring the babe, now do I?’


Her touch tickled and Samadara squirmed away from it. ‘Yes. I see.’


There was no sound except the old woman’s harsh breathing as she pressed the blade more firmly against Samadara’s skin. The cut stung immediately and blood gathered into droplets along its length.


‘Finish it,’ Samadara said.


Athula grunted, clamped her hand across Samadara’s mouth and slashed the knife across her from hip to hip. Even with the sorghum juice inside her, the pain was deeper than she could have guessed and she screamed, her maid’s hand muffling the sound to a desperate whimper.


For a moment the cut was just a red line on her stomach. She watched with wet, shocked eyes as the line widened and then split, and the fat that lay beneath gleamed greasily for a moment before blood coated and hid it.


Athula smiled at her, perhaps encouragingly. Her broken teeth looked like old bones as she pressed her fingers against the gaping wound. The brown of her hand and the brown of Samadara’s stomach blurred together as tears misted her eyes and she realised that she was close to passing out.


Athula’s fingers clawed into the raw wound and pulled. Samadara tried to scream again and felt the horrible ripping as something tore. When she looked down, though, she saw that it had only been her skin. The cut was deep, but not deep enough. The welling blood was already beginning to clot and her babe still curled inside her, under a sentence of death.


She forced her eyes to remain open as Athula slashed the knife again, deep and hard. She was expecting the pain but it was less this time. Her mind seemed to overlook it, floating above her own body.


Her belly folded open and back. It looked like the flowers Lord Rajvir of Delta’s Strength had once sent her husband, the ones that smelled like rotted meat and trapped flies in their sticky petals. An evil mix of blood and darker fluids seeped from her stomach until Athula slashed the knife a third time and there was a gush of water, washing it all temporarily clean. And there he was, her son, his dark hair stringy and sparse.


The baby’s head poked grotesquely from her mutilated stomach. Her fingers tingled with fading sensation as she ran them over his soft scalp. She could see his little mouth, pursed like a rosebud. There was a smear of something over it and she realised that he wasn’t breathing and that this might all have been for nothing. ‘Help him,’ she gasped. ‘Please, Athula. Save him.’


Athula nodded, but her fingers fumbled against the slick blood coating Samadara’s son and his face grew bluer with every second.


‘Hurry, please. He’s dying.’


‘These old bones have lost their strength, my duck.’ But Athula’s grip tightened, and then she was lifting the babe clear of the wreckage of Samadara’s body and wiping his face clean with expert fingers


Samadara smiled to see his mouth open in a sudden, shocked gasp as he drew air into his body. Then his eyes blinked open and she was the one who gasped. His irises were silver, the unlucky colour of the moon, the pupils a vertical crescent within them that swelled into a dark sphere as her son looked at his mother for the first and last time.


‘He has the mark of evil,’ she whispered. ‘The prophecy was true.’


Athula walked the spiral corridors of the palace. She swayed with its gentle rocking and winced as the strain of staying upright set her knees to aching. The purple-red of the walls reminded her of her mistress’s body, spilling its insides out on to the bed. Her hands were still damp from washing the gore away and every time she passed a guard, she felt the sluggish beat of her heart quicken. But the alarm had not been raised and shouldn’t be for another hour; the guards only checked in on Samadara twice a night.


She thought of the woman she’d left behind, broken on bloody sheets. The death grieved her, of course it did, but the pain was a dull one. She’d done her mourning already, back when Samadara had first spoken of her plan. For the last few weeks when she’d looked at her mistress she’d seen a woman already dead.


The babe was what mattered now and he was safe, lowered in a basket to her son waiting below. They were to meet in the fallow barley fields beyond the rookery and then away, to the mountains and out of Ashanesland entirely. The heavy bag of gold wheels hidden beneath her dress would keep them as they raised King Nayan’s stolen son.


The spiral corridor opened into a broader one and to her left she saw the open space of the wheel room. The Oak Wheel sat at its head, the symbol of her sovereign’s power. She hurried past as quickly as she could, dropping her eyes from the carrion riders who slouched on guard outside the double doors.


The sanctuary was next, and she lingered there a moment to stare at the prow gods of the nation. She might offer a prayer for her success, but which of them would help her now? Lord Lust concerned himself with the making of babies, not their raising, and the Crooked Man healed the sick, not the newborn. There was the Fierce Child, perhaps, but he cared only for his beasts, and neither the Lady nor the Smiler had time for the life of one small child. Well, in some things the gods could help a woman, in all else a woman must help herself.


She sighed and shuffled on, through the painted library and the great dining hall lined with portraits of the little babe’s illustrious ancestors. Then there was daylight ahead and she was through the gates and at the foot of the bridge.


The 500-foot-long wooden span perched on top of the chains that linked the floating palace to the lakeshore. They were near the rookery now, as chance would have it, so she’d have to walk through the home of the carrion riders to reach freedom.


It did look a terrible long way. The inner bridge was shorter, but it led only to the island in the lake’s centre and the pleasure gardens that covered its conical peak. As a lass she’d often climbed its slopes to pick wild flowers with her swains.


The guards watched her incuriously as she began crossing the outer bridge. The musky odour of the mammoths reached her, the six hairy giants labouring in their traces to pull the weight of Ashfall along. The chains creaked and wavelets slapped against them as they moved, dragging the palace on its endless circuit of the lake. The walk was slow on her weak legs, but soon enough the shore came into sharper focus.


She turned for one last look at her home. Its wooden spires rose above the platform on which it floated, the paint that had once brightened them flaking and dull, as worn as her body. The pictures of lilies had decayed into leprous white splotches and the figures she remembered as proud guardsmen were faded to shades of themselves. They’d paint Ashfall again soon, as they’d last done in her twenty-third year, but she wouldn’t be there to see it.


The mammoth-masters smiled at her as she passed, touching their fingers to their foreheads. She smiled back and walked on. If all had gone to plan, her son was waiting for her. She looked for him, but the lake was littered with the craft of the landborn and it was hard to pick out his little skiff among them.


As she walked through the rookery, the cries of the carrion mounts sounded like warnings of ill-fortune, but when she finally reached the fields beyond, her son was there. The babe was tucked in a sling across his chest and her gut clenched as she thought of how many people must have seen him. They’d be certain to remember Janaka, who’d fathered no child but was carrying one on the very day the King’s cursed son was stolen from his mother’s womb.


It was too late now for such fears. She took Janaka’s hand and they walked together, along the bank of the river that gushed seaward from the lake.


‘He lives, then?’ She nodded at the bundle in her son’s arms.


‘He breathes. I gave him a drop of sorghum juice. I couldn’t have him cry out when I was on the boat.’


‘He seemed sickly to me. Too long without air, I’ve seen it before. Jamula’s lad never spoke more than five words, never grew in his mind more than a three-year-old, and he was blue at birth just like this one.’


‘I doubt he’ll live,’ Janaka said. ‘Even without the King’s men after him.’


Athula nodded and was surprised to find that they’d both stopped on the riverbank. The lively water rushed past beneath their feet. The purse felt heavy between her breasts, her skin warming the gold inside. She drew it out to show her son, and his eyes glittered as bright as the coins.


Janaka dropped to his knees and plucked a rounded rock from the mud, then another. ‘It’s hardly killing,’ he said. ‘The child was never meant to live.’


She stared at the bundle in his arms as he fixed the heavy rocks inside the swaddling clothes. It didn’t even really look like a baby. She’d only had one brief glimpse of the boy’s face and his strange eyes. Samadara was dead, and the child did have the mark of misfortune on him.


‘Well, Mama?’ Janaka asked. He was looking for her to take responsibility, and so she should. That was what a mother did for her son. It was what Samadara had done for hers, but Samadara was gone. This babe had killed her: he might as well have held the knife himself. Athula found that it was easy to hate him when she remembered her mistress’s mutilated, lifeless body.


She nodded. ‘He’s sickly – he’ll never live. Better to end it quick.’


She turned as the water swallowed the small, silent bundle and followed her son when he walked away.




PART I


Partings




1


If there had been just one thief, Krish might have tried running. But the moment he noticed the man ahead, lounging against a rock with his knife drawn and a stony look on his face, he heard the crunch of boots in shale behind him and turned to see the second.


The headman’s donkey, hired for the journey, raised his shaggy muzzle and brayed. Krish would have liked to do the same. He’d come all this way, three days down the mountain, along high, narrow tracks and through snowdrifts, and he hadn’t lost a single one of the hides and herbs and bone carvings his da had sent him to sell. And now this.


‘Going to Frogsing Village?’ asked the man in front, while the man behind sidled closer.


Krish nodded, lowering his head but not his eyes.


‘Trading?’


‘Hides.’ Krish saw no need to mention the other things, perhaps too small for the thieves to spot in the donkey’s saddlebags.


There was a moist hawking sound as the man behind spat. Krish realised his face was still pimpled and that he was no older than Krish; but they both outweighed him, and the second youth held an axe with loose strength. ‘We’ve no use for hides,’ he said. His voice was thick, as if his tongue was too large for his mouth. ‘It’s coin we want.’


‘I don’t have any money,’ Krish told him. ‘Not yet.’


‘Really?’ The first man closed his meaty hand around Krish’s left forearm and his friend took the other. They startled a little when they got a close look at Krish’s eyes but didn’t loosen their grip.


Krish knew he was shaking. He gritted his teeth so they wouldn’t chatter and said, ‘It’s true. I haven’t been to market.’


That seemed to give the thieves pause. The first released Krish to scratch a finger through his short hair. ‘Well,’ he said to his companion. ‘He is heading into the village.’


The doubt on their faces slowed Krish’s pounding heart a little. They were young and their weapons were flint like his own belt knife. They hadn’t managed to steal the coin to buy metal, which made them either inexperienced or inept.


‘I can tell you where you need to wait for other traders,’ Krish said. He pointed at a rock formation on the shoulder of the mountain, a twisted heart inside a brown ring. ‘See there, the grey boulder – another path runs beside it. This way is slow, for when the donkey’s carrying. That’s steeper but quicker. We take it when we’re going home.’ It might even be true. This was the first year his da had sent Krish down the mountain rather than going himself. Krish hadn’t yet figured out his route back, but he’d spotted the goat track he was pointing to and thought it hopeful.


The first thief was looking where Krish pointed, but the second’s gaze shifted over his shoulder, into the valley far below.


‘What is it?’ his companion asked.


‘It’s … I think …’ He walked forward, towards the lip of the escarpment. The other thief followed, his captive seemingly forgotten, and Krish thought he might stand a chance of slipping away. But now he could see what they’d spotted: a vast, complex collection of shapes in the distance, out of place against the brown mud and scattered trees of the valley. A dirty haze rose above it, circled by birds.


‘Is that Ashfall?’ Krish asked. He moved forward to stare between the two thieves.


‘Ashfall?’ the thick-voiced man scoffed. ‘We’re a thousand miles from Ashfall. Don’t you know nothing?’


‘That’s no shipfort,’ the other agreed. ‘It’s too big. And it weren’t here last week. You don’t know nothing, do you?’


‘Then what is it?’


‘That’s Smiler’s Fair,’ the thief said.


Nethmi paused fifty paces in front of the gates and grasped Lahiru’s arm tighter. His two guardsmen shuffled to a halt behind them, so close she could feel their garlicky breath against her neck. She knew they were gawping over her shoulder. She was gawping too. She’d heard of Smiler’s Fair, of course, but hearing and seeing were two different things. Now she was here, her uncle’s orders to stay away didn’t seem quite so unreasonable.


The gates were wood and twice as tall as a man. Through them she could see a broad street surfaced with straw and lined with buildings three, four and even five storeys tall, leaning perilously above the crowds. Further in there were taller spires yet, brightly tiled and hung with pennants whose designs she didn’t know: a fat, laughing man, dice and – she blushed and turned away – a naked breast. It was impossible to think that none of this had been here two days before. And the people. Tall, short, fat, thin, with skin and hair of every shade, a babble of languages and faces eager for the entertainments of the fair. It was hard to imagine herself a part of that crowd, swept along in its dangerous currents.


‘What’s that stink?’ one of Lahiru’s armsmen asked.


‘It’s the smell of everything,’ Lahiru said. ‘They say the fair holds one example of all that there is in the world – every food, every spice, every pleasure and every vice.’


‘And the virtues?’ Nethmi asked.


He grinned, not seeming to share her fear. ‘The fair’s only interested in what it can buy and sell. There’s no profit in virtue. Come, you’ll see when you’re inside.’


He pulled on her arm and she let herself be led. This might be the last day she ever spent with Lahiru, and she was determined to enjoy it. So what if her uncle had forbidden her to come here? Last night he’d told her of the marriage he’d arranged for her, a match to Lord Thilak of Winter’s Hammer in the distant and cold west. It was just three weeks until she went from her home to that lonely place.


Her uncle had given her no choice, only a portrait of her betrothed so she could grow accustomed to his face. Lord Thilak looked handsome enough, with thick hair and smiling eyes, but shipborn painters were paid to flatter. She’d seen her own portrait and while it had captured her doll-like prettiness with reasonable accuracy, she knew her nose wasn’t quite so straight nor her lips so full and red. And Thilak was old, approaching fifty. What kind of husband could he be to her? But there was no use dwelling on her situation. There was nothing she could do about it – only this petty act of rebellion, which would have to be enough.


The entryway to the fair was thronged with the landborn, but Lahiru’s men shouldered a way through so they soon came to the gate and those guarding it. Nethmi couldn’t help but stare. She’d seen Wanderers before, with their strange pale skin, but these men were odder yet. Their hair was gold and silk-fine, their limbs were wrapped tight in cloth of the same colour and they were as tall and slender as the spears they held crossed to bar the way.


‘Halt, stranger,’ one said, ‘and speak your name.’


Lahiru stepped forward confidently. ‘I am Lahiru, lord of Smallwood, and this is the Lady Nethmi of Whitewood.’


‘And those?’ the man asked, nodding at the guards.


‘Saman and Janith, also of Smallwood.’


Nethmi saw the other pale man carefully writing the names on his tablet, and then the spears were uncrossed and they were waved through. The smell was stronger and ranker inside, and the noise almost overwhelming. She held fast to Lahiru, an anchor in the tide of people washing down the thoroughfare. A goose honked at her and chickens flapped their wings from the doorway of one house while their brethren boiled in great tureens opposite. White-coated men ladled the broth into bowls and passed them out to anyone with the coin.


‘Why do they need our names? Will they report us?’ she asked Lahiru.


He shook his head. ‘It’s for their own use, not to be passed on. They keep a record so they can tell if anyone is missing. You’ll be asked again at each gate between districts, if I recall. Each company keeps its own records of who’s come and gone and a roll-call is taken every morning.’


‘But why?’


‘Well … So they know if the worm men have eaten anyone in the night.’


‘The worm men?’ She stared at him to see if he was teasing.


‘They believe so, yes. It’s how the fair knows when it’s time to move on. The worm men fear the sun—’


‘In children’s stories!’


‘The citizens of the fair believe them to be true,’ Lahiru replied, herding her away from a donkey cart and into the path of a juggler, who cursed as his batons and balls dropped all around him. ‘They believe the sun poisons the land against the worm men so they can’t emerge from their lairs below. But as the weeks pass and the fair keeps the soil in permanent shadow, the influence of the sun fades until the monsters are able to dig to the surface and snatch a victim. And when the first death comes, Smiler’s Fair breaks its pitch and travels on.’


‘But …’ Nethmi looked around. They’d moved deeper into the fair as they talked, into a region of narrow alleys and houses open on their lower floors to reveal stalls selling jewellery and cloth and spices and weapons and other objects whose use she couldn’t guess. They passed a tall, narrow house whose walls were covered in slippers of every shade, another filled with silver teapots and delicate glasses and a third whose walls of empty-eyed masks made Nethmi turn away uneasily. The stalls’ owners were of every race and people but their faces shared a knowing, cynical cast. ‘They can’t believe in the worm men here, can they?’ she asked Lahiru.


‘And why not? Haven’t you ever wondered why the shipforts always circle their lakes and the wagons of the landborn move once a week?’


‘That’s to remind us of our origins. We’re shipfolk – to move brings us luck. I learned that from my nursemaid.’


‘Maybe.’ Lahiru grinned, shaking off his unaccustomed thoughtfulness. Nethmi knew his light-heartedness irritated her uncle, but she’d always found it appealing. He’d been the same as a boy, back when her father was still alive and she’d imagined herself destined to be his wife, uniting the neighbouring shipforts in one family. But her father was dead and her uncle had chosen his own daughter Babi for Lahiru. He’d given her three children but little happiness, nor she him. And soon Nethmi was to be married to old Lord Thilak, an even less joyous union.


‘So, what shall we do now we’re here?’ she asked.


He pointed above her, to a pennant hanging from a roof beam, showing a rayed sun. ‘See that – it marks the company whose territory we’re in. Journey’s End, I think. Traders. And those others—’ he pointed over the roofs to distant regions of the fair ‘—the raven is Jaspal, so that’s the Fierce Children’s district. They’re in charge of the Menagerie, filled with animals from all over the world.’


‘I’d like to see that.’


‘I think it’s near the centre. And that–’ He blushed and froze with his hand pointing at a banner showing two dice with a strange bulbous-ended rod between them.


‘That there’s Smiler’s Mile,’ a high voice piped up and a girl no more than ten insinuated herself between them. She smiled, gap-toothed, and swung her arm in a wide circle over the roofs of the fair. ‘The fat man with a spoon, that’s the Merry Cooks. It’s them what serves the food, though I ain’t saying it’s good. The horse is the Drovers, no need to worry yourself about them – they ain’t for visitors. The snowflake’s the Snow Dancers. See, it’s simple. Queen Kaur’s face, that’s the Queen’s Men. You don’t want to go near them. They don’t do nothing but rob.’


Lahiru smiled and ruffled the urchin’s hair, though it was filthy with grease. ‘And the winged mammoth? I confess I don’t find that one so simple.’


The girl squirmed away from his touch. ‘The King’s Men. They put on plays. Boring. But that one—’ she pointed to the simplest banner of all, the black silhouette of a figure against a white ground ‘—that’s us Worshippers. We’re the best of all the companies, because we keep company with the gods.’


‘So we should go there, I suppose?’ Nethmi said. ‘That’s your impartial advice?’


‘No,’ the girl said. ‘Winelake Square in the Fine Fellows’ quarter. That’s where Jinn’s preaching today and he’s the best of all the Worshippers. You ought to go there.’


Nethmi pulled out a glass feather, but Lahiru took the coin from her and held it out of the girl’s reach.


‘Jinn, you say? The boy preacher who teaches disrespect for the Five and sedition against our King?’


The girl shrugged, seeming more annoyed than alarmed. ‘Some people think so, but he keeps the fair’s peace and the fair keeps him safe. Why not hear him out?’


Lahiru held the coin a moment longer, then tossed it to the girl and watched her catch it, bite it, slip it somewhere beneath her cloak and melt back into the crowd.


‘Well?’ Lahiru asked, turning back to Nethmi. ‘Shall we hear sedition being preached? Your uncle would be furious if he learned of it.’


She thought of her upcoming marriage, unwanted and inevitable, and returned his sly smile. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘He would.’


Eric didn’t have many strong opinions, but he felt strongly that if a boy was about to be replaced, it was kinder not to let him know. It didn’t seem Madam Aeronwen shared the sentiment, though. Not with the way she was fawning all over Kenric while the rest of her sellcocks and dollymops gobbled their lunch in the kitchen paying customers weren’t invited to.


The room was cramped and rough, nothing like the public areas of the house. The wooden ceiling was low, the walls unpainted and the smell of stew made from tainted meat lingered. Eric liked it here, or he always had. But that had been when he was the one being smiled at and slipped little treats. Now it was Kenric.


Kenric was lapping it all up, the way he always did. He picked at pieces of fruit and put them in his mouth one at a time, being sure to lick his lips and his fingers of the juice after each. It was shameless, even for a whore of Smiler’s Fair, but Eric knew he only had himself to blame.


Six months ago, Kenric had been a stable boy with the Drovers, miserable and with many years of shovelling shit left ahead of him before he bought out his debt bond and earned full membership in the company. Eric had shared a few small beers with the thirteen-year-old, and maybe he’d boasted a little about his life in the Fine Fellows and how he was near halfway to buying out his own bond.


But he hadn’t known that Kenric would go to his master and beg him to sell his bond on to Madam Aeronwen. Nor that she’d shell out so many gold wheels for the boy, who was pretty enough to be a girl and young enough to have no hair on him and skin as smooth as a baby’s.


The lad seemed to feel Eric’s eyes on him. He grinned and rose, oozing over towards him until he was sitting in Eric’s lap with his thin arms around his neck.


‘Tell you what, mate,’ Kenric said. ‘I’m out of lotion, and you got that palm oil what your clients go crazy for. Lend me it, will you?’


‘It’s mine,’ Eric protested. ‘I paid for it.’


Kenric batted his long lashes and looked up through his curly honey-coloured hair. ‘But you ain’t using it. You ain’t got no gentlemen booked today, and I got three.’


‘Give it him, Eric,’ Aeronwen said, her square face stern. ‘I’ll drop you five glass feathers, if you’re begrudging the cost.’


And that, of course, was that. Kenric left Eric’s lap as soon as he had what he wanted and they all went back to eating. Except Eric didn’t have much of an appetite any longer. He put down his knife and stood.


‘Off to drum up some custom?’ Kenric asked in that sweetly poisonous way of his.


‘Going for some air, ain’t I?’ Eric said. ‘It’s close in here.’


‘Not much fresh air to be had out there,’ Madam Aeronwen said. ‘The Worshippers sent to ask leave for their boy Jinn to set up shop in the square. He’ll be preaching to the cullies and there won’t be room to swing your balls.’


‘Then I’ll listen to Jinn.’


Madam Aeronwen laughed, a sound like hard cheese being grated. ‘You turning cully, my Eric? You’ve been in the fair five years now, you know how it goes. You pay the Worshippers’ coin and they see you right with all the gods a person needs to bother with. There’s no call to go believing any of it.’


‘Ain’t no harm in listening,’ Eric muttered. ‘Might be entertaining.’


She frowned at him, face fierce beneath her short grey hair, then waved a hand. ‘Go then, but keep a keen eye out while you do. Your takings are down this pitch and your room and board ain’t cheap. Find yourself an old man with a fat purse, my lad. That’s better than any god.’


The air wasn’t any fresher outside, but then he’d hardly expected it to be. The square was filling already. There were the usual cullies scurrying into drinking dens and the arms of other whores, and the citizens of the fair getting ready to relieve them of their coin in any way that presented itself. But another crowd was building in the centre around a small stage.


Eric strolled towards it, not actually that interested in hearing what the preacher boy had to say, but too proud to go back inside. And maybe Madam Aeronwen was right. Perhaps there was trade to be picked up here. The folk who came to the fair weren’t generally looking for religion and he could provide something a lot more fun than praying, couldn’t he?


The preacher himself was heading for the stage now, a slight thing younger even than Kenric. He didn’t look like much, but Eric knew he had a big name among the Worshippers, and they weren’t the sort to be easily impressed. Maybe he would have a listen after all. He eased himself closer just as the man next to him did the same. They bumped into each other and it wouldn’t have mattered, only the cully tripped over his own legs and fell against a man seated at a table outside the Blessed Dice.


It was remarkable how quickly it went off after that. The man the first had fallen against lashed out, hit the wrong fellow, he in turn thumped the wrong man and soon a general brawl had broken out. Eric didn’t get the impression anyone involved had been much averse to the idea of a fight in the first place. He wasn’t too keen on it, though, and he scrambled aside.


He wasn’t the only one making himself scarce. He saw Thin Pushpindar and Fat Pushpindar laughing as they hopped out of the way of a falling tribesman, and the cullies were scattering all around. One woman was almost squashed before her companion grabbed her hand and dragged her clear while the two bruisers with them scowled and pushed the fighters away. The woman’s friend looked round, scanning for more trouble, and his eyes hooked Eric’s.


The man was handsome enough to be a whore himself. His skin was the pleasing brown of the Ashane, with wavy hair a shade darker, while his trousers hugged his trim legs. Eric’s prick twitched appreciatively and he felt something in his gut, or maybe higher, that made him stop and stare. He didn’t even remember to pout prettily the way Madam Aeronwen had taught him.


The other man was staring too and Eric knew that expression. He used to see it a lot, and now he was sixteen and not such a pretty boy as some others, he saw it less. This man wanted him. But then the woman he was with touched his arm and he glanced down at her and smiled. Maybe he was wed to her and couldn’t have what he lusted for. Maybe not, though, and so when the man looked back over, Eric pointed to Madam Aeronwen’s and winked and even remembered to pout this time. And it seemed like the man winked back, but a group of brawlers fell between them, more and more cullies piled into the square and Eric lost sight of them.


He sighed and turned back to the stage, where Jinn was getting ready. He might as well listen to the preacher talk about his god. Perhaps if he had a word afterwards, Jinn could pray a little for him and get the man to remember Eric’s wink. Perhaps he could get things back to the way they were before Kenric came along and made his sweet life a little more sour.


Dae Hyo had found himself in many fights over the years, but he’d never before woken up in the middle of one. The tankard he’d half drunk was knocked into his lap and he leapt to his feet with his trousers soaked and his head fogged with beer.


As fortune would have it, his leap took him into the path of a flying fist and he fell back into his chair, clutching his bruised temple as the man who’d hit him yelled and shook his hand in pain.


‘I tell you what,’ Dae Hyo bellowed. ‘That’s no way to wake a man.’


His attacker wasn’t listening. He’d turned to the man on his left, a lanky, ginger-haired thegn from the Moon Forest, and was busy trying to grind his face into the nearest table. Beyond him, a Maeng warrior was kicking the belly of a downed Ashaneman while his brother drew his knife on another. It was more of a general brawl than a specific grudge, it seemed. There were at least a dozen men involved that Dae Hyo could see and he could think of no reason he shouldn’t join in too, just for the fun of it.


The nearest man available for a beating was a broad-shouldered Gyo with a squint and fists the size of boulders. Dae Hyo let one brush past his head and then returned one of his own, watching in satisfaction as a bloom of blood burst from the other man’s nose. After that it was hard to keep track. He sweated as he fought and a brief rain shower turned the ground to mud, which soon coated them both. Dae Hyo smiled, though most of the rest looked grim and the knife-wielder was grimacing at a slash in his own side. But what did he expect if he was going to come armed to a friendly little fight?


Dae Hyo had his hand around the ginger thegn’s neck and his knee in the man’s back when someone shouted ‘Stop!’ in such a loud, high voice that he let go in surprise and his opponent fell into the mud and shit below them.


The other fighters seemed equally frozen as the shout came again. Fists dropped to sides and they all swivelled to face the source of the noise, which turned out to be a boy not old enough for his balls to have dropped. He stood on a small stage, a woman beside him, the two so alike she could only be his mother. They both shared the high, sharp cheekbones of the people of the far savannah, though his skin had the darker tint of the tribes about it. He smiled at the startled fighters and more broadly around the square, where Dae Hyo saw quite a crowd had gathered.


‘Friends,’ the boy said. ‘Will you sit and listen? I promise I ain’t gonna keep you from your fighting long. There’ll be time enough before sundown to beat each other bloody if you choose.’


‘It’s Jinn,’ said the man Dae Hyo had been in the process of strangling, as friendly as if they’d just been sharing a beer. ‘Jinn the preacher boy. You’ll want to hear this.’


Dae Hyo stared at the strange boy a moment longer, then sat in one of the few remaining chairs.


Jinn nodded across the crowd, seemingly at Dae Hyo himself. ‘Thanks to all for the attention. It ain’t for me, I promise.’


‘It’s you what’s talking!’ a woman shouted.


The boy Jinn laughed. ‘That’s true, I ain’t denying it. But I ain’t come to talk about myself.’


‘The moon! The moon!’ other voices yelled from the crowd.


‘The moon it is,’ Jinn agreed. ‘I see there’s some here have heard me before. I’ll speak of the moon and plenty else besides. Will you listen? I promise it’s a good tale, one you all need to hear – one that’s for you all.’


His face was suddenly solemn and the crowd quietened.


‘Thank you,’ Jinn said in a soft voice that somehow filled the crowded, muddy square. Dae Hyo looked round to see a good three hundred people watching the preacher. Even those outside the gambling dens and whorehouses had turned their chairs to listen. The air was so still, Dae Hyo could hear the rattle of dice echoing through one window and the low grunts and high yelps of fucking from another.


‘Let me tell you all a story,’ the preacher boy said. ‘It’s about the moon, like you guessed, and the sun, and the war they fought many years ago, before the Moon Forest folk, or the Ashane, or any of the tribes came over the sea to these lands. It all happened so long ago that no one but the mages remember, and they told it to me true. For centuries the Ashane and the tribes and the folk of the forest have looked up in the sky at night and all they’ve seen is a dead rock. And that’s all it was for centuries, but it wasn’t always so. The moon was a god once, who was called Yron, and he and his sister the sun, who was called Mizhara, studied the world together, when the world was young.


‘See, Mizhara, she wanted to know how things worked, orderly things, and she made up the numbers to describe them: one, two, three, four, five and all the rest. But Yron saw that her numbers were only good for talking about circles and squares. He wanted to know how waves worked, and what was less than nothing and what happened after the end of eternity, so he invented a new type of number to describe all those things.


‘While they were busy arguing over that, they looked down on the world below and saw things neither of them could explain, not with all their numbers. There were animals and people, which couldn’t either of them be pinned down that way, and so together Yron and Mizhara devised the runes to explain them. But animals and people ain’t like rocks or waves. They’re alive, and so were the runes. They had the power to make things as well as describe them, and that scared the sun, but the moon loved it. He made new life, and that’s when his sister turned against him, because she only liked order and life is always messy, especially the type he made.’


‘The worm men!’ a woman shouted. ‘He made the worm men!’


‘He did, it ain’t false,’ Jinn said, and there was a murmur of disgust. ‘He made them as his servants. The worm men loved the living, because Yron made them to understand life. They were ugly-looking, though, and Mizhara hated them for that. She only cared for what was perfect. But nobody’s perfect, not truly. We all got our faults and our scars and the ways in which we’re different from each other.


‘When Mizhara said she hated the worm men, she really meant she hated us. Not all people, maybe, but all you gathered here. I ain’t met each individual one of you, but I know this about you: you ain’t come to Smiler’s Fair to be like normal and live a normal life. You want what you ain’t supposed to want, and that’s what Yron understood. Mizhara, though, she couldn’t let folk be as they wanted, only as she ordered them to be. So she and Yron fought a great war, and the sun won and blotted out the moon.’


This time the silence was complete, and Dae Hyo couldn’t help noticing that the moon itself had risen white in the blue sky, as if summoned by the boy preacher’s words.


‘She killed him,’ Jinn said, ‘and his death made his servants crazy and sent them beneath the ground, where they’re a blight on us all to this day. We’re afraid of the shadows, friends. We run into the light and we move. We always move, not because we want, but because that’s what the sun ordered. Wouldn’t you like to bide in one place, just for a while? Don’t you want not to be afraid? Don’t you want to sit in the shade and not feel your heart thumping but only the cool and comfort of it? Don’t you want to be who you are, and not who people say you should be?


‘Friends, you can sit in the shade and you can sit still and you can be who you want one day very soon. You can do all those things because the moon ain’t just a dead rock any more. The moon’s god has returned. He’s been born again, right in this very kingdom, and though he was cast out, he’ll come back to claim his inheritance. He’ll change things, but he ain’t gonna do it alone. You’ve gotta change too. You gotta be ready. Some of you here, you feel it in your hearts, you’re the moon’s men and the moon’s women. Yron’s speaking to you, you just gotta listen. Because the moon is rising. And all those who don’t rise with him will fall.’


When the speech was over, Dae Hyo sat in a daze as the square emptied around him. He’d intended to stay the night in the fair, renting a room in one of the lodging houses or – he’d be honest with himself – in the company of one of the whores. Jinn’s words kept circling round his head, though, and those words told him he had to go.


Leaving seemed quicker than making his way in, as if the fair couldn’t wait to spit him out now it had sucked all the profit from him. They’d put the place near a sluggish, muddy river and he followed it back up its course for two hours until its waters had grown a little livelier and Smiler’s Fair was lost to sight. Only a smudge of smoke in the sky showed its location. A black cloud of birds circled within it, like a hungry whirlwind.


Dae Hyo found a good rock to sit on and dropped his pack on the ground beside him. The bottles clinked as it landed: whisky from the Fine Fellows’ quarter and the vodka he’d found an old Yeum woman selling from a stall beside the Menagerie. The stall had smelled of animal shit, but when he’d sampled the drink he’d found it pure and strong as a stallion’s kick. Between them, the bottles had cost him a full third of what he’d earned in the mines since the first frosts fell this winter. It had seemed easy to justify the expense. The work was dangerous, often lethal. A man didn’t go down to face his death without something fortifying inside him.


Now, though, he wasn’t so sure. That gold he’d spent had a purpose. He had a purpose and he could see that he’d been letting the drink wear away at it, like a river eating out its bank. It was as that boy Jinn had said – he needed to change the way he went about things.


The water in the stream was bubbling nicely over the rocks. Dae Hyo stared at it for a while, as the sun slipped away and the moon took over lighting up the sky, though it didn’t do such a good job of it. Its reflection wobbled in the water until Dae Hyo threw in a pebble and shattered it entirely.


It was hard to change, that was the thing. A man grew used to the way he was and the way he went about his business. He knew it worked, or to be fair, that it didn’t fail frequently enough to be a problem. Change was dangerous. He’d already faced one so monumental it had broken his world as completely as the reflection of the moon had shivered into pieces on the surface of the water.


Dae Hyo flexed his arms and felt the strength in them and he knew the power in his legs. But he patted his belly and felt the wobble of fat that hadn’t been there five years ago. He was more than he had been, and not in a good way. It was the drink, he knew that. He could almost see it sloshing beneath his skin.


When he kicked his pack, the bottles tinkled. It was a pleasing noise. He savoured it a moment and then opened the ties and drew them out, all seven of them. He didn’t let himself hesitate long before pulling the stoppers and pouring the contents of each into the river. Their smell was soon stolen by the water.


After that, all that remained was to throw the bottles to float away on the surface. The moon suddenly emerged from behind a cloud, a pretty sphere of silver, and he knew it was a sign. He’d become the warrior he was meant to be. The moon god wanted the world changed, and he was ready to change it.


Krish decided it would be safest to return to the mountains in the dead hours of the night. He’d sold the goatskins and herbs and carvings for a good price. There was coin rattling in his purse and he couldn’t risk meeting the thieves.


He travelled by the same path that had brought him to Frogsing village. If the thieves were still waiting, he hoped they’d be doing it on the route he’d shown them on the opposite shoulder of the mountain. The one he’d taken was broad and easy to pick out even in the pale moonlight. His footsteps crunched against the pebbles, far too loudly. There were few other noises. A night bird hooted. Something unseen splashed in a stream and a hunting cat yowled nearer than he would have liked. But there was nothing that sounded like other men.


Still, he could feel the tension making his back ache as he led the donkey on. When the beast brayed he almost cried out himself. He halted, heart pounding, and stared into the darkness. He could see nothing, and after a few moments the donkey dropped its head and started cropping the grass, unconcerned.


Krish stroked its warm back to calm himself and then led it round the next bend and onto the escarpment where the thieves had confronted him. His muscles knotted as he walked past the spot where the knife had been waved at him, but no new attack came. He crept to the edge of the path to look down into the valley below.


Everything was in darkness aside from one blaze of light, a great sprawl of it near the horizon. It was mostly the yellow of flame, but there were stranger blues and purples too. The village men had told him about Smiler’s Fair. They said it was a place of great excitement and awful activities they’d been coy about describing. He wondered if they really knew.


Some of them had spoken of travelling there and one young man had asked if Krish wanted to join them. He had wanted to. But his ma needed him back in the village and his da would be angry if he was late. This was the only occasion he’d ever left home, and it was time he returned. What would he do in Smiler’s Fair anyway, in a place so big and foreign? He’d be lost. He looked at it a little longer, then turned his back on the light and began the long climb back into the mountains.
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Nethmi felt the muscles in the bird’s back shift beneath her thighs. Its claws dangled beneath them, each talon longer than her hand, while the stench of rotten meat wafted around her with every beat of its great grey wings. Her legs were burning after a full day of riding and she groaned as one wing tipped and they veered towards a narrow pass between jagged peaks. The rider behind her clucked sympathetically, but she wasn’t sure if it was for her discomfort or the carrion mount’s effort.


She’d wanted to travel by land, but Puneet had insisted that only the birds would be fast enough. So she’d hidden her distress and remained proudly silent as she took to the air above Whitewood and watched the ancient, ossified trees and the half-frozen lake and the winter-brown fields and everything that was her home pass away beneath her. She’d hoped for one last look at Smiler’s Fair, but their route hadn’t overflown it. She saw nothing but sheep on the foothills of the White Heights.


Then High Water Fastness was beneath her, its squat towers dwarfed by the frothing waters of the falls. And here the true mountains were. There were no more shipforts, only an occasional cluster of tents beneath her, landborn settlements. She spotted wolves too, and once a yellow blur that might have been a mountain lion.


It was so strange to be back. She’d been born in the Black Heights, and when her mother had died delivering her, her father kept her with him on campaign as he fought to subdue the mountain savages for his king. Nethmi’s earliest memories were of this pure white landscape, the army’s encampment spread like a pox across it and herself seated in her father’s lap beside the fire as he discussed strategy with his lieutenants. Those were happy memories – the best she had. But though she could remember the snow, she’d never remembered the cold. The past had a warm glow to it that the present was sorely lacking.


This high, the sun still blazed in the blue sky, but dusk had already come to the valleys. The carrion mount’s head dipped and her stomach lurched as it dropped towards the gloomy ground. Minutes later, it landed in a three-foot-high drift and she sighed as she dismounted, then yelped as her muscles seized and she nearly toppled sideways into the snow.


The carrion rider was too busy fussing with his mount to notice, ruffling its feathers and murmuring softly to it like a lover, but one of the household guard stopped her fall. She nodded her thanks and he blushed to the roots of his brown hair. He looked like he meant to speak until he saw Captain Mahesh watching him and scurried away to attend to his duties. Mahesh was her uncle’s right hand, his eyes and ears on this journey, and he’d not like his men growing close to her. They were all too young to remember her father and the way Whitewood had been run before his death. She believed they’d been chosen for that reason.


Her own tent was larger than the rest, but it was still a tent. And she would sleep on furs, but there was rocky ground beneath them. She watched as her servants put it all in place, shifting from foot to foot impatiently. It had been like this on campaign all those years ago, but then her father’s soldiers had competed to make her comfortable, to bring her the choicest treats.


‘Whisky, milady?’ one of Mahesh’s men asked, holding out a flask. ‘Helps to ward off the chill.’


She took the drink and smiled at him, grateful for the small kindness. ‘How much further?’ she asked.


‘Five days, milady.’


Five days until she reached Winter’s Hammer and the beginning of her exile – though no one called it that. She sighed and stooped to enter her tent.


The next morning dawned even colder. She could feel the icy bite of the air from beneath her sleeping furs, and the thought of rising from them was unbearable.


‘Ayesha, a fire please,’ she called.


Her maid entered quickly and Nethmi guessed she’d been waiting outside. She moved stiffly as she laid the logs in the sooty brazier. ‘Breakfast, milady?’


‘Yes, breakfast, and for you too. You look like you need unfreezing.’


The girl smiled. ‘Aye, ’tis bitter cold out and them carrion riders ain’t no use. All they do is groom them awful birds, which don’t make them smell no better, let me tell you. But you’ve a good heart, Little Blade.’


Little Blade. Not many people used that name now. Her father’s soldiers had chosen it, when he made her a miniature copy of their own uniforms to wear, complete with a tiny sword. The sword had been blunt, so a six-year-old couldn’t hurt herself with it. Later, when the war had been won and the lordship of Whitewood awarded for the victory, her father had sharpened the blade.


Ambitious men need fear only failure, he’d told her as he handed her the weapon. Successful men must fear everyone. I’ll be happier knowing we’re both armed. But a sword hadn’t saved him from the snake venom that carried him away in screaming agony only six years later. Oh, they all said it was a terrible accident, the creature somehow escaped from its cage beneath the Fierce Child’s shrine, but Nethmi knew the truth. Puneet had worn a mask of grief no different from the animal masks the landborn wore to honour the Fierce Child on Deep Winter Day. His real face, the real feelings, were hidden beneath.


She quickly washed her armpits and face in the hot water Ayesha had supplied, shivering as it cooled on her skin. After that there was nothing to do but go out and face the men.


It took Nethmi a second to notice what was different about the camp. It seemed empty, and then she realised: the carrion mounts were gone. Mahesh caught her gaze and hurried over, smiling insincerely.


‘We’re not at Winter’s Hammer yet, are we?’ she asked. ‘I thought Lord Thilak’s shipfort was in the highest peaks.’


‘It is, milady. But the air’s too thin up there for the birds; they can’t stay awing. I’ve seen a mount sicken and die just for lack of breath. We’ll be taking a different transport the rest of the way. They should be meeting us – ah yes, here they are now.’


Nethmi heard the jingle of harness and turned to see a train of mules being led towards the camp by a man who appeared as rough and unwashed as his animals. ‘Could we not ride horses, Captain Mahesh? Those poor creatures look as if they’d break under the weight of some of your men.’ The beasts looked mean-tempered and foul-smelling too.


‘You’d be surprised, milady. The mules are stronger than they appear, and they can climb the rocks where a horse would break its leg and send you both plummeting to your deaths. The mountains don’t breed them pretty, but they breed them tough. You’ll see for yourself’


It wasn’t an entirely encouraging thought, and judging by Mahesh’s expression, it wasn’t meant to be.


Up close, the landscape was no more appealing than it had been from the air. The rocks grew sharper as they climbed higher and what plants did claw their way through the snow looked thorny and desiccated. Her mule didn’t seem to mind, stooping its head at unpredictable intervals to take a mouthful of thistles and jarring her already bruised flesh.


To one side of the path there was a landslide of scree stretching down to the valley, now many hundreds of paces below. To the other was a sheer cliff. She had always remembered the peaks as majestic, even beautiful, but now there seemed nothing romantic about them. This was a harsh, ugly land.


She fell into a sort of brooding daze as she rode. Damn Puneet, she thought, round and round and over and over. Damn him. Lord Nalin of North Star had sought her hand for his son. Nalin Nine Eggs they called him, a miserable old man forever harping on the raw deal his ancestors had negotiated for the shipfort in the New Covenant: ‘Nine eggs, only nine carrion eggs, and we the largest fort on the five lakes.’ But Arjan was a promising youth and not terrible to look at. Her uncle could have made the match. Instead, he’d sent her to be married on the outer edge of the civilised world.


The path had flattened as it reached a high plain before the next range of peaks, and she saw heaps of rocks tumbled over the grass to their right. When they drew closer, she began to discern forms in the rubble, sharp right angles that must surely be man-made, and then the glint of sunlight on something polished. She realised with a start what these must be: the ruins of Manveer’s Folly, the palace which, legend said, had killed its creator.


Captain Mahesh had seen it too. He hesitated a moment, then raised his arm and waved it left. ‘Away,’ he shouted. ‘Let’s skirt them wide.’


‘No,’ she said. ‘No, stop.’


He turned to frown at her. ‘Milady, it’s not safe.’


She yanked on her mule’s reins and slid from the saddle, grimacing as her cramped legs took her weight. ‘Why isn’t it safe?’


‘You know full well why, Lady Nethmi. Every child learns the tale.’


He meant the worm men. Lahiru had spoken of them too in Smiler’s Fair. But even if they were real, the boy preacher Jinn had said they weren’t to be feared. They were the moon’s servants, and the moon was the god of change. She needed his power now more than ever.


‘I’m a grown woman,’ she said. ‘I no longer believe cradle-tales. I tire of riding and must stretch my legs.’


‘Stretch them later, then. A darkness lives below. King Manveer was a fool to build this place, everyone knows it, and he paid the price with his kin’s blood and his own. There’s a reason they call it Manveer’s Folly and not Manveer’s Pride.’


‘My father said it was treachery, not folly, which put the knife in Manveer’s back. It’s not unheard of, is it, for a jealous man to kill one greater?’


If Mahesh felt the point of her barb he chose not to show it. He wore a mask too; it was the Whitewood way.


‘Besides,’ she said, ‘it was nearly two hundred years ago. Memories fail in a generation; how much less reliable must they be after ten?’


‘Ten generations or a hundred, it makes no matter,’ Mahesh snapped. ‘There’s death beneath the ground here as much as in the lowlands. The shipfolk sail on and it can’t touch us. But those rocks have been here far too long.’


‘My father said–’


‘Your father said a great many things, milady. Perhaps if he’d listened more and spoken less he’d be here to advise you himself. But he’s not, and I say it isn’t safe.’


‘Do as you will, Captain Mahesh, but I choose to trust my father’s word. He led his men to victory after victory. Where has Lord Puneet led you?’


She turned her back on any reply he might have given and slipped off her mule. The walk was difficult, over frozen and broken ground, but pride kept her spine straight. After a few seconds she heard the clatter of boots and the rattle of scabbards against leather-clad thighs and knew that Mahesh and one of his men had accompanied her, as duty dictated. Her uncle wanted her gone but he couldn’t afford for her to die on the journey. He needed this alliance to strengthen his hand at home.


The ruins were further than she’d realised, because they were far larger than she’d guessed. When she finally drew near, she saw the monumental shadow of a watchtower laid across the snow ahead. She shivered as she crossed it, not just from the lack of sun.


‘Milady–’ Mahesh pleaded.


She ignored him. She’d hung her father’s honour on her actions now. A hundred more paces and she was in the ruins themselves, an intact wall to one side and broken wreckage on the other.


‘And what do your children’s tales say destroyed this place?’ she asked Mahesh. ‘Did the worm men eat marble as well as people?’


The captain looked around uneasily. ‘Perhaps. Or perhaps it’s naught but time. The years leave the same wounds as war, if there are enough of them.’


Ahead of her she could see the gleam she’d spotted from a distance. She jogged towards it, then stumbled as her foot twisted in a hidden pothole.


‘Careful, milady.’ Mahesh took her elbow to support her, but he was no longer suggesting that they leave. He’d seen the glitter too, and they could both tell what it was: metal.


‘Gods,’ the other guardsman muttered. ‘So much of it.’


There was a very great deal of it indeed, huge beaten sheets pressed on to the sides of a jumble of marble slabs. She thought the rounded bumps on its surface might once have been the figures of horses, with the smaller lumps above them their riders. It was more metal than Nethmi had ever seen in one place.


‘Enough to outfit the King’s whole carrion flock,’ Mahesh said. ‘They called Manveer’s mother the Iron Queen, but I never thought … Such a waste for it to lie here.’ He was leading her now, pulling at her elbow to urge her on.


As they drew closer, though, his expression fell. The metal was … wrong. It gleamed, but more dully than iron. Nethmi approached a sheet of it and ran her fingers over the faint whorls and lines etched into its surface. It was icy cold beneath her touch.


‘What is it?’ she asked.


Mahesh shrugged. ‘Lead, I think.’ He drew his knife and gouged the tip into the metal. It gave, far softer than she had expected. ‘Useless. And heavy, too.’


‘But Manveer didn’t think it useless,’ Nethmi said. ‘He built up here, so far from Ashfall, because he’d heard the mountain savages lived below the ground and took no harm from it. Maybe he’d learned that lead was what kept them safe.’


High walls blocked her way to either side, but ahead there was a clear space that might once have been a park, and beyond it an almost intact building. It was larger by far than Whitewood, larger even than Ashfall, and constructed of solid blocks of white marble veined with red and orange. She tried to imagine what it would be like to live in a place that never moved. She’d come this far; it could do no harm to investigate a little further.


She hesitated only a moment before striding across the overgrown park towards it. Mahesh huffed but followed, with the soldier beside him.


The park had seemed green from a distance, brushed clean of snow by the relentless wind. As they walked through it, she saw that the grass was filled with flowers: yellow sunbursts, and tiny blue jewels, and red bells suspended from slender stems. She’d never seen their like, not even in the royal pleasure gardens, and she didn’t understand how they could bloom so brilliantly in the depths of winter. She plucked one of the blossoms and placed it in her hair.


‘Perhaps you should take some back to my uncle,’ she said to Mahesh. ‘A gift for his gardens even the King would envy.’


She’d thought the idea would appeal to his ambition, but he frowned and shook his head. ‘Unnatural things. We should leave, milady. The sun sinks and we’ve further to go before day’s end.’


‘Not yet. Where there’s lead there might also be iron. Wouldn’t Puneet want you to find out what treasures lie hidden inside?’ She nodded at the building, now only fifty paces before them. Its roof was supported by great pillars of marble, with intricately carved vines twining from earth to sky. The marble had been cunningly worked so that the yellow vein shone out as sunflowers along its length. The wall was studded with windows, small shards of glass still glittering in their corners. The entranceway was wide enough to accommodate two horses but the door itself must have been wood and had long since rotted away, leaving only a dark hole.


‘Men were never meant to stay in one place,’ Mahesh said. ‘This is cursed, I feel it. Don’t go inside.’


‘Are you ordering me, captain?’


‘Lord Puneet’s command was to protect you.’


‘He isn’t here,’ she said and strode towards the doorway.


She’d almost reached it when he grabbed her arm. His face was implacable. ‘Let Saman scout ahead, then. If you won’t admit the dangers of the past then at least have a care for those of the present. It’s wild country here and many still disdain to call themselves Ashane or bow to the King’s law. Bandits or worse could be using this as their base.’


She nodded reluctantly and he released her and gestured to the guardsman trailing behind them. The young man’s throat bobbed as he swallowed. His hair was cut very short, a new fashion that had crept down to their lands from Ashfall, and he ran his hand nervously through it before lifting his lantern and striking flint to light it. He paused and looked at her a little pleadingly, but when Mahesh waved him on he raised the lantern and turned to the doorway.


Nethmi stepped forward, ignoring Mahesh’s protest, to watch Saman’s progress. His face glowed in the lamplight and the beads of sweat on his upper lip and brow looked like crystal. The circle of illumination that surrounded him was little more than ten paces across, and beyond that utter darkness.


As he walked, the building revealed itself in tantalising flashes. There, for a moment, a mosaic face stared up from the floor beneath his boots. Nethmi recognised the Smiler’s lunatic grin picked out in ruby-red glass before the circle of light moved on. Then the young man stumbled and she saw that a fallen statue had tripped him. It was of a man encased in plate armour, an outfit so grand only the King himself could afford it. A huge green jewel gleamed in its helmet, then, as the light shifted away, was gone.


Saman paused a moment, ringed by the circle of light. Seventy paces distant his face was a brown blur, his eyes and mouth dark slashes across it. The room must be vast, vaster than any she’d known, if he’d not reached the end of it. ‘Further?’ he called. His voice trembled, the trembles echoing in the huge emptiness.


‘Yes,’ Mahesh said. ‘Check every corner.’


‘Nonsense,’ Nethmi cut across him. ‘It’s clear there’s no one here. The place has been deserted since Manveer’s day. Wait there and we’ll join you.’


Even at that distance, the young soldier’s relief was clear. He smiled as she took a step into the room towards him. She smiled back, and was still smiling when something reached for him from the darkness. Even at seventy paces, she could see that the hand that closed around his throat was viciously clawed. Something black and liquid bloomed beneath its fingers. For a moment another face hung in the circle of light beside the soldier’s, grey and inhuman, as the young man’s smile twisted into a wide ‘O’ of shock. And then she heard the clang of the lamp dropping, and the light was gone.


The screaming sliced through the darkness, high and desperate. Without a thought she took a step forward, and then another, and a third, towards the creature that could only be a servant of the moon, and then a hand closed on her arm and jerked her away.


‘Let me go!’ she said as she was dragged back towards daylight.


‘Don’t be a fool,’ Mahesh snarled. ‘You’ve killed him. You’ll not kill us as well.’


And then they were out and running, back through the ruins and towards the safety of the camp.
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Dae Hyo often dreamed about the dead. The drink used to chase away the phantoms, but now he went to bed sober they came nearly every night and he woke smiling. The smile disappeared as he saw the red of dawn on the horizon. Could it really be morning? If he closed his eyes he could sleep just a few minutes longer. But he knew minutes would become hours. And there was a debt he owed the departed. And so, every morning, Dae Hyo got up with the sun.


This morning was no different. An expedition was setting out and he’d been told there was a place for him on it. He sighed, rolled on to his back and rose.


The walk back to the settlement felt long, maybe because the sun had risen fully now and the light jabbed into his eyes. He’d thought giving up the drink might make him feel better, but even weeks later he still had a headache he couldn’t shift and a weakness in his limbs he didn’t like. He pulled out his dwindling stock of purple sorghum and filled his pipe, taking a grateful pull of the scented smoke. The drug eased the ache in his temples and he was glad he’d thought to buy it when he’d decided to end his drinking. A man needed some consolation.


After a few minutes the village came into view, huddled between two hillocks of debris from the mines. The spoil heaps were brown, the plank houses of the village grey and a grim black dust hung over the whole place. The dust coated clothes and faces so that everyone looked to be of one people: a race that had grown from the earth and lived underground.


‘Dae Hyo, you’re late,’ Maeng Lu called out as he passed his forge. ‘They’re going in without you.’


‘Motherless scum – they wouldn’t dare!’ But he picked up his pace as he headed through the village towards the mine shaft. The buildings that loomed over him looked to be on the point of collapse, as they had since the day they were built. They’d been moved since he last saw them, slid along the wooden rails that ran the length of each street.


He splashed through the mud sink that always filled the central square, circled the well that, when it felt like it, gave them clean water, and then he was through and climbing the shallow slag heap that spilled from the nearest shaft.


He caught up with the others just as they’d paused at the entrance. There were nine of them as arranged: five miners and four other guards, with him making the fifth. The expressions they turned to him were a mixture of dislike, disdain and relief.


He barely spared them a glance, his attention focused on the mine entrance. They’d been working this shaft for a few months now. He’d been on his way back from Smiler’s Fair when the last group went down, but he’d heard the haul had been slight. They seemed to be nearing the end of the vein of iron and they were perilously deep.


The sun threw its pale rays down the shaft. They caught the glitter of crystals in the walls and a few puddles of water on the floor. Early morning was the best time to go; the precious light would see them as deep as possible before the darkness took over. Dae Hyo remembered when they’d still been mining the west shaft and they’d had to set out in late evening, the ominous red glow of the setting sun lighting the tunnels the colour of blood. He loosened his sword in the sheath at his back, nicked two fingertips on his axe blades to check their sharpness, then nodded to his companions. ‘Time to go.’


The miners looked sick with fear. Well, to be fair, Dae Hyo wouldn’t have wanted to march into those tunnels with nothing but a pickaxe to defend himself. Still, they got two shares of the spoils to his one, so they were well paid for their risk-taking.


Two of the guards led the way into the tunnel. They were men of Ashanesland, dark-skinned and dark-haired. Though they were much shorter and more slender than Dae Hyo, he was reassured to see that they handled their swords like they knew how to use them. Dae Hyo had heard they’d served in their king’s guard, before being discharged for reasons they were tight-lipped about. He didn’t care why they’d been let go. If they could fight, they’d do.


The miners went next, huddled together as they pulled the empty cart they hoped to fill with ore and darting nervous glances at the rocks around them. Dae Hyo brought up the rear with Edmund and Edgar. The twins were two of the most unappealing men he’d ever seen. They’d been born ugly, with coarse red hair, bulbous noses, crooked teeth and arms and legs that seemed too long for their torsos. And they’d devoted their lives to growing uglier still, picking up a collection of scars that rivalled his own, some from blades and, in Edmund’s case, a whole rash of them from the pox he’d caught the last time Smiler’s Fair passed by.


‘You’re late,’ Edgar said to him. ‘Are you drunk?’


‘Stone cold sober,’ Dae Hyo said.


The other man didn’t look convinced. ‘You’re shaking.’


Dae Hyo shrugged. ‘And you’re hideous, but you don’t see me complaining.’


Both twins glared at him and Edmund snarled and tightened his grip on his sword, but Dae Hyo had his axes in his hands and besides, they knew it would be reckless to fight each other now. There were dangers enough here already.


Thirty paces in and the sunlight was beginning to fail. Ahead of them, the miners lit lanterns, but the guards would carry none. They needed their hands for their weapons. Besides, that flickering yellow light would provide no safety; the worm men didn’t fear it.


As they went deeper, the tunnel grew narrow and Dae Hyo felt all the weight of the rock above them. They were walking into a grave, and it could be their own. To their right the wall was smooth, to their left ragged, scored by the marks of many picks prising out the iron ore that would make the whole expedition worthwhile.


Dae Hyo tried to figure how much his share might be. If they found the same as last time, he’d only have enough to make one blade and pay for the forging of it. But if they got lucky … His best haul ever had made him ten axes and a score of knives. He’d added them to his hoard, hidden in a small cave a mile from the village. He now had enough to outfit a war band stronger than any on the plains, but he could always use more. The murdering Chun could send a thousand warriors against him, even if most would be armed with flint. But he was sober and working hard. Maybe another year, and he could return to his home and his long-awaited revenge.


They were deep inside the mine now. Edmund and Edgar were wound as tight as a harp’s string and the miners, who’d been humming to cheer themselves, fell silent. Twenty paces ahead stood the workface. The moment they began would be the moment of gravest danger, they all knew it. The worm men were vicious but they were no dumb beasts. They understood what the miners came for and often waited in ambush. The boy preacher had said the moon god would tame them when he came, but the moon god wasn’t here yet and Dae Hyo would take no chances.


The miners’ feet dragged the last few steps, stirring up the rock dust beneath their boots. Sound was amplified here and their footsteps echoed down the tunnels that branched off to either side. The drawn weapons glinted in the lamplight and the air was thick with dust and the smell of fear. The miners took two paces, three – and then they were at the workface. Nothing had happened. The vein of iron ore gleamed temptingly in the lamplight.


After a moment, the biggest of the miners, a broad-shouldered man with a face like a mouldy potato, shrugged and hefted his pick. The first blow rang out and the others followed. The guards grinned at each other and moved back from the miners to leave them room to swing.


Dae Hyo watched until it grew boring to idle as others laboured. The purple sorghum had left him pleasantly relaxed and he sighed and slid to his arse, setting his axes beside him.


‘Get up, you lazy bastard,’ Edgar said. ‘You’re not paid to sit.’


‘I’m paid to fight. Do you see anything here worth fighting? No? Then piss off.’


The ringing of the picks was almost musical, he thought. A rhythm a man could dance to. A hazy memory floated forward, softened by time: himself in a ring of his brothers, dancing the Spring Dance with the horse masks on their faces and the meat of a sacrificed deer in their guts. Dae Sun had kissed him that night. He closed his eyes and tried to remember the flavour of her lips.


He’d fallen asleep when the attack came. It was the scream that woke him. He opened his eyes to see the glint of swinging steel and one miner’s face contorted in agony as a grey hand pulled him through a crack in the rock.


Dae Hyo jerked to his feet, stumbled, then realised he’d left his axes on the ground and stooped to pick them up. He could see five more worm men surrounding their crew while the sixth dragged the unfortunate miner away.


The crack in the rock was too narrow to take a good swing, so he worked his axe blade in and sawed it against the bony fingers of the creature where they’d clawed into the miner’s arm. The miner babbled, begging for help, perhaps too terrified to grasp that Dae Hyo was providing it.


The axe was sharp; it was the work of only a moment before two of the worm man’s fingers fell free. They landed with a splatter – in a puddle of the miner’s blood, he realised. The worm man had nearly torn the miner in half trying to force him through the crack. It was a waste of time trying to help him, then; there was no way the miner would survive. Dae Hyo spun round to look for another target. The trapped miner whined pitifully and Dae Hyo spared him a last glance before leaping across the tunnel to Edgar and the two worm men who’d cornered him.


The bastards were always tougher than they looked. Their bodies were almost skeletally thin and the dead colour of ash. They carried no swords or axes; their claws were weapon enough. Dae Hyo could see a jagged cut that ran from Edgar’s forehead to the corner of his mouth: another scar to add to his collection, if he lived long enough for it to heal. Edgar was fighting back, of course, swinging his sword in short, choppy arcs. But the worm men were lethally fast. One dodged out of the way as another leapt forward, claws slashing. A gash opened in Edgar’s side, and Dae Hyo could see gore and worse, glistening in the flickering lamplight.


Dae Hyo let out a cry of fury and panic and charged into the fight. The axe in his right hand caught one of the worm men in the spine and smashed through the creature, its guts slithering to the floor like greasy snakes. His left-hand axe swung at the head of the second, but it moved, lightning quick, and the weapon took only a sliver off its pointed ear before embedding, haft deep, in Edgar’s neck. The other man’s shocked expression met his for a moment before Edgar’s head tipped halfway off his shoulders and his body toppled to the floor.


‘Fuck,’ Dae Hyo said as he yanked the axe from Edgar’s body. He heard a roar behind him and turned just in time to raise the axe and block the sword blow from the dead man’s brother. Edmund’s face was red with rage and his eyes were half mad.


‘It was an accident!’ Dae Hyo yelled, but the other man didn’t hear or didn’t care.


Edmund was an expert swordsman. His first stroke forced Dae Hyo’s axe back and his second opened a long gash across Dae Hyo’s chest. Around them, the miners were fighting and falling, their picks no match for the swarming worm men. There were more than six of them now. A dozen maybe. Twenty. The other guards were somewhere in the melee, but if they were still alive they wouldn’t be for long.


Edmund swung at Dae Hyo again, catching him across the cheek this time. ‘You rat-fucking moron!’ Dae Hyo shouted. ‘You’ll get us both killed.’ But the other man didn’t seem to care about that, either.


Dae Hyo had Edmund’s rhythm now. Slash, slash, stab. Very predictable. There was an opening there, right inside his defences. Dae Hyo almost took it, but the worm men were all around and he didn’t want to face them alone.


‘I tell you what,’ he yelled, ‘why don’t you stop fighting me and start fighting them?’ He blocked a stroke to his kidneys and aimed one at Edmund’s head, forcing the other man to duck and retreat.


Edmund’s sweat trickled down his pockmarked cheeks. ‘You killed my brother,’ he gasped.


‘I’ll pay his blood price when we’re out of here,’ Dae Hyo said. ‘Behind you!’


There was a flicker of distrust on the other man’s face, a hesitation, and the worm man was nearly on him, its long, dirty claws stabbing towards his back.


Dae Hyo shouted ‘Duck!’ and flung his axe, not really caring if the other man listened to him. It would be one enemy less either way.


But Edmund threw himself down and the axe flew over his head to split the worm man’s, showering the area with blood and brains. Behind that, another of the monsters finished with a miner, ripping out his throat with its sharp teeth. It followed the man to the ground, teeth still latched to his neck and chewing, eating through it until the head detached and rolled to lie beside Edgar. The worm man didn’t notice. It turned its attention to the torso, hungry mouth at work on the soft flesh of the miner’s belly. It must have bitten through his gut – the smell of shit wafted around them – but it just kept on eating, shit and flesh and bone all the same to it.


Other worm men had finished their meals and there were more all the time, oozing out of the rock and turning their glittering black-and-silver eyes on their prey. Only two men left now: Dae Hyo and Edmund.


‘Run!’ Dae Hyo shouted, turning toward the mine’s entrance, and this time Edmund didn’t hesitate. There were three worm men blocking the way out. Dae Hyo drew his sword from his back and held it out in front of him like a spear. One of the creatures reached for it with its bony hands. Its nails skittered against the metal as the blade plunged through its flesh and, for a moment, it was face to face with Dae Hyo. Its breath, strangely sweet, filled his nose. Then he yanked his blade from it and it fell before him. Dae Hyo sprinted over it, feet crushing the corpse beneath him.


The other two worm men grasped at him, slashing their claws across his scalp and flank. He kicked one but it unbalanced him and he fell against the other. It grinned wickedly at him, its teeth red with blood. Well, he wouldn’t be its next meal. He pulled a knife from his boot and plunged it through the creature’s eye. It twitched and jerked, falling away from him, and Dae Hyo let the knife go. Three weapons lost in this fight, and no metal to show for it.


It wasn’t any way for a warrior to go, trapped in a mine. But he could hear Edmund’s fleeing footsteps ahead of him, and he decided that if he was going to die, he’d at least die last. He tucked his head down and sprinted.


His legs burned and his wounds throbbed, but he pumped his arms and flexed his thighs and within twenty paces he’d overtaken Edmund. And then he realised that he recognised a rock formation, the one that looked like a tree. It was near the entrance, he was sure of it. He grinned and pushed harder, running to the frantic beat of his heart.


He heard the sound of metal hitting meat behind him and guessed Edmund must be engaging the creatures. Let the crazed fucker buy Dae Hyo time. He didn’t look back. Arms reached for him from the walls and he used his last knife to hack at them as he passed, a rain of black blood spraying his face and splattering into his open mouth as he gasped for breath. And then there was light ahead, and though he thought his heart might burst from his chest he forced it to give him just a few beats more and threw himself out of the mine and into the sun.


A crowd waited outside. They always did when an expedition had gone down, ready to treat the injured for a share of their spoils. Dae Hyo barrelled into the first two men, knocking them to the ground, then fell to his knees beside them. Behind him, he heard more footsteps and guessed that Edmund must have made it out, too. There was a gabble of voices around him, but it took too much effort to attend to them and he didn’t bother.


When he’d got his breath back, he pushed himself to his feet and through the people surrounding him, then staggered down the road. He wanted a drink. He wanted it so badly he could taste it, feel the fire as it burned a trail down his throat to his belly, but he was a changed man. He’d find a place to sleep and hope his dreams and a little more purple sorghum would soften the horrible memories of the morning instead.


He was woken by a kick to the gut. It hurt, but not as badly as the pounding in his head. His eyes were glued shut and he had to wipe them clean before he could open them. When he did he saw that he was surrounded by a ring of men. All had weapons drawn and one of them kicked him again. It was Edmund.


‘What?’ he croaked. ‘Can’t you see I’m sleeping?’


Edmund kicked him a third time, leaving him doubled up and retching. ‘Get up,’ the Moon Forest man said. ‘And get out. You’re not welcome here any more.’


That sounded serious. Dae Hyo pushed himself into a crouch and glanced around. Ten men and all of them angry. He’d been asleep for the gods knew how many hours, so how could he have done anything to annoy them? Then he saw the bundles all of them were holding – the oilskin bundles he’d sewn shut and buried with his own hands.


‘You thieving bastards!’ he yelled, leaping to his feet. The next instant, a ring of blades surrounded him. ‘Those are my weapons,’ he said more quietly. ‘My spoils. They’re mine.’


‘Not any more,’ Edmund said. ‘You promised me blood price for my brother, remember?’


Dae Hyo’s temper snapped. ‘Yes – but a fair price! For Edgar that would be one rusty blade and a hairpin. Now give me back my weapons, curse you! I earned them.’ He glared at the men surrounding him. He recognised all of them: a few miners, more guards, most of them men he’d fought beside on many occasions. Treacherous scum.


‘Blood price for all the other men you’ve gotten killed, too,’ Sarv said. ‘Edmund told us you were asleep when the attack came, drunk out of your mind.’


‘I wasn’t drunk! I’ve stopped drinking!’ The unfairness of the accusation was like a sword through his chest but the gathered men just shook their heads.


‘Even if you weren’t drunk this morning, you’ve been drunk on a hundred expeditions before. We’ve had enough of it,’ Sarv said. ‘Enough of you. Take your things and get out.’


He threw a sack at Dae Hyo. It landed with a soft thud: clothes, not weapons.


‘You can’t do this to me!’ Dae Hyo roared.


‘Watch us.’ Edmund reached into the sack he was carrying and pulled out a pair of axes, then tossed them to Dae Hyo. They arrived blade-first and he had to dance out of the way. ‘There you go. You can’t say we left you defenceless. And there’s money enough in your purse to buy a whole crate of vodka. Why don’t you go somewhere far away from here and drink yourself to death?’


None of them laughed. They didn’t move, either, and their swords were steady as they pointed towards his chest. After a moment, Dae Hyo stooped to pick up the axes and slid them into his belt. Then he slung the bag over his shoulder and turned his back on them. Fuck them. Fuck them all. He’d find more weapons somewhere, and when he did, he’d pay a quick visit to this mine, these men – before he finally returned to the plains to serve justice on those who’d murdered his people.
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Eric lit the final candle, then licked his fingers and snuffed out the taper. The room was filled with a warm glow and the smell of pears. The scented wax had cost him half of what he’d earn this evening, but it was worth it.


He turned to look at the man lounging on his bed. Lahiru had stripped off his trousers already and the candlelight was kind to his smooth brown skin and duellist’s muscles. The other man waved a negligent hand around the room. ‘Very nice, Eric – very atmospheric.’


Eric grinned. ‘I done it up for you special. Kenric lent me them drapes. He says they come all the way from the Eternal Empire, though he says a lot of things that ain’t precisely true.’


‘Very nice,’ Lahiru said again, but the words were absent and his eyes were tracing the pale skin of Eric’s chest, visible through the V of his shirt-collar. He crooked a finger and Eric knew it was time to earn his keep. That was just fine. His cock had been hard in his breeches ever since he’d seen the other man laid out like that, just begging for a tongue to taste the exposed flesh of him.


Eric moved to take his shirt the rest of the way off, but Lahiru tutted at him. ‘Now now, my lovely boy – let me do that. I’ve paid enough for the privilege.’ He reached out and stroked the bone buttons before slipping them free one by one.


‘And do I get to do the same for you?’ Eric asked.


Lahiru smiled, exposing even white teeth. ‘I don’t know. Have you been a good boy?’


‘I ain’t never good. That’s what the gentlemen like about me.’


After that, it wasn’t time for talking any longer. Eric laid himself across the other man’s bigger body and enjoyed his mouth for a while. But the kisses quickly grew impatient and so he moved down and used his own mouth where it would do more good, enjoying the musky taste of Lahiru and the way he grew so very hard, like Eric was the best thing he’d ever felt. When Lahiru was good and ready, Eric took him between his thighs, the way he knew he liked, and brought him to the end.


Lahiru sprawled a moment, spent, then reached a hand round and with quick, rough movements gave Eric his satisfaction too.


After, they lay side by side on their backs, breathing hard. Then they turned to face one another and Lahiru twirled a lock of Eric’s hair between his fingers. ‘Like spun gold,’ he said wonderingly. He said it every time, but Eric didn’t mind. He knew his pale hair and paler skin were what had caught Lahiru’s eye, and the thought that the other man found him beautiful tightened his chest and brought a warm glow to his cheeks. He reached out in turn to finger the brown curl that always dipped over Lahiru’s eyes.


‘You know,’ he said, ‘you could go inside if you wanted, the next time. I don’t mind.’


‘Next time, is it?’ Lahiru’s eyes narrowed. ‘You’re very certain I’ll be returning.’


The glow faded as fast as it had come and Eric drew away, but Lahiru laughed and grabbed his hand to pull him closer. ‘I will return, have no fear. Where else could I find such a beautiful boy to please me? Not in my home, that’s for certain.’ His expression sank into a frown.


‘Your wife ain’t a sharp one, though. She can’t be. Where did you tell her you was today? Not out enjoying a grind with a young sellcock like myself, I’d lay ten gold wheels on it.’


‘No indeed. She believes I’m out hunting, and so I am: hunting the finest boy flesh to be had for many miles.’


‘Better than any what you got here in Ashanesland. You was just lucky Smiler’s Fair was passing through. Normally we go round by the Five Stars, but the Merry Cooks had a bit of a falling out with old Lord Nalin Nine Eggs, and so this time we come the long way round.’


‘And I was lucky that you did, you’re right. It’s been somewhat of a drought for me this past year. The last time I had so much fun was on a visit to Fell View, where a very pretty young serving boy seemed happy to spread his legs for a dashing young shipborn lord.’


He smiled, and Eric tried not to frown. So there’d been others before him, so what? He’d wager they didn’t know how to please a fellow the way he did. And there was something special between him and Lahiru; he was sure the other man sensed it too. He’d known it the first time their eyes had met across Winelake Square, and the certainty hardened with every day Lahiru returned to him. Him and not Kenric, no matter how much the other boy had fluttered his lashes.


Lahiru rolled over, exposing his perfect flank to Eric. His expression was suddenly melancholy and Eric didn’t know if it was the thought of his wife or just the low mood that often plagued a man right after he’d spent himself.


‘How does a lovely young thing like you end up in a place like this, making his living on his back?’ Lahiru muttered.


Eric grinned, to still be called young when he was sixteen now and other clients had begun to complain about the stubble beneath his rouge. But Lahiru turned to look at him, and Eric understood that his lover really did want an answer to the question.


‘Well, I was born over the mountains and up in the north – in the Moon Forest what you probably ain’t never seen. It’s all right there, I suppose. But I was born Jorlith, and my mum had popped out ten before me and half of them already starving. I reckon she prayed I’d be born with the hawk mark, so I’d be the Hunter’s problem, but no such luck.’


‘The hawk mark?’


Eric shrugged. ‘It don’t matter. Point is, I wasn’t wanted and they wanted me even less when they saw I’d never be a fighter. Among the Moon Forest folk, that’s how the Jorlith make their living, from the wergeld for those they kill. So my dad, he took me by the hand and down to the nearest family of churls what needed cheap labour for the fields. I suppose you’d call them landborn – farmers, anyway, but rich enough to buy a new son what everyone knows will just be a servant to ’em. That’s the folk’s way. I don’t know what price my dad got for me, but it can’t have been much ’cause he sold my sister not two months after.’


‘That’s awful,’ Lahiru said, his face grave. ‘How old were you?’


‘Seven winters. Well, the churls, they put me to work straight away, but I wasn’t no better at farming than I’d been at fighting. And the other children, they knew I was a molly even when I didn’t know it myself. If I wasn’t stooped and sore from the planting and weeding I was black and blue from the beatings.’


‘I know how that feels. Our kind aren’t welcome in Ashanesland, either. I’ve hidden what I am my entire life.’


‘But it ain’t the same. Your Lord Lust, I’ve heard he don’t approve of sticking your cock anywhere it can’t make babies. You reckon being a molly makes you less of a man. My people say it’s the opposite. The folk think men are wicked, see – filled with evil just waiting to spill out. So a man goes with a woman and she cools down the fire inside him. But two men together, that’s a dangerous thing.’


‘I see,’ Lahiru said, though Eric wasn’t sure he did.


‘Anyway, I used to dream that one day a Janggok raider would come and carry me away to be his knife woman. Course, that was before I knew what the tribes do to turn boys into girls. And when I was getting towards my thirteenth winter and my cock started to stir I thought, ‘You know what, young Eric? You ain’t much of a fighter and you ain’t much of a farmer and maybe you ain’t no use to no one, but you deserve better than this.’ So I run away to the edge of the forest, where I heard Smiler’s Fair was stopped, and I joined right up.’


‘Twelve years old when you became a whore?’ Lahiru’s voice was thick with horror, and Eric slipped his arms around him.


‘Don’t you go pitying me – I landed on my feet. Turns out I got a knack for it. I didn’t take the first offer I got, even though I was hungry enough to eat my own hand by then. I took my time and asked around about what company I should join. If I’d been stupid I could have sold my bond to Smiler’s Mile and ended up fucked out by the time I was fifteen, sick with pox and hooked on bliss pills to make the pain go away. I seen it happen plenty of times. You was lucky you didn’t go for one of their boys. We say the dice on their standard’s on account of the gamble you take every time you dip your wick in their merchandise.


‘But Madam Aeronwen offered to buy me into the Fine Fellows, and I’ve already saved up nearly half of what I need to pay back my debt. It ain’t a bad life. At least I ain’t still grubbing in the dirt and married to some skirt who don’t understand why my cock stays soft for her. And I get to meet great lords like yourself, don’t I?’ He smiled to show he meant it and wasn’t just having a joke.


Lahiru nodded, his expression suddenly closed off. ‘I suppose you’re right. And if you hadn’t come here, I would never have had the pleasure of your company.’


‘Exactly. Like they say, the sun shines after every storm.’


Lahiru sighed and rolled from the bed to his feet.


‘Oh,’ Eric said. ‘You ain’t going already?’


‘I fear I must. We have guests this evening, my father-by-vow and his household, and I must prepare. I shouldn’t have come here at all, but –’ he smiled that bright smile ‘– how could I resist you?’ He pulled up his trousers and shrugged into his shiny blue jacket, which, unlike Kenric’s drapes, probably had come from the Eternal Empire.


Eric sat up, splaying his legs to show everything he had. A boy used the weapons he had to hand. ‘You’ll be back tomorrow, though. You said you would.’


‘If Smiler’s Fair is still here then so shall I be. Do you know how much longer it’s likely to remain?’


It wasn’t a subject Eric wanted to think about. ‘There’s no telling for sure, but we’ve been here near a month already. We’re bound to go soon.’


‘I mourn that day already. I shall be bereft without you.’


Eric’s heart sped up and his mouth felt dry, but he’d never get a better chance to say it. ‘You don’t have to be. That pretty young servant boy what you had your way with – what if he was me? What if I worked in your home? You’re a lord, ain’t you? You must have a hundred people at your beck and call. Can’t I be one of ’em?’ He pouted his lips to remind Lahiru of what he’d done with them before. ‘I’d do whatever you asked.’


The other man was silent for a long moment and Eric felt light with hope. Then Lahiru shook his head. ‘My wife may not be that bright, but she’s not that dim, either. Carrying on right under her nose would be far too great a risk. And a lord I may be, but a poor and powerless one without her father’s gold. No, it won’t do I’m afraid. I wish it could, but it won’t.’


‘No, course not. Stupid idea anyway.’ Eric realised that a tear was trembling at the corner of his eye and turned his head away.


Lahiru had seen it, though. He grabbed Eric’s chin and lifted it to kiss him. ‘Don’t despair, beautiful. Perhaps we shall find another way. We still have tomorrow – and if we are lucky, the day after too.’


‘Yeah, here’s to tomorrow,’ Eric said, but Lahiru had already closed the door behind him.


Marvan woke to see the glazed eye of a dead chicken staring back at him from his pillow. He yelped and Stalker, who had been sitting on his chest purring, hastily jumped down, offended that her gift hadn’t been better received.


He groaned as he stretched and rose, the floor creaking beneath his feet. It always sounded on the point of collapse, and two storeys up it no doubt was, but he wouldn’t abandon his high room. Let the fair’s foolish visitors sleep off their beer on the lower floors. They’d been here nearly a month already and the worm men were bound to find them soon. The First Death would not be his own.


Stalker had returned to wind round his legs, leaving ginger and black hairs on his white silk hose. Fell’s End, the home of his childhood, had been overrun with dogs: his brothers’ hunting hounds and his mother’s pampered little pets. He’d despised them all. He hated how they’d show their bellies in craven submission whenever a voice was raised to them, and the shameless way they’d beg for scraps. He couldn’t respect an animal that so desperately needed to be loved. Cats were different, he’d discovered. Stalker did precisely as she liked and never once obeyed his commands. The gifts she brought him were for her own inscrutable reasons.


The chicken, now he looked at it more closely, seemed to be Ned’s black and gold rooster, the one that woke the whole street with its crowing at sunrise every morning. He supposed he should take it to Ned but, old and scrawny though it was, it would make a decent soup, and his coin was running low. It always did towards the end of a pitch when no one had need of his mammoth’s services.


He threw the bird on to the small bench he used for preparing his food, then walked to the chamber pot. His half-hearted erection wilted to let the piss come out and he breathed a sigh of relief. He hadn’t the gold to hire himself one of Lord Lust’s Girls and besides, he’d found his enthusiasm for the activity waning of late. He could barely keep himself hard with the thought of a woman these days, except when … Yes. Except then.


When he was done, he tossed the contents of the pot out of the window and ran a comb through his tangled hair. He was dressed already, so that was it: ready for the evening.


He’d been feeling it for a few days, the churning in his gut and the buzzing in his mind that seemed to come more frequently now: every few weeks where once the urgency had been separated by months, even years. Excess nervous energy, the apothecary had called it, and put leeches on him to suck it out. It hadn’t worked, of course. When did the old quack’s cures ever do what they promised? Marvan should have gone to the Worshippers instead. Their prayers might have proven equally useless, but at least had the virtue of being cheap.


He thought about ignoring the feeling and heading over to see the King’s Men perform The Innocent and the Rake for a seventh time, but he knew he wouldn’t be able to sit still for it. Or he could tend to his mammoth, which, after all, was his livelihood and guarantee of membership of the Drovers. But the boy he’d apprenticed looked after the great ugly thing well enough and it needn’t do anything but eat and rest until it was time for Smiler’s Fair to move on. No, the nervous energy needed working off and he knew just the place to do it. He pulled his good woollen coat from its hook, then opened his arms chest.


The weapons glittered in their velvet nests. He ran a gentle finger along the blade of a Jorlith hand axe, but that wouldn’t be any use to him tonight. The sabre he’d had from a proud Ahn warrior lay in its jewelled scabbard and he smiled as a ruby winked up at him. He loved the feel of the blade, its speed and strength, and he felt a pang as he moved past it. The twin tridents were near the bottom, unused for many years.


He drew them out and found that they fit in his hands as comfortably as ever. They had no blades to keep keen, but there was no rust on the metal of each half-foot-long central prong or the shorter outer guards. He twirled them experimentally, changing his grip to rest each prong along his arm so that the pommel could be used to stun. The movement was a little hesitant, but long years of practice couldn’t be entirely erased.


Yes. He’d use these, his very first weapons, the ones he’d taken from his brother half a lifetime ago. He seated them in the loops of a leather belt, bound it round his waist and turned to inspect himself in a square of glass the merchant had sworn came from Mirror Town itself. No need to shave. He looked well enough, as well as a man with nose and chin so long and sharp could hope. He straightened his shaggy brown hair, spat on his finger to wipe away the crusted sleep beneath his eyes and opened the door.


As he passed the second floor, he heard the scrabbling of claws across wood and guessed that one of Nae Kim’s rabbits had escaped again, perhaps searching for her latest brood, which was no doubt already in the tribesman’s stewpot. On the ground floor Ethelred’s goose honked a warning at him. It reared up to flap its strong brown wings, but it knew him well enough to let him pass, and then he was out on the street.


The mud covered the top of his foot, watery and foul-smelling. When they’d first arrived the streets had been grassy, but that had soon been trampled away. Some of the Drovers had spread straw for better footing, until that too had sunk beneath the muck. Now there was no stopping the filthy tide.


A turd floated towards him, barely visible in the moonlight, and he jumped aside to avoid it. Something unidentified crunched beneath his foot as he landed, probably the carcass of an animal. Smiler’s Fair was always welcome when it arrived – he’d known shiplords and elder mothers pay gold by the bucketload to tempt the fair and the trade it brought with it. But he wondered what they thought of their bargain when Smiler’s Fair had moved on and left only a vile, rubbish-filled swamp behind. Shit and piss and decaying meat, that’s what we leave them, he thought. But then again, that’s all anyone leaves behind when they go.


It was quiet in the Drovers’ quarter where people only slept and ate. The tall wooden houses were mostly dark, their residents out tending their animals or spending their earnings. But he could hear the sounds of revelry coming from ahead and soon enough he passed the crossed whips that marked the end of the Drovers’ domain.


Two Jorlith guards stood stiffly under the arches, their gold hair bleached by the moonlight to the same white as their faces. They lowered the weapons and nodded at Marvan when they recognised him, putting a mark against his name on the census.


Beyond lay the territory of the Queen’s Men. Queen Kaur’s stern face flapped on banners to either side of the street. She looked disapproving, and who wouldn’t, at the debauchery being undertaken below her? The bars were so crowded their occupants spilled into the street, bringing gusts of laughter and an aura of barely controlled violence with them. There were acrobats to entertain the drinkers, songbird sellers, men masked like animals and women with their breasts bare and their bodies painted silver. There were cutpurses, too. The Queen’s Men was a haven for them, but the visitors didn’t know that and stood oblivious as their coin was cut from their waists while they gawped at the performers. Marvan put a firm hand over his own purse and moved on.


He passed another two Jorlith guards and then the banners flapping above him showed a round breast squirting wine into a glass and he was in the Fine Fellows’ streets. As he passed the first of the knocking shops a man walked out into his path, shipborn to judge by his embroidered blue silks. He was still doing up the last buttons on his jacket but his expression was blank, as if the pleasures he’d left behind were already forgotten, or he was already contemplating the next vice he’d sample.


Marvan’s destination, the Two Cocks, was next door. Gurpreet always contrived to place his tavern next to one of the many houses of ill-repute, explaining both its name and the quality of the custom that crowded it. The faded wooden sign, a mangy bird pecking at a man’s member, swayed in the breeze as Marvan elbowed aside the lollygaggers cramping the entranceway.


The smell of cheap ale and cheaper gin wafted over him. ‘A small pint of beer, Jotti, and none of your barrel dregs,’ he shouted across to the barmaid, then pushed his way through to pick up the tankard.


‘Nothing but the best for you, Marvan, you know that,’ Jotti said.


He pressed two clay anchors into her palm to ensure it remained true. When she smiled at him he saw that her plum lipstick had smeared on to her teeth. She’d caked powder on her face, turning the brown skin a dirty yellow, and stuck no fewer than three patches on it, but they did little to disguise the pox-marked skin beneath. She’d earned her membership in the Fine Fellows with her legs spread wide.


He scanned the room, nodding greetings to the sellcocks and dollymops and cutpurses who caught his eye as they searched for a suitable cully among the visitors huddled at the tables. The visitors, in turn, eyed the local colour with a mixture of horror and excitement. The pair in the corner were obviously female. Their long hair had been piled up under their hoods and one of them had even painted on a false moustache, but there was no mistaking the womanly waists beneath their jackets. No doubt they were shipborn girls out for some excitement and their fathers would have their hides if they were caught. They’d probably thought it worth the risk. Smiler’s Fair might pass by only once in a person’s life, and how could anyone resist the lure?


An old man sat alone at a table, already deep in his cups, his beard smeared with froth and his cheeks a feverish red. He was no use. The youth at the table beside him, however – but, no: he was bouncing a cheap dollymop on his knee and Marvan knew he’d soon be retreating somewhere private.


At a table near the back, talking to one of the whores but not yet paired with her, was a young man who seemed just perfect: well-dressed, proud-faced and far enough into his cups to take the lure. Marvan slid into the seat opposite him. He smiled at the whore, a new Ashane girl he didn’t recognise with soft brown eyes not yet turned to hardness by her work. She smiled back, perhaps hoping for a double booking, but he shook his head and she slunk away to find fresh meat.


The man turned to look at Marvan. His round face held round eyes that made him seem perpetually startled. ‘Do I know you?’ he asked, irritated.


‘Only you can answer that question,’ Marvan said.


The man’s eyes widened even further. ‘By the Five – I do know you. That’s not a nose a man forgets in a hurry. Marvan of Fell’s End, am I right? Lord Parmvir’s youngest.’


It wasn’t the response Marvan was expecting. ‘It is right,’ he said after a moment. ‘Or at least, it was. I’m simply Marvan, a Drover of Smiler’s Fair, these days.’


‘You don’t remember me, do you?’


‘I shouldn’t take offence at it. I’ve travelled a long way and met a lot of people.’


‘I’m Ishan.’ He paused, clearly expecting recognition.


After a moment, it came. ‘Ishan. Ishan of Fellview, Lord Isuru’s nephew? But you’re a child!’ He remembered a tousle-headed boy with the same wide, startled eyes who’d often been a visitor to Fell’s End. Ishan and he had been friendly once, both overlooked and insignificant within their families. They’d sailed the reed-clogged marshes and talked of a future that, in the end, had been very different than they’d imagined – at least for Marvan. He’d joined Smiler’s Fair and left his past behind without a backward glance. But it seemed you could never entirely escape it. ‘I’m twenty-four now, Marvan, a man and soon to be Lord Ishan. I’m wed to the eldest daughter of old Lord Bayya of High Water Fastness. He has no male heirs and little chance of getting any, so I’m to inherit the shipfort and its lands. There’s no need for me to run off to live amongst whores and thieves.’ Ishan relaxed against the wall and smiled smugly.


Marvan wondered for a moment if he should change his plans, but the child who’d been his friend was many years gone. He was as good as dead, killed to make way for this proud young lordling.


Marvan felt a curious mixture of tension and relaxation. He leaned back in his chair and rested his long legs on the table. ‘No, indeed. You only visit such a place when the tedium of your life becomes too much for you.’


‘Tedium?’ Ishan’s lips thinned with displeasure. ‘Well, I suppose a third son’s existence might have been dull, especially in a backwater like Fell’s End. Nothing to do except impregnate the landborn and drink yourself into a stupor. Some of us have responsibilities, though.’ He fingered the gold embroidered anchors at the collars of his jacket.


So, a thrust parried. But Marvan could already see the weakness in the other man’s defence. He was aware of a growing silence in the tavern as its regulars turned their attention to his conversation. They knew his game; they’d seen him play it before.


‘Naturally, you have responsibilities,’ he said to Ishan. ‘No doubt it’s to shirk them that you’ve come here.’


‘A hard-working man’s entitled to a break.’


‘So he is. And by the look of the conversation I interrupted between you and that charming young dollymop, you were planning on giving your wife a break this evening, as well. If I recall correctly, Lord Bayya’s daughter bore a striking resemblance to her father. The girl had a face like a pig and manners to match. But then it wasn’t her looks that got your father’s cock hard for the match, and I suppose all cats look grey in the dark. You do quench the lamps, don’t you?’ He eyed Ishan’s round face and slightly crooked teeth. ‘No doubt she also prefers it that way.’


Ah – a hit. Ishan’s hands clenched and unclenched at his side. He stuttered for a moment before managing an indignant if unoriginal, ‘How dare you!’


Almost there. Almost, but not quite. Marvan shrugged. ‘Perhaps during my years in this place I’ve forgotten how to varnish the truth until it shines more prettily. But as for your needs tonight, I recommend Beomia – she’s a healthy young thing. Or there’s Orson if you prefer the back door, and if I were married to your wife, that would certainly be my entrance of choice.’


Ishan’s complexion darkened from beige to mauve as he rose to his feet. His chair fell backwards to clatter on the wooden floor. ‘That’s enough. Enough. You – you – I’ll kill you.’


Marvan swung his feet down and leaned forward, arching a brow. ‘Are you challenging me?’


Just for a second, Ishan hesitated. Then his hand fell to touch the hilt of one of his twin tridents. ‘Yes, curse you!’


There were many indrawn breaths around the room and some laughter. Marvan stood and smiled. ‘Your challenge has been witnessed. Very well, then. Who am I to refuse a friend satisfaction?’


The crowd followed them from the room to the street outside. The muck sucked at their boots and Ishan frowned. There’d be no fancy footwork here, no finesse. But Ishan was bigger than Marvan and that should give him an advantage. When they’d been boys, Ishan had excelled at duelling. Marvan felt a not-quite-pleasant chill of fear at the memory.


A hand grasped his arm as he took position, and nerves taut with anticipation almost caused Marvan to lash out. But it was only Lucan, a thin-faced clerk of the fair, and Marvan lowered his weapons and smiled pleasantly. ‘Come to see all goes according to the rules, Lucan?’


‘Come to tell you to stop,’ the clerk whispered. ‘We’ve looked the other way before, Marvan, but this is a shipborn lord. Don’t be a fool.’


Marvan stared at the hand on his arm until the other man removed it and took a nervous step back. ‘It’s all legal and above board: a challenge was issued. Am I to prove my cowardice by refusing it?’


‘You could prove your wisdom by apologising.’


‘I’m sorry, Lucan. If I were a wise man, why would I ever have come here?’


Lucan frowned and shook his head, though he retreated. ‘Be careful, Marvan. There are some vices even Smiler’s Fair won’t accommodate.’


Marvan understood the warning, but his gut was too tight with hunger to heed it. The street was busy, the full moon illuminating a ragged assemblage of the lowest Smiler’s Fair had to offer and the outsiders who came to use them. Passers-by stopped to stare at the two armed men, but the customers from The Two Cocks pushed them roughly aside, clearing a duelling space twenty paces long and nearly ten wide. A ring of interested faces surrounded it, eyes bright with the hope of blood.


Marvan twirled his twin tridents, loosening his muscles. His heart was pounding and he felt something flowing through him, something that left him light-headed but alert, aware but dreaming. This moment. This feeling. It was the only time he ever felt alive.


Opposite him, Ishan was moving his own twins in a series of intricate forms. It was both a warm-up and a warning: I am a formidable opponent. Fear could defeat a man before a weapon came anywhere near his flesh. All the shipborn men of Ashanesland learned to use the tridents and Marvan had noted the broken shape of Ishan’s cheekbone, probably the legacy of another duel. Perhaps his prowess with the twins was what had won his wealthy wife for him, when better-born men must have wooed her.


Ishan stood straight and still now, waiting for the duel to be formally opened. Well, no need to disappoint him. Marvan nodded over at fat old Gurpreet, who’d waddled out of his bar to watch the excitement.


‘All right then, you sorry buggers,’ Gurpreet said. ‘Weapons at the ready. Let’s get this over with so I can get back to selling beer.’


Ishan frowned, clearly expecting a more formal pronouncement. After a moment, when it didn’t come, he said, ‘I stand ready before the prow gods of my people.’


‘Ready as I’ll ever be,’ Marvan said. ‘Let’s give the mob their entertainment.’


The mud squelched beneath their boots as they circled each other. Marvan shut the crowd out of his mind. They were just a wall to encircle the field of battle.


When Ishan struck it was swift and hard. The only warning came from his wide eyes, which narrowed a moment before he moved. He’d twisted the twins so that the prongs ran parallel to his arms and the pommel added weight to the fist he swung towards Marvan’s cheek.


Marvan’s instinct was to dance back. He lost a crucial moment as he fought it, knowing the mud would hold him fast, and when he finally ducked it was too late and the pommel powered into his temple. His vision greyed for a moment before the pain bloomed inside his head. He had no time to decide on his next move; his body did it for him, rolling through the muck and bringing him to his feet behind Ishan’s back.


He couldn’t take advantage of the position. Ishan spun to face him, smiling mockingly at the muck now covering Marvan and the blood trickling down one side of his face. ‘Apologise abjectly enough and I might just end this while you’re still conscious,’


Marvan managed a smirk, though his whole face ached. ‘A more skilled man would have killed me. But you seem to have misunderstood. This won’t end until one of us is dead.’


Ishan’s moment of shock gave Marvan his opening. All the old training came back to him as he thrust forward, the trident’s point flung towards Ishan’s chest by the weight of his body. Ishan saw the danger and twisted aside, just fast enough to spare his heart, but he couldn’t avoid the blow entirely. A trident’s power is in its point. It met Ishan’s skin and parted it easily, skimming a rib before sinking into the lung beneath.


The crowd shouted and some cheered but Marvan heard boos, too. They’d wanted a spectacle and the fight was ending almost as soon as it had begun.


Ishan’s momentum pulled the trident free and a gout of blood sprayed after it. He gasped and staggered back, his face pale. Marvan understood the disbelief in his expression. The trident was a weapon meant to injure, to disarm and to defend. That was why the shipborn used it in their duels. Their noble lives were too valuable to waste on petty squabbles. But a trident could kill. And tonight it would.


Ishan staggered back a step. He must have known that he was in trouble. The blood flowed freely from the puncture in his chest. Each breath wheezed out of him and a red froth was beginning to form on his lips He didn’t give up, though. Marvan supposed that was admirable. Slower than before, but still deadly quick, Ishan lunged forward – point-first this time, aiming for his own killing blow. It struck, but only a glancing impact, a scrape against Marvan’s ribs that hurt but didn’t wound.


Weakened, Ishan was no longer a danger. Now Marvan could give the crowd their show. He reversed the tridents in his hands and circled his opponent. Ishan stumbled round to keep him in sight. When Marvan darted forward to crash a metal-filled fist into his stomach, he did nothing to evade the blow.


Ishan bent, coughing, and a trickle of blood fell from his mouth to the darker mud below. Marvan took the opportunity to move behind him, and aimed a kick for his buttocks. The crowd roared as Ishan fell face-first into the muck. He struggled to rise as Marvan watched, finally dragging himself to his knees. He’d lost one of his twins and the other dangled limply from his right hand.


The fight was suddenly boring. Marvan’s chest felt tight with the need to end it, the need to complete the act he’d been yearning towards for days. He kicked out again, knocking the other man on to his back. Ishan’s face was empty of arrogance. His expression held only fear now.


Marvan licked his lips as he dropped to his knees beside Ishan, delaying the moment, savouring it. Ishan’s hair felt coarse against his fingers as he grabbed a fistful and pulled back, exposing his vulnerable neck. The other man’s eyes rolled wildly, trying to follow Marvan’s hand and the trident that he moved to press against the apple of his throat.


‘You show him, Marvan,’ someone shouted. It was meaningless. This wasn’t about anyone but him and Ishan.


‘I yield,’ Ishan croaked. He was sobbing, the tears mingling with and smearing the other filth on his face. ‘I yield. You’re right, I do take my wife from behind. She is a sow!’


‘Is she?’ Marvan said. ‘I barely remember her.’


The metal hilt had warmed in his hand. It was a part of him, an extension of his own arm. He raised the spike above the other man’s throat and then brought it down. The point pierced the thin skin and the thick tube of Ishan’s windpipe, cleaving clear through the tendons and arteries of his neck until it hit the bones of his spine, where it stuck fast. But it had done its job. Blood spurted out on to Marvan’s face and across bystanders who’d leaned too close to watch the end. The smell of it was rich and coppery, stronger even than the stench of shit.


Marvan watched the last breath shudder out of his childhood friend with a surge of pleasure. As Ishan’s life drained away, a beautiful peace filled Marvan. It was done. He closed his eyes, enjoying the quiet in his mind. When he opened them he saw that Lucan was watching him, an expression of disgust on his face.


If only the feeling would last. If only it ever lasted.


Eric woke alone at dawn. There’d been no john willing to pay fifteen glass feathers to spend the whole night with him and he stretched luxuriously, enjoying the temporary solitude. It was very quiet, though. Too quiet, and there was a heaviness in the air that made him twitchy, like an animal growing restless at the approach of a storm. His stomach clenched as he rolled from the bed and inspected himself in the mirror above the dresser.


His make-up had rubbed away in the night, exposing the pale face beneath the gold hair. Awful. His eyes looked dull, and was that a line beside his mouth? No wonder no one had wanted him for the whole night.


No wonder Lahiru hadn’t stayed.


He applied his new make-up carefully, lining his eyes to make them seem larger and rubbing colour on their lids to bring out their blue and rouge on his cheeks to highlight the bones. When he was dressed in his fine linen shirt and the silver chain that had been a gift from a besotted old man, he looked almost all right, almost like a boy someone might lose his heart to.


The morning muster for the Fine Fellows took place in Gamblers’ Square. Its entrance led between the Nine Times Nine and the Lucky Knot, whose owners had been fast enough to secure themselves the prime location. Both establishments sprawled out on to the muddy ground. Tables tipped at angles where dead-eyed men tossed dice that had betrayed them all night long but might, just might come good for them on the next roll. The members of the company crowded around them. They leaned against the tables and upset the games, uncaring as they peered up towards the platform where the censor would take the muster.


Eric found himself sandwiched between Mad Mercy, one of the whores from Madam Sin’s rival house, and a stranger with bruised eyes and a stubbled face who seemed barely conscious. And there was the censor now, his jowls wobbling beneath florid cheeks.


It would be today, Eric felt it in his gut. The names started being called and there was an ‘Aye, present’ or ‘Still abed’ for each, but he knew it couldn’t last. When they came to Ishan of High Water Fastness, a moment’s silence seemed to confirm his fears and then a laughing voice piped up ‘No secret there, mates. Marvan of the Drovers done for that one’ and Eric gasped in relief. But three names later another silence fell, and this time no one filled it.


‘Ravi son of Ravith of Deep Lake village,’ the censor said again. ‘Not seen? Not known?’


‘I kept him company last night.’ The young girl blushed when the crowd turned to look at her. ‘But the bugger snored like a rockfall so I told him he could sleep on the floor.’


‘And he wasn’t there when you woke?’ the censor asked.


She shook her head and a murmur travelled through the crowd: ‘Dead, dead, dead.’


‘The First Death!’ the censor confirmed. ‘The soil has spoken – we’ve hidden it from the sun too long and the worm men have found us. Smiler’s Fair must move again.’ The cry was repeated down side streets and along alleys to quarters beyond theirs, so that soon the whole fair would know.


Eric stood frozen while everyone around him rushed into motion. Only the gamblers at their tables remained still, watching in confusion as figures climbed the walls of the building in which they’d spent their night and began to dismantle it. Eric thought it was like watching ants at work on a leaf. They swarmed over the wood, little things tearing apart something much larger than themselves.


His heart felt pulled apart too. Lahiru never came to him before noon. Smiler’s Fair would be in pieces by then, maybe even gone. No one wanted to remain long on ground that had seen the First Death. Eric should already be breaking down Madam Aeronwen’s establishment, helping to load it into their travel wagons, or helping the Drovers feed and hitch the ice mammoths that would draw them somewhere new, far away from Lahiru.


He didn’t help; he just watched. He saw the panels of the Last Luck pulled apart and stacked on the backs of wagons higgledy-piggledy so that some showed their decaying outer surface and others the brightly painted interior, tessellations of dice and cards. The Aethelstan’s Rest was so small there was no need to pull it apart. George, its hulking doorman, rolled the wheels to each of its corners so that they could be attached to the axles and tightened. Then four brown horses were brought up and the tavern was departing Gamblers’ Square. It joined the procession of buildings, whole and broken, already heading down the valley and away.


It was so fast. They’d each done it a hundred times before. Smiler’s Fair moved on and they with it; it was the way of things. Gamblers’ Square was soon a muddy blank with only a few stragglers left in it, knee-deep in the muck. Madam Aeronwen’s had gone already and Eric would need to run to catch up. Smiler’s Fair didn’t wait. He had to go.


But they were heading for the plains. The tribes didn’t have much use for a boy like him. The last time they’d passed through the lands of the Four Together, there’d been so little work for him that Madam Aeronwen had lent his bond to the Merry Cooks. And this time there’d be Kenric to lure away what trade there was.


He knew where Lahiru’s shipfort was. The Ashaneman hadn’t told Eric himself, but it had been easy enough to find out. Eric could go there instead, to Smallwood. He pictured it: he’d ride the bridge across the lake to the gates and they’d be opened for him before he got to them. Lahiru would have seen him coming and rushed down to greet him. He’d fling his arms round Eric in full view of all his men, then draw him inside the shipfort and tell him that this was his home now.


You’re such a dreamer, my Eric, Madam Aeronwen would say to him. When will you learn to live in the waking world? But he liked his dreams better. And Lahiru did love him, he was sure of it. He simply lacked the courage to act. Well, Eric would act for him. He’d be brave enough to find happiness for both of them.


Smallwood lay to the west. Eric turned his back on the sun and began to walk.
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The mountain lion was hungry enough to be desperate, but not so weak it couldn’t kill Krish if it caught him. The sky was the same grey as the rocks on which it crouched, the sparse grass shrivelled, and the world seemed leached of all colour except the hunter’s yellow fur and fierce golden eyes. The animal was barely fifty feet away, its gaze flicking between him and the herd. It had approached the goats from downwind, and they had yet to smell their stalker. Oblivious to their danger, they must make the more tempting target, but Krish couldn’t let them be taken. His da would be furious.


He shouted suddenly to scare the herd and then turned in the other direction from their panicked stampede. Instinct told him to run, but he fought it. He’d once seen a blue warbler lead a falcon away from its nestlings by feigning a broken wing. He forced his own left leg to drag as if it was injured and looked back at the lion to see if it had taken the bait, a terrified part of him hoping it wouldn’t.


But the ruse worked. The lion’s burning eyes fixed on him, its tail twitched and it slunk towards him as the goats bleated and made their escape. Rain froze as it fell, into darts of ice that struck them both, and Krish was sure he must be as sorry a sight as the lion, its fur lank and dripping and its thin body racked with shivers.


Limping was hard, almost as hard as running, and after a score of paces he was panting for breath and the lion had eased itself ten feet nearer. Soon, he knew, it would decide that it had him and substitute lethal speed for its cautious creeping. He’d seen great cats hunting before. He had only a few moments more, and he wasn’t sure they were enough.


His whole body shook with the desire to hasten his pace, but he knew he couldn’t. Only the belief that he was injured was slowing the lion, convinced it had as much time as it needed to take down its prey. He limped as fast as he could and turned a little left, his breath rasping and a sweat of fear on his skin despite the damp chill.


And then the lion leapt. Krish gasped and leapt too, forcing speed from his aching legs. The ravine was only twenty paces away. If he could just make it, if he could just take twelve more strides – but suddenly the lion was on him. Its great clawed paws reached out to grab and rend him and he flung himself desperately to one side, scraping his side raw on the rocks.


The lion missed him by inches and was already turning to try again. But in its hurry it missed its footing and Krish felt a hot rush of relief as the hunter skidded on to its side and growled in anger and pain.


In the seconds its fall had bought him he gathered the last of his strength and pushed himself to his feet. Only a dozen paces now and his heart pounded out every one of them. He heard the scrabble of the lion’s claws as it righted itself and then its roar as it leapt for a second time and he flung himself to the ground, tucked his head beneath his arms and hoped.


Claws raked his shoulders, teeth snapped so near his head he heard their sharp clack, and then the lion was past him and it gave a desperate yowl as it realised there was nothing beneath it but air. Krish craned his neck over the lip of the ravine to watch the beast as it plummeted fifty feet to the jagged bottom. There was a splash of red as it landed and, though he saw its body move a little, he knew that it was finished.


He felt a sudden sorrow for the dying creature. It had only wanted to eat and Krish knew what it was to be hungry. Triumph quickly banished his pity, though. He peered at the distant body and wondered if he could climb down the rocks to strip the lion of its hide. He could take it to sell next time he went to market, and no thief who saw that clawed pelt on his donkey’s back would dare to attack him.


He was just planning how to climb the cliff when he heard the plaintive bleating behind him and remembered Snowy. His mind on the immediate threat, he’d forgotten the nanny was so near to her time. He groaned as he forced himself to his feet; the cuts in his shoulder stung, but he could see that he didn’t have the leisure to tend to them. Snowy was panting her distress and her eyes were wild with pain.


He walked to her and gently stroked her neck, then led her back towards a half-cave in the mountainside that he sometimes used when the weather was bad. The danger past, the scattered herd began to gather round as if they felt the need to witness the birth of their latest member. Their warm flanks pressed against him and the smell of the billies was almost choking in the confinement of the rock.


Krish bent over his own knees as a racking cough shook him. There was an ominous rattle to it, the sound of water building in his lungs. The winter always brought it on, and last year a fever came with it that had melted the flesh from his bones until he looked little more than a skeleton. Running through the cold and wet hadn’t helped, but what choice had he had?


When the cough passed, he turned his attention back to the goats. He’d helped to birth enough kids before: Snowy’s own mother, and her dam too. He’d looked after the herd since he was seven. But this was going to be a bad one, he could already tell. He felt the shape of the kid against Snowy’s sides and it seemed twisted.


He pushed her into a corner, away from the other animals, and started to build a fire from the branches he’d left on another visit. He set water to boil in a clay pot above the fire and then drew out the parchment from its hiding place at the bottom of his pack.


The scroll showed a family tree of the whole herd going back nine years, as far as he’d been able to remember. He’d scratched little sketches of the goats, then made a careful note of their coat colour, their eye colour, their size and horns, everything about them that marked them out. He’d never been taught the proper way to turn words into marks on a page, so he’d made up his own: an empty circle for a white coat and a filled one for brown. It was easy enough. He wondered if the true writing the shipborn learned was as simple.


Snowy was white, of course. Her horns were short and her eyes were a very pale yellow, almost as strange as his own. At the moment they were wide with fear as her flanks heaved and sweated. Krish remembered when his cousin had given birth and how she’d screamed and begged her mother to make it end; how she had cursed her husband for planting his seed in her.


He wondered if Snowy guessed the risk of her labour. Did those pale eyes see things not yet come to pass, or did she live only in the present? He did what he could to ease her, rubbing her sides with a dry cloth to stop the cooling sweat from chilling her.


‘Good girl,’ he crooned. ‘It will all be over soon, you’ll see.’ He ran his hand over her stomach, felt the misplaced shape of her kid, and knew that it was a lie. His hand fell to the knife at his belt, thinking to cut the kid free, but when he drew it and saw the wicked edge of the flint he hesitated. Snowy was still watching him, and what if she really could sense death coming? What if she knew what he intended for her?


He sheathed the blade, shrugged off his woollen coat and rolled up the sleeves of his shirt, shivering as the frigid air tore at his lungs and raised goosebumps on his arms. There was a trickle of blood seeping from Snowy already, a bad sign but useful for him. It would smooth his way in. The passage was tight and her strong muscles clamped down painfully on his fingers as he eased them inside her.


He’d seen other men attempt this, but had never done it himself. It was far harder than he’d imagined. Snowy was moaning her pain now, a distressingly human sound. He could feel nothing inside but wetness and tight muscle and he was afraid that if he moved he’d hurt her more.


He gritted his teeth and did it anyway, pressing his arm forward and feeling with his fingers. He almost jerked back when they met something hard, then realised it must be the kid’s head. He probed it gently and felt the bud of its horns. And he’d been right. Its legs weren’t there, where they needed to be.


Snowy had stopped making any sound at all except a desperate panting. Even that was slowing and he knew that she was weakening. If the kid didn’t come out soon, it would kill her. Krish slid his fingers from the baby’s head and felt along the shape of its jaw and then down its neck to its chest. After that his fingers traced a bony shoulder and he followed it down until he felt a tiny hoof. He hooked a finger beneath the kid’s knee and raised it.


Snowy’s head jerked up and she moaned again, but he kept moving, lifting her baby’s leg to where it needed to be. He gave her a moment, then did the same with the other leg. They were as thin as twigs and he worried they’d break, but there was a deceptive strength in them. And in Snowy too, who was still breathing, her yellow eyes watching him almost as if she understood what he was doing for her.


He pulled the legs and Snowy jerked and bleated but nothing else happened. It wasn’t working – the legs were too fragile a handhold. He shifted his fingers again until he felt the little animal’s shoulder, took a breath, and then yanked with all his strength.


Snowy screeched and the herd shifted and stamped around him. Outside, the wind howled through the rocks. He almost gave up. He could still use the knife. But her eye was on him and they were so close. ‘You need to help me, then,’ he told her. ‘Do what mothers do.’


She couldn’t have understood him, but she had a mother’s nature all the same and he felt all the muscles inside her clench and push. He gasped and tightened his grip, pulling when she pushed and stopping when she stopped. When it finished, it finished suddenly, in a slither of mucus and blood and delicate limbs.


Krish fell back, sitting on the hard rock as he watched Snowy lift an exhausted head to lick her son clean. The little creature staggered to his feet, seeming to gain strength as he moved. His head turned towards his mother, nuzzling at her flank until he found what he was looking for and started to suck hungrily on her udder.


The fire was beginning to burn down to embers and the sky too was losing its brightness. Hidden behind churning clouds, the sun must be close to setting and he needed to head home. The herd could shelter here for the night. He’d tether Dapple, their leader, and the other goats wouldn’t wander far. He looked back at the kid, feeding at his mother’s tit, and for the first time took real note of the colour of his coat: not white, like both his sire and dam, but a pure brown almost the same colour as Krish’s own skin.


He smiled as he noted it down on his scroll. He was right. He was definitely right. It wasn’t just chance now; his idea had held true for four generations. This was better even than the lion’s skin to take back as a trophy. When he got home he’d tell his father and it would change everything.


It was twilight by the time he neared his family’s encampment at the edge of the village circle. The distant mountains were lost to sight, but he could see their shapes in his memory: the jagged saw of the Teeth, and the twin peaks that the adults called The Sisters and the children The Breasts. He’d sit sometimes when he was tending the herd and think of walking the long miles over rock and scrubby grass to reach them, walking to them and not walking back. But things here would get better now and there’d be no need to leave.


The village fires lighted the way as he approached, more tightly clustered than they would be in summer. The cold drew people in, and on the last day of every ten, when tradition dictated that the tents were moved, they weren’t moved very far.


The grass on the slope leading to the village was more brown than green. He reached the gnarled tree that marked the edge of habitation and brushed his fingers against a knot in its trunk. It was a ritual he’d performed since he could first walk, a confirmation that he’d reached safety, and he had to stoop to do it now. He’d grown but the tree never did. Like all old things, it had lost the energy to change.


He passed Isuru’s large tent, which seemed to shine silver under the rising moon. The headman had demanded the skins of his neighbours’ white goats in tribute for his wife to stitch it. The menfolk had grumbled and done it anyway, afraid Isuru would increase their taxes if they didn’t. Krish didn’t see that it mattered. It was better to be like his own family’s mottled tent, almost invisible in the shadows. The mountains were full of predators and standing out was never wise. He knew that better than most.


His mother smiled at him as he ducked through the goatskin flap. Her skin sagged with age and her lips were cracked with the winter chill. His father said that she’d never been beautiful, but Krish didn’t believe it. He could see the shadow of fairness in her high cheekbones and the long hair that must once have been dark and glossy.


His father was working at the far side of the tent, chipping a new flint blade. He didn’t look up as Krish entered.


‘A good day?’ his mother asked.


Krish grinned and she frowned in surprise. He didn’t smile very often. ‘A very good day, Ma. Snowy gave birth to a little billy.’


‘Curse her,’ his father said without turning. ‘More useless meat.’


Krish thought about explaining his idea then, but the tone of his father’s voice was harsh. Food in his belly would soften his mood. Krish went to the hearth instead and bent to kiss his mother’s cheek. ‘The kid was twisted. I put him right.’


She smiled and ruffled his hair, dropping both smile and hand when his father said, ‘Just as well. I could afford to lose you more easily than another dam in her prime. The herd’s thin enough already.’


‘Enough of them to put food on our plates, and that’s what matters,’ his mother said.


His father grunted, looking through her rather than at her, the way he often did.


‘Dinner smells good,’ Krish said, though in truth the meat was too rank and the herbs too few to make an appetising meal.


His mother ladled out a large bowl for his father and smaller ones for herself and Krish. They settled at the hearthfire, pots and half-finished shoes and sides of cured meat hanging around their heads. The rough stone forms of their prow gods watched them from beside the flames: the Thunderer with the zigzag lightning bolt across his chest, who warded against ill weather, and the fertile Goat God with two little horns on his head.


When his fifteenth spring had come and he’d become a man, Krish should have brought his own god to add to the hearth. His father had denied him that. He often wondered what it meant to be without a god, to be unwatched and unprotected. He prayed to the Fierce Child sometimes to spare the goats, but he wasn’t sure the shiplords’ gods, kept so far away in distant Ashfall, would have a care for a landborn herder on the outer edge of the realm.


The meal was silent as usual. Krish felt confined in the tent, hemmed in by the musty-smelling skin. It was different in summer. He could sleep under the stars and away from the judging eyes of his father. They were on him now and he realised that he was shaking. He wasn’t sure if it was fear or anticipation. What he’d discovered would change things, and for the seventeen years of his life, nothing else ever had.


‘Speak then,’ his father said. ‘I know you’re able.’


‘Snowy’s kid, he was brown.’


His father frowned, not understanding.


‘His sire was Woody,’ Krish said. ‘Woody is white like her. And Woody doesn’t have the double horns, nor Snowy neither, but the kid’s got them.’


‘Then you’re wrong. The sire must be Dapple.’


‘No, I saw the mating myself. Woody mounted her. I’ve been keeping –’ he drew out his parchment, spreading it on the rug between them ‘– I’ve been keeping records of all the herd, all the births and matings.’ He pointed out Snowy’s place on the chart and her unnamed kid beneath her. ‘The circles show what colour they were and there’s lines for the horns and I’ve put their eyes, too. Hatched means blue like Titch had. You remember, Ma. You always liked her.’


His mother’s brow creased with worry. ‘What’s this about, Krishanjit? These aren’t the King’s carrion mounts we have here. There’s no need to keep track of their breeding.’


‘But look here. See.’ Krish pointed along the lines of the chart, to Snowy’s sire and dam and their sires and dams before them. ‘Two generations back and the brown colour is there. I’ve thought a lot and I have an idea of why it could be.’


‘Then you’ve too much time on your hands and not enough work to fill them.’ His da was using his forbidding tone, which meant the conversation was over, but Krish was too caught up in his excitement to care.


‘It’s the mother, she gives a bit of herself to her child, and the father gives something too. And these gifts, they can be weak or strong. The white coat is strong. If sire or dam gives the white gift, that’s the colour of the kid. The strong gift overpowers the weak. But it isn’t thrown away. And when that kid has kids of its own, it chooses: will I pass on my strong gift or my weak gift? And sometimes it passes on the weak. Do you see?’


‘I see that you’ve gone crazed,’ his father said.


‘I understand,’ his mother said. She seemed to have caught some of Krish’s excitement. ‘It’s how a white dam and a white sire have a brown kid. The weak brown gift was passed on, and passed on, until it met a weak gift from the other side.’


‘That’s it!’ Krish said. ‘And it shows, Da, that even though my eyes are different, even though they’re nothing like yours or Ma’s, I am your son. It’s just a weak gift passed down from your granddad, or your great-granddad. Ma was never unfaithful to you. Never. I’ve proved it.’


He smiled at her, triumphant. All these years, his father must have looked at Krish’s moon-coloured eyes and thought himself a cuckold, but it wasn’t true. Krish had known his mother wasn’t a harlot, and now his father could stop hating her, and him.


For a moment, his father looked stunned. His jaw clenched beneath his grizzled stubble and his eyes widened. Then they narrowed again and he let out a bark of laughter. ‘You’re a fool, boy! And you’re none of my get. Wherever you got those freakish eyes of yours, it wasn’t my bloodline, nor your mother’s neither. Tell him,’ he ordered his wife. ‘I’ve kept your secret long enough.’


Krish’s mother seemed to shrink in on herself. He looked at her, but she wouldn’t meet his eyes.


‘Coward,’ his father said, and for once Krish agreed with him. ‘I’ll tell him then, will I? How you were heading down to Lord Lust’s shrine at Starfall to pray for your womb to bear fruit, and instead of getting a child in the proper fashion you found this one thrown away by some stream, and brought him home without asking leave. Five years I’d been wed to you and no child of my seed, but you brought that mewling thing home as if it would do instead. As if I’d be pleased. Now that was a weak gift!’


Krish could see the rage darkening his da’s face as he brought his hand back and then forward, the movement looking almost slow but the crack of its impact against his ma’s cheek horribly loud.


Krish clenched his own fist, but knew he wouldn’t use it. His father was twice his size and interfering only made the beatings worse. He watched instead, as the man who had never been his father hit the woman who was not, it seemed, his mother.
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On the third dawn after the ruins of Manveer’s Folly, Captain Mahesh told Nethmi that they’d reach Winter’s Hammer by noon. They were the first words he’d spoken to her since they’d fled together from his dead guardsman and the thing that had killed him.


The events in the ruins had brought back long-faded memories of her childhood. Her father had tried to keep her from the battles he fought, but it wasn’t always possible. Once the mountain savages had attacked the army’s camp itself and she remembered watching men fight and die. She’d found it exciting. To a six-year-old, it had seemed like an entertainment put on purely for her benefit.


The territory they passed through now was a part of Ashanesland only because of those battles and those deaths. They hardly seemed worth it. The mules had trudged past the snowline long ago, and now they laboured through waist-high drifts and the soldiers were forced to stop often to dig them out. There was little sign of life up here, only the occasional buzzard circling above and sometimes the tracks of what might have been foxes. She’d seen nothing green for two days, nothing but the pure white of the snow and the dirtier white of the sky, pregnant with more of the stuff.


Two of the servants had been frostbitten. Nethmi had stared, horrified, at the blackened stumps of their fingers and heard them sobbing at night when everyone else was asleep. Her robes were thick and her fur mittens kept her hands safe, but nothing could keep her warm. Each day the memory of heat would bleed out of her, and each evening the fire reminded her so that she could miss it all the more the next morning. But now all that was over.


Her body had grown accustomed to her mule’s rocking gait. She tightened her legs around its waist as it scrambled to the top of yet another featureless rise. With her eyes half-closed against the white glare, it took her a moment to recognise what she was seeing: the climb had finally ended as their path spilled out onto a vast, snow-covered plain. Its only features were the monumental black rocks scattered across it, each ten times the height of a man. Their tops were dusted white but the smooth sides glittered in the feeble sunlight. Nethmi couldn’t imagine how the huge boulders had been carried here, all the way to the top of the world.


As they drew closer she saw that the rocks had been carved, every one with the same image: a face, long and thin and male and subtly but terribly wrong. Her heart lurched as she realised what it reminded her of. The brief flash she’d seen of the worm man’s face in the darkness had had the same hollow cheeks and long, up-tipped eyes. The plain was covered in the rocks. There were a dozen within reach, hundreds of them just black spots in the distance.


‘Who is he?’ she turned to ask the rider behind her, realising too late that it was Mahesh.


He shook his head. His hands were tight around the reins of his mount and she was sure he’d seen the resemblance too.


‘Did the savages carve them?’ she asked.


He shook his head again, still staring, then roused himself from his daze. The smile he gave her was unpleasant. ‘You can ask them yourself, my lady, if you like. We’re here.’


Ahead lay the shipfort that was to be her new home. Winter’s Hammer wasn’t large, perhaps a fourth the size of Whitewood. It squatted on its platform like a black toad, fashioned from the same rock that littered the plain. Its towers were jagged, as if the material was hard to carve. Now she looked, she could see that the face on some of the rocks was mutilated where blocks had been chipped away. The edges of the working were ragged, like unhealed wounds.


The waters of the lake were very blue. The colour made her think of toothache. On its banks, the shaggy forms of hill mammoths drew the fort around. Like Winter’s Hammer itself, they were squatter and uglier than anything she’d seen before, their coats curled and almost the same colour as the rock. As her company drew nearer, the stench of them hit her, like bedding that hadn’t been washed for a year. It made her mule seem positively fragrant.


A crowd of men waited for them on the lakeshore. There was no bridge that she could see, but small boats bobbed on the water behind them. All the men were armoured and armed, glints of metal shining from beneath their heavy furs. They were clearly the household guard and Nethmi wondered if her husband was among them. Her head spun and her breath was suddenly short. It hadn’t seemed quite real before. Now it felt inescapable.


No one made a move towards them and there were no shouts of greeting. Their group approached the other in an eerie, hostile silence. Even their footsteps were muffled by the snow. When they were within forty paces, she saw swords being loosened in scabbards. Mahesh raised an eyebrow and his lips thinned but he waved at his own men to be at ease.


The strangers’ expressions seemed to relax a little, but they weren’t gentle faces. Their skin was unpleasantly pale, a yellowish sort of beige, and their hair was straight and black. Their eyes were narrower and their noses smaller than any true Ashane’s. Theirs were faces she remembered from her childhood. She’d seen them dead on battlefields and caged by her father’s troops, ready to be ransomed back to their tribe when peace finally came.


Her own people crowded behind her and she heard a murmur of discontent from the servants that they should have travelled so far and suffered such hardship only to be treated thus. When the two companies were face to face, a man a little taller and older than the rest stepped forward. ‘You are the Lady Nethmi, daughter of Lord Shaan of Whitewood?’


‘I am.’


There was no change in his expression. His cold eyes shifted from her to Mahesh’s men. ‘You bring many people and many weapons. It looks as if you’ve come to make war.’


Mahesh stepped forward, quivering with rage. He seemed to have forgotten his anger at her in his fury at this affront. ‘The Lady Nethmi has come to be married, and she was expecting to be welcomed to her new home, not questioned like a common brigand on a cold lakeshore. These men are for her protection and her honour. Lord Puneet does not send his beloved niece into your savage mountains unescorted.’


The other man bowed, a very tiny amount. ‘Your forgiveness, Lady Nethmi. Many attacks may come under the cover of friendship, and we have long memories here.’


She felt quite as angry as Mahesh, but schooled her expression into a smile. She could wear a mask when she needed, and there was no profit in starting her new life by making an enemy. ‘I understand, Captain …?’


‘Seonu Lin.’


‘Captain Lin. You’ve fulfilled your duty admirably. But now, I beg of you, my people are tired and cold. We’d welcome a warm hearth to sit by.’


If his expression softened, it wasn’t perceptible. ‘You may come, but your soldiers and servants do not stay.’


‘Am I to understand you’re denying us the hospitality of your house?’ Mahesh asked, incredulous.


‘This land is hard. Food is scarce and we have many mouths to feed. You are strangers to us, your servants owe us no fealty. There are none within our walls who have not sworn an oath of service to Lord Thilak. It is the Seonu way.’


‘It’s a cold, mannerless way!’ Mahesh snapped.


‘And this also,’ Lin said. ‘There are those within Winter’s Hammer who remember the war, back when we were a free land. Men such as yours burned our tents and killed our children. Your father’s men, Lady Nethmi. It is safer to stay apart, so that old grudges cannot turn blood hot and see it spilt.’


Suddenly, the tension that had dissipated was back. Lin’s men had never moved their hands far from their sword hilts and now Mahesh did nothing to stop his own as they grasped their weapons. Nethmi realised they were an eye-blink away from lethal violence. A part of her wanted to let it happen and see her uncle’s plans for this alliance turn to ash.


But her eyes shifted to the black walls of the shipfort and the high bow-slits within them. It wouldn’t be a fight; it would be a slaughter and she’d be caught in the middle of it. She remembered her father, after the mountain campaign was won, when King Nayan had offered him lordship over the newly conquered lands. I’ve had enough of fighting, he’d told his liege, and these people haven’t. Send me somewhere my sword can stay in its scabbard.


‘Enough,’ she said. ‘If you cannot accommodate my people then we must be content with that. If you have some kindness in you, perhaps you’ll send out fuel and food to warm them before they begin the long journey home.’


Mahesh scowled and his men muttered, but they didn’t dare countermand her.


‘Your people will be fed one meal,’ Lin said. His lips twitched into the sketch of a smile. ‘I will send to the kitchens. There was a hunt yesterday, so there is a little meat to spare. Now, Lady Nethmi, you come with me. Lord Thilak waits.’


She nodded stiffly. ‘I’ll need your men’s help, if you won’t let my own cross to Winter’s Hammer.’


‘Your clothes and bags will be brought.’


‘And my prow god.’ She gestured at the sled being drawn by two mules. The figure on it was draped in canvas to protect it from the snow, but the outline of its head and upraised arms was visible beneath the fabric.


Lin stared blankly at her, then abruptly crossed to the figure and raised the canvas to look beneath. There was a shocked gasp from her people and several moved to stop him. Only she was permitted to touch her own prow god, but it was already too late. The jewels embedded in the statue’s torc glittered in the light. Its face, smooth and calm, neither male nor female, gazed benignly at Lin. He stared back. ‘This is your god.’


Nethmi yanked the cover back over the figure. ‘Peacebringer, yes.’ Her uncle hadn’t stinted her on that, paying one of Bright Star’s finest sculptors to make the piece according to the truthteller’s god-dream on her fifteenth birthday. The prime family’s prow gods reflected on the whole fort and Peacebringer had protected them all while he was under their roof. She had prayed that war and ruin would come to Whitewood with her god’s departure.


‘I understand,’ Lin said after a moment. ‘Your ways are not our ways.’ He gestured to a group of his men, and they moved silently to grasp the four corners of the god’s palanquin and lift it towards the largest boat. It dipped low in the water beneath Peacebringer’s weight, and for a terrible moment Nethmi thought it might sink. But the boat stayed afloat and then she was being handed into the one beside it, a fur-wrapped tribesman taking his place facing her to pull the oars. She turned to watch the lakeshore as they moved away, lifting an arm to wave at Ayesha’s retreating figure. She hadn’t even had the chance to say goodbye to her maid.


Halfway across the water, the tribesman had begun to sweat beneath his furs, his face red with effort. She realised that it was a young face, only a few years out of boyhood. The tension in her muscles unwound a little as he smiled cautiously at her.


‘Why isn’t it frozen?’ she asked him.


He frowned, and she wondered if he understood her at all, but continued, ‘The lake. Why is there no ice on it?’


‘Hot,’ he said. His eyes met hers for a moment before dropping shyly back to his oars.


She laughed, surprising herself. ‘I hardly think so. If it grows any colder than this, I’m going to freeze solid.’


‘No, water hot. Feel.’


He nodded down at the very blue lake beneath them, and after a moment she pulled off her mitten and cautiously trailed her fingers in the wavelets. It was warm, as warm as a bath. She realised that the mist hovering in patches above the water was actually steam.


‘Mountain burn,’ he said. ‘Make lake boil. Make tears of the moon.’


‘The tears of the moon?’


He pointed behind her to one of the massive black rocks, then lapsed back into silence. The splash of the oars in the water was soothing, and the warm steam even more so. Nethmi’s eyes had drifted shut by the time they reached Winter’s Hammer and she jerked awake with a start as they bumped against the small dock. The oarsman jumped ashore to help her out of the boat as the others made their landing around her. She found herself reluctant to part from the young tribesman and his gentle face. Her future began as soon as she stepped through the doors of Winter’s Hammer, uncertain and unwanted.


She didn’t know if the tribesman sensed her hesitation, but he touched two fingers to her chest, just above where her heart beat out its sudden fear. ‘Welcome,’ he said. ‘May our tent always shelter you.’


Then Lin was beside her and the youthful tribesman faded into the mass of his fellows, leaving her stranded. She scanned the docks ahead of her, but they remained empty. ‘Will I meet my betrothed soon?’ she asked Lin. ‘I’m … anxious to do so.’


‘Of course, Lady Nethmi. Tonight, at the wedding. It is ill-luck to see his face before.’


And that seemed to be the end of the conversation. He turned away from her to shout orders at his men in their own language. Her goods were gathered and carried towards the gates of the shipfort, and she was left with no choice but to follow after.


The room they brought her to was big but austere. Its walls were covered by tapestries, which did little to keep out the chill radiating from the black stone beneath. Each tapestry showed a different view of the landscape outside the windowless shipfort. On the floor there were the hides of three bears, one black, one white and one the orange of gingerbread, the only colour in the place. Their heads had been left on and their glass eyes followed Nethmi as she crossed the room.


Her possessions had been dumped in one corner. There were wardrobes and drawers, but without Ayesha there was no one to fill them for her. Lin had told her a woman would come with her gown and Nethmi guessed she must be her new maid. She sat on one of her chests, chin resting on her fists, and waited. It didn’t seem right that she’d woken in a cold tent this morning and would be lying in her wedding bed tonight. She’d thought she would have more time to prepare.


She heard footsteps outside the door and a woman entered without knocking. Nethmi had hoped she might be Ashane – her betrothed must surely have brought some of his own people with him when he came to rule here – but she had the untrusting eyes and pale skin of the mountain savages. Their thin mouths didn’t seem to be made for smiling and the woman didn’t try.


‘Your gown, lady,’ she said, mangling the title as if she didn’t understand it. Perhaps she didn’t. Her father had told her the tribes had neither nobility nor rank before the Ashane came. The woman laid the dress out on the bed, then stared at Nethmi.


After a few seconds, Nethmi realised that she was expected to dress herself. She ran her fingers over the material. It was grey and soft but thick, maybe woollen. She’d wanted to bring her own gown to wear. Wanderers often brought fine linen from the far west to Whitewood and Ayesha had known a woman who could sew a dress with seed pearls so that it shimmered wherever she walked. But her uncle had forbidden it. He’d told her Lord Thilak would be insulted by the suggestion that he couldn’t clothe his bride.


Though the dress was clean, Nethmi could see the shadows of stains on it. She wondered how many women had worn it before her. There were no jewels, but the front had been heavily embroidered. The scene showed two warriors, two female warriors, engaged in a furious battle. The red thread of their wounds was vivid against the pale material.


Nethmi ran her fingers along the stitches. ‘It’s not the most romantic scene I’ve ever seen.’


‘The first bride to wear this dress won her husband with her axe. The dress remembers.’


‘Oh.’


The fireplace was filled with slabs of what looked like earth. They burned low, smelled terrible and seemed barely to heat the room. Nethmi shivered as she removed her travelling clothes. The buttons at the back were awkward to unclasp without help, but the woman didn’t offer any. Her bright black eyes watched expressionless as Nethmi stripped down to her petticoats. They were grubby from the long journey and she could smell her own stale sweat trapped beneath.


‘May I bathe first?’ she asked. ‘I’d like to go to my husband fresh.’


‘Bathe? No. The flesh must not be washed in winter. Illness follows.’


‘Oh,’ Nethmi said again. So there was no choice but to pull the dress over her soiled undergarments. It felt gentle against her skin, but the embroidery made it heavy. Her shoulders were weighed down with it. The back gaped open, its ribbons out of her reach, and the woman finally moved forward to assist. The calluses on her fingers brushed Nethmi’s skin as she tied them.


When she was done, Nethmi turned to the tall mirror in one corner. She looked … not like herself. The dress made her seem older and her brown skin looked ill against the grey.


‘Very beautiful,’ the woman said. ‘Come now. Lord Thilak waits.’


‘But –’ Nethmi realised there were too many objections she wanted to make and no point to any of them. Where are my followers, my maids to strew flowers in front of me? Where is my honour guard? ‘Where is my prow god?’ she asked instead.


‘It is in the hall, waiting. Come. Time to wed.’


The woman took her arm and Nethmi let herself be led through the door. The hallway outside was unadorned, though at intervals statues lurked in niches in the wall. They were of hard-faced men and stern women, carved from the same rough rock as everything else. Lanterns sat in brackets along the length of the hallway but did little to lighten the darkness. Winter’s Hammer looked as if it had been built by savages trying to imitate the wondrous shipforts of civilised folk they had only ever seen from a distance.


As they walked further down the corridor, she heard a low murmur that might have been water or voices and then more raucous laughter and a baying that sounded like a pack of hounds. They turned a corner and suddenly the source of the noise was in front of them. The hall was long and low, almost like a tunnel through the black rock. Two great fires blazed at each end, so that everyone within was lit with a golden glow. There were dogs here, scores of them, but the baying came from the men at whose feet they lay. She’d never heard talk so loud or so unrestrained. Her uncle kept a table far colder than this.


Lin had told her there was little food in Winter’s Hammer but he’d said nothing of ale. She could see great vats of it on the tables and guessed that as much again already swirled in the men’s guts. If this was the wedding party, it had started long before the bride arrived.


A table stood on a pedestal at the far end of the room and the dozen people seated along its length faced the other revellers. Nethmi’s prow god had been brought on its palanquin to sit in front of them. The firelight cast odd, dancing shadows behind it, as if its arms were swaying in time to the wailing music coming from a group of players at one side of the room.


When she’d walked half the length of the hall, someone finally noticed her. There was a shout, which echoed from the rock walls, and in its wake a silence so total she heard the scrape of the chair as the man at the centre of the high table rose to his feet.


‘Lady Nethmi!’ he shouted. ‘Come, come – no need to be shy.’ Lord Thilak’s portrait hadn’t done him justice. It had shown a grey-haired, stern man, but this fox-fur wrapped figure was bright with drink and pleasure and his smile was welcoming.


She took a hesitant step closer. ‘I … my lord, I don’t know the mountain ways. What is my role in this wedding?’


‘Role? Why to look pretty, say yes and later – well, a gentleman doesn’t speak of such things, eh?’


There was a roar of laughter around the room. Nethmi blushed but forced herself to meet his eye. ‘I hope, my lord, that you’ll think I’ve fulfilled at least the first of those.’


‘Indeed you have! Your portrait was a pale reflection of your true beauty.’ He rose to his feet and, to her shock, vaulted over the table and then jumped from the platform until he was by her side. Up close, she could see that what she had taken for bulk was thick muscle. His face was finely sculpted and though he was old, there was no hint of infirmity about him.


‘Come, let me greet my bride properly.’ He leaned forward to kiss her cheek, and as he did whispered, ‘Have no fear, Lady Nethmi. Smile and curtsy and follow where I lead and all will be well.’


Something that had been wound tight in her chest loosened a little and she ventured a smile. ‘That too I can do, my lord.’


‘Let’s begin, then! You’ll meet my companions and vassals soon enough, but first you must meet my god. This is Mistislav, lord of snow, and I’m sure he’ll be happy to adopt Peacebringer as his son when he’s made his acquaintance.’


He gestured to the pedestal in front of them. Her own prow god glittered in the torchlight. Beside him was what she had taken for an unformed lump of white rock. Now she saw that it held the hint of some not-quite-human form. The rock didn’t appear carved; some other force had shaped it. She understood now why Lin had seemed shocked by Peacebringer. Her prow god looked a safe and man-made thing beside this primitive, unknowable figure.


Thilak didn’t need to prod her for her to curtsy deeply before it.


‘Good. Good,’ he said quietly. ‘He’s an odd-looking fellow, I know, but he’s served me well enough in my years here.’


The ceremony was a blur after that. She was garlanded with small, withered flowers and told to turn five times, first leftward, then rightward. Bites of food were given to her, some sweet, some sour, some so vile she had to fight not to spit them out. She drank from a gold-chased horn, feeling the burn of something strongly alcoholic down her throat, and through it all Thilak was there to guide her with a gentle hand or a soft word. Finally he bowed and handed her a metal ring jangling with heavy iron keys. ‘I give you the keys to my home,’ he said, ‘along with the key to my heart.’


Then it was over, and she was seated beside her new husband at the high table. His men had returned to their merrymaking and the roar of conversation washed up and down the long, low hall. Thilak introduced her to their dozen tablemates but she forgot the names as soon as he spoke them, her head heavy with exhaustion and the drink they’d made her consume. She noticed a tribesman of around Thilak’s age, thin-faced and solemn, and two Ashane who spent the whole meal arguing with each other, voices raised and cheeks flushed with displeasure.


At the far end of the table sat a young man who looked to be some mixed-blood relative of Thilak’s. Though his skin was pale and his hair as yellow and coarse as straw, he shared her husband’s sharp nose and crooked smile. But he was monstrously, improbably fat, rolls of it spilling from the sides of his chair to brush against his sour-faced neighbour. Only one other woman was present, a savage with greying hair and lined skin. She had laugh lines around her mouth but nothing about her behaviour during the meal suggested how she’d acquired them – she remained stony-faced throughout. She barely spoke, only watched Nethmi with thoughtful eyes.


Nethmi didn’t mind. She had no energy for conversation and little appetite for food. She let the servants fill her plate and nibbled at its contents, willing the meal to end.


‘Hold on a little longer,’ Thilak whispered in her ear. ‘It will all be over soon.’


Soon meant three toasts and then a speech that must have lasted an hour or more. She didn’t understand the words but from the roars of laughter and leering glances thrown in her direction she could guess what they were. And then the speech was over and Thilak rose and offered her his hand. She took it and hoped he couldn’t feel her shaking. She knew a wife’s duty and she would do it, however much it hurt. At least her husband seemed a kind man.


He led her the length of the hall and she held her head high, meeting the assessing glances of his men with proud eyes. Outside the hall, the cold slammed into her. Thilak saw her shiver and put his arm around her shoulders. His body was furnace-warm and she made herself relax and lean into it.


‘A difficult day, I know,’ he said as he led her up a flight of stairs, then down a corridor carpeted with wolf pelts.


She shrugged. ‘A long day, my lord.’


‘Good, good.’ He smiled at her abstractedly as he stopped before a wooden door. She expected him to open it, but he turned to face her. ‘Tell me, when were your last courses?’


‘I’m sorry?’


‘Your courses, your monthlies – when did you last bleed?’


She blushed fiercely, a combination of shame and anger. ‘Two weeks ago.’


‘Ah.’ He opened the door but set his back to it, blocking her way. ‘You won’t be fertile until you finish bleeding again. Well, there’s no rush, I suppose.’


She was so shocked that he’d almost shut the door on her before she roused herself and shouted, ‘Wait!’


The door creaked fully open again and his head poked round. ‘What? Oh yes, of course. You don’t know your way around yet, do you? Go to the end of this corridor, take the left turn then the second right and you’ll find your room – the third on the left. Your woman will come in the morning to bring your breakfast.’


He shut the door again and from inside his room came a clattering that might have been him removing his sword. She stared at the door for a long while, but the corridor was chilly and dark and she was aching with exhaustion. He wasn’t coming out. She drew a deep breath and began the walk to her room.


When she reached the end of the corridor she found herself face to face with the woman from the high table at dinner. The pale-skinned savage nodded curtly at Nethmi but didn’t pause as she walked by.


Nethmi turned to watch as the woman went to Thilak’s door and opened it without knocking. As minutes passed and she didn’t emerge, Nethmi’s incredulity slowly curdled into something sour. So much for any hope that her life could be better here, out of her uncle’s shadow. So much for her belief that she had left the masks behind in Whitewood. People hid who they truly were everywhere, but now she understood exactly what mask she would be asked to wear in Winter’s Hammer. Her chest felt hollow with anger as she continued on her way to her empty room.
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The thick goatskin tent let in only a trickle of dawn light, but it always woke Krish. In the bleary uncertainty of returned consciousness he briefly thought it just another day and rolled to his feet to begin it. But when his eyes focused he saw his mother watching him from across the dead fire. His father – no, not his father. Now he was fully awake, his memory of the night before was cuttingly sharp. The man he’d thought his father had wrapped all the skins and furs around himself. The woman he’d thought was his mother shivered on the ground, one arm wrapped around her middle with the hand tucked beneath her armpit, the other flung out to the side at an unnatural angle. Krish could see the swelling and purple bruising around her twisted elbow.


He dropped to his knees beside her. ‘Is it broken?’


She shook her head and looked uneasily at her husband, though he’d drunk himself into a stupor on bag after bag of fermented goat’s milk and would be unlikely to wake before noon.


Krish touched the skin of her elbow and she flinched away. ‘It is broken. Let me send a message for the healer.’ He knew that his voice was strangely tight. He wasn’t sure if he’d forgiven her for her lies, but he couldn’t stop caring about her.


She shook her head. ‘We don’t have the coin to waste on a bruise. It will heal itself. A few days should see it right.’


‘Then I’ll stay and help you. The herd are safe enough. They don’t need me, not today.’


‘No! No. Go out and do your work. He’ll be angry if you don’t. And with me he’ll be sorry this morning, he always is. It’s just his way, he doesn’t really mean it. He didn’t mean what he said to you last night. You understand that, don’t you, Krishanjit?’


He grunted, because he didn’t understand. ‘I’ll be gone then. But you can send a boy to fetch me if you need me.’ He bent down to kiss her on the forehead, then thought better of it. He gave her an awkward half smile instead and hurried from the tent.


The rest of the village had woken too. His neighbours nodded at him at he passed, the young men on the way to mind their own herds and the fathers to the hunt. The women would remain in the tents in this cold season; no gardens to tend and plenty of salting and smoking and weaving to be done. The girls had the worst of it, sent to the river to break the ice and wash their family’s pots. Their hands would redden and chap and later in life they’d twist with arthritis from all that hard use.


Krish wondered how many of them had known about him. Every one of them, probably. They’d have asked how his mother had a child when her belly had never swelled. He felt like the butt of a secret joke and hurried away from them all to begin the long and wearying climb to the herd.


The goats were scattered across the hill outside the cave where Dapple was tied. The billy bleated as he approached, an indignant note in his voice. Krish reached out carefully, wary of his horns, but the animal let him untie the harness around his neck and chest before bounding over the rocks towards the rest. They were nosing through the frost to find the hardy plants that had survived it. There were few enough of them, and Krish knew he’d soon have to begin feeding them the grain they’d stored after the harvest. It was early in the season for that. It had been a hard year: a cold year and getting colder.


He scratched Shorty between the ears, then climbed the rise to begin his headcount. The goats’ yellow eyes turned to watch as he walked among them. He found their impassive regard comforting. They didn’t care who his mother and father were. But who were his mother and father? They’d thrown him away, he knew that much. Maybe he was better off with the people he’d thought his parents. His da might not have wanted him, but at least he’d kept him.


He was so lost in the maze of his own thoughts he almost didn’t notice when the count came up short. Snowy was missing and her unnamed kid with her. Weak as she still was, he knew she couldn’t have gone far, and it didn’t take him long to find her. She’d crossed the next ridge in search of food, probably hungrier than her fellows because of her child. She’d found a whole bush, green and tempting, its shiny leaves and red berries stark against the white-rimed ground.


Snowy lay next to the bush. Her sides were heaving and he could see a pool of shit at her rear where she’d lost control of her bowels. She was still alive, though, and might stay that way if she hadn’t eaten too many of the poisonous berries. He could crush some spinewort and mix it with water, force her to swallow it and hope it made her bring up the rest of her lethal meal.


It was too late for the kid. Its little body lay between her legs and chest, huddled against an udder from which it could no longer suckle. Snowy watched Krish with bloodshot eyes as she licked at the body and then nudged it with her nose. She bleated pitifully when it didn’t move.


‘It’s no good,’ he told her. ‘You fed him the poison in your milk. You killed him, Snowy.’


He sat on the ground beside her and rested his hand on the kid. Its corpse was already cold; soon enough it would be frozen solid. There was enough meat on it for a meal or two in these lean times, but the flesh would be full of the berries’ poison. The thought of eating the little creature turned his stomach anyway. There were rocks enough to build a cairn and no heat in the air to rot the flesh and sicken the herd. Snowy’s kid would have a proper memorial.


He’d been crying since he saw Snowy by the bush and realised what it meant. He drew a shuddering breath to try to stop, but it hitched on another sob and he rested his head on his knees and let it out. Nothing was right. Nothing was fair.


He felt drained when it was over, as if something more than water had seeped out of him. His throat was raw as he drew icy breaths through it, but his mind felt clearer. He looked at the bush again, with its half-nibbled leaves and very red berries. Then he rose to his feet and began to pick them.


His ma was surprised to see him back so early but his da was gone, as he’d hoped, probably on the trail of that wild pig whose tracks had been spotted around the village. His mother had been trying to weave, but it was impossible with her injured arm and she’d left her work tangled at her side and was instead chopping the vegetables for dinner. That was awkward too with just one hand. He could see blood smeared across the white bulb of the turnip where she’d cut herself with the knife.


‘Here, let me.’ He prised the knife from her fingers and set about chopping.


Her face was drawn, with dark circles under her eyes. His probably looked the same. He doubted either of them had slept well the night before.


She turned more fully into the light, revealing the ugly purple swelling around her right eye. ‘You’re home early. Is all well with the herd?’


‘Well enough. Ma, you look ready to fall. Why don’t you close your eyes for a little while?’


The bedding was behind a screen on the other side of the tent. She’d be out of sight if she went.


She shook her head. ‘You don’t need –’


‘Go!’ he said, more sharply than he intended. He made an effort to gentle his voice. ‘I hurt just looking at you, Ma. You’ll work better when you’re a little rested, anyway.’ He put a hand against her uninjured arm, but his fingers were trembling and he quickly snatched them back and clenched them into a fist.


She blinked up at him and he wasn’t sure what she read in his expression, but she sighed and nodded. ‘Maybe a minute or two. You don’t need to do this, though.’


‘I want to. Go sleep. I love you.’ He was surprised to feel the words slipping out and the way they choked up his throat.


There were tears in her eyes too as she gave him a hard, one-armed hug. ‘I love you too, Krishanjit, since the day … I always have.’


He waited until she was safely hidden behind the screen before he took up the knife and continued chopping the vegetables. She’d never taught him to cook – it was women’s work – but he’d seen her do it a thousand times. He set the vegetables aside and fetched the meat. He took a large strip of smoked goat’s meat and chopped it. He wanted this stew to be appetising.


He piled all the ingredients into the pot with a scoop of water and set it to boiling over the fire. When it was bubbling, he took out the berries. He’d counted the number on the untouched branches, then those on the branches Snowy had nibbled, and figured she’d eaten about ten of the things. That had been enough to kill her kid but had left her merely sick. He’d tended her after he buried the little body and he thought she’d survive.


Snowy was heavy, but not as heavy as a full-grown man; maybe a third his father’s weight and no more than half his. Krish had reached his full height but long illness had kept him scrawny. So he could eat twenty berries and not die, his mother likewise. But his father – his father always took the headman’s share of the food. Krish thought back to their last meal, when his mother had put three full ladles into his father’s bowl and only one into each of theirs. That was five ladles altogether, five portions. Twenty berries each for him and his mother, sixty for his father. That was an awful lot – more than he’d reckoned. Had he picked that many?


He shot a look at the screen, but his mother remained behind it. Still, he kept his back to it to shield his hands as he counted out the berries from the pouch at his belt. There were eighty-nine. Fewer than he’d hoped, but they’d have to do the job. He scooped them up and dropped them in the stew. They mixed in easily, their red colour soon lost in the brown. He didn’t know their flavour, though. Would it be too off-putting? His mother still had a good stock of herbs. Moss-flower had a strong taste and his father was partial to it. He threw in a half-handful and mixed that around too.


‘Smells good,’ his mother’s voice said behind his shoulder.


He managed to squash his surprised start into a small twitch. ‘Not as good as yours, Ma.’


She managed a tired smile. It sat badly on her bruised face. ‘What a flatterer you’re getting to be. You’ll have the girls eating out of your hand.’


Silence descended as they waited for his father to return. The sun set outside in its slow winter way, the air chilled despite the fire and the stars were bright in the sky before he finally appeared.


Krish’s heart lurched and he knew he’d paled, but his father wasn’t looking at him. The older man’s face was more grey than brown and the stubble on his cheeks looked like the symptom of a disease. When Krish’s mother rose to greet him, he grunted a reply but didn’t meet her eyes. She’d been right: he always felt ashamed the day after a beating. He often swore he’d never do it again – it was what Krish despised the most about him. But he’s not really my father, he thought, and for the first time it made him happy. There’s no part of him in me. He gave me no gift, weak or strong, that will burden me for the rest of my life.


‘Dinner’s ready, husband,’ his ma said.


His da shook his head. ‘Not for me. My guts are twisted tonight.’


Krish fought very hard not to react, mind racing as he wondered how he could get rid of the stew before his mother shared it out between them and killed them both. But then she laid her good hand on his father’s cheek and said, ‘Eat, please. There’s nothing better for a sick man than food in his belly.’


‘All right, then. If it’ll please you.’ His father’s thumb rubbed gently against her knuckles as he smiled into her eyes. Krish had to look away from the tender gesture. But he looked back as his father sat and his mother put one, two, three, three ladles and another half of the food into her husband’s bowl.


Krish sat cross-legged beside the fire with his own bowl in his lap. His mother had given him most of the rest, leaving only the dregs for herself. He put his spoon in, but stopped with it halfway to his mouth. He’d always been sickly and he could feel the winter illness gathering in his chest, shortening his breath and bringing a tight ache that followed him even into sleep. His body was weak and the poison might be enough to finish it off. He hesitated only a moment longer, then took his first mouthful.


The moss-flower had done its job and disguised the flavour of the berries. The stew tasted good and his father seemed to like it. After a tentative couple of bites he was wolfing it down. His mother saw and flashed a secret smile at Krish, a thanks for his help. He nodded back, his face too stiff to form into a smile.


The berries started to work far more quickly than he’d expected. He’d thought they might spread their poison while he and his family slept, that he’d wake to find his father gone. But Krish had barely finished his meal before he felt the first stab of pain in his stomach.


His father felt it too. He put a hand against his belly and frowned, looking up at Krish before doubling over in pain. A moment later Krish too was curled in a ball around the agony in his own gut. Sweet Lady! He hadn’t thought it would hurt so much. He felt as if a burning ember was lodged inside him. If he’d had the strength to reach for a knife he might have used it to try to cut the poison from his stomach.


He was aware that his mother had crouched down between him and his father, but his eyes didn’t want to focus on her face. She was speaking. He thought she might be asking if he was all right. He shook his head and then groaned as that movement sharpened the pain in his guts. Her hand rested against his shoulder, then was suddenly snatched away, and he wondered if the poison had hit her too.


He couldn’t think about that. He couldn’t think about anything. The agony consumed him. There was a blackness on the borders of it, fast approaching. He knew that if he let it, it would take the pain away. It would take him somewhere safe, but he wasn’t sure if he’d ever be able to return. Though he hadn’t thought he valued his life, he found himself desperately clinging to it. His feverish mind circled round and round, trying to figure out what it was he wanted to stay for, even as he fought with all his strength to stay.


Time had no meaning. There was only the pain, the darkness and the thin grey light he clung to. It could have been an hour or a week later when his eyes blinked open to the light of the real world and he realised that the pain was gone. There was a terrible smell around him, a mixture of vomit and shit, and he guessed he’d lost control of himself. His clothes felt sticky and foul but his fingers only twitched feebly when he commanded them to move.


‘Krish! Krishanjit!’ his mother said, and then she was leaning over him, a shadow blotting out the light.


‘Ma,’ he croaked.


‘Oh, thank the gods.’ A droplet of water fell on his cheek.


‘Da?’ he asked.


She didn’t reply and he could hear that she was sobbing. He forced his arm to push him from his back to his side. His head flopped so that his cheek pressed against the goatskin rug. The musky smell of it was in his nose as his eyes focused on his father’s body, lying on the opposite side of the rug. It was wrapped in a blanket. Maybe his mother had wanted to keep him warm, but why had she covered his eyes? Krish’s mind fuzzily mulled over the puzzle as he felt his mother pressing something wet against his face.


Oh, he thought at last. My father isn’t breathing. She’s covered his face because he’s dead. It will stay covered until he’s lying under the rocks of his cairn, so that his spirit can’t escape to wander the world of the living. Krish found that he had just enough strength left to smile.
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Eric whistled as he walked. He hadn’t realised how noisy Smiler’s Fair was, or how much he missed the constant, comforting racket, until he was away from it. Here in the white forest there was only a haunted silence. The trees had been stunted in life and in death they were diminished even further, their leaves centuries gone and their branches dripping with the persistent rain. In places they’d been chopped down to clear land for farming, but Lahiru’s lordship seemed sparsely populated. Here and there, the caravans of the landborn sat in their fields, and the few people stopped to stare as Eric passed. Travellers couldn’t be common in these parts, near the western edge of the Ashane lowlands. Or perhaps it was his fair skin and golden hair that drew their eyes. He was a stranger here and he felt it.


He reckoned he was only an hour’s travel from Smallwood itself if he kept up his earlier pace, but he found he’d been dawdling more and more as he approached his actual meeting with Lahiru. It had seemed such a fine idea when he’d set out from Smiler’s Fair nearly two days ago. A night spent shivering under his coat as he tried to sleep through the long dark had lessened his enthusiasm somewhat. His home was travelling further and further away from him as he walked in the opposite direction. And what if Lahiru didn’t want him? The other man had said as much, hadn’t he? It won’t do, he’d said. I wish it could, but it won’t. Why hadn’t Eric remembered that before he’d set out?


Well, he wasn’t getting anywhere just standing around. Better to get the unpleasantness done with and then move on. His legs were stiff from the walking and they ached as he strode off. He wasn’t made for heavy work and long trudging; it was why he’d run away from his own folk in the first place. He was more suited to bed-sports. A lovely memory of the last evening with Lahiru came to him, the other man’s back arched as his pleasure crested, and Eric felt a little cheered. They’d had fun, hadn’t they? Why wouldn’t Lahiru want some more of that?


At first he took the bumps on the horizon for more caravans. But then he drew closer, they grew taller and he saw them for what they were: the towers of the shipfort. The lake on which it floated came into view soon after. Its waters looked murky and the shore was nothing but churned mud. He soon saw why when the ice mammoths came into view, straining in their traces as they pulled the shipfort on its circuit of the lake.


It seemed a terrible waste, those poor creatures trudging endlessly on a path that went nowhere. At least the mammoths and horses and whatnot that pulled Smiler’s Fair were heading somewhere new and got a break when they reached it. The fair travelled a circle as big as the world. The Ashane gentry named themselves shipborn, but their ships only sailed back to the beginning. No wonder the Fourteen Tribes called them the sit-still people.


The lake was little more than a pond, only a couple of hundred paces across. It was amazing these particular mammoths didn’t get dizzy. When Eric had pictured Lahiru’s home, he’d imagined it bigger, more a palace than this little mansion huddled on its platform. Weren’t toffs supposed to be grander than ordinary folk?


Eric was still gawping at the place like the worst sort of cully when the guard came up to him. He was a bald-headed man who seemed like he enjoyed frowning, and his leather armour didn’t look as if it fitted him all that well. ‘You have business here, boy?’ he asked.


Eric sucked in his chest and raised his shoulders. ‘Yeah.’


‘Well, what is it?’


‘I’m a mate of Lord Lahiru’s, ain’t I? His lordship invited me on a visit.’ Behind his back, Eric spread his fingers in the sign for luck.


‘A friend of Lord Lahiru’s? I suppose you studied under the same swordmaster.’


Eric grinned. ‘You could say that.’ He saw the soldier’s hand easing towards his own sword and added, ‘Look at it this way: if I’m lying and you take me inside, you and your mates can rough me up proper. But if I’m telling the truth, it’s you what’s going to get a beating if you don’t let me in.’


The soldier shook his head and Eric’s heart sank, but then he sighed. ‘All right, boy. But believe me, a beating will be the least of it if you’re lying.’


‘Fair play. Lead on then, mate.’


The mammoths turned their great hairy heads to watch him as he passed. Eric tipped them a wink and one of them huffed out a cloud of steamy breath. The bridge itself was narrow and it creaked when he stepped on it. He looked uneasily at the water below. It was too murky to see the bottom but no doubt it was deep enough. He’d never learned to swim and he wouldn’t lay odds on the soldier diving in after him if he fell.


Smallwood was even more disappointing close up. He’d pictured bright banners snapping in the wind, high battlements and walls thicker than a man was tall. In reality it looked like someone had taken a few houses from Smiler’s Fair and thrown them on a raft. The place was made from the dead white wood of the surrounding forest, and some of it looked in need of a good hammer and nailing. The rightmost tower listed perilously towards the water and he could see gaping holes where windows had been broken and never replaced. Lahiru had said he was poor but Eric had thought that noble modesty. Apparently not.


As they drew nearer to the gate, his heart began to pound. Well, it wasn’t like he hadn’t taken beatings before; some of his clients liked it rough. And at least he’d know. He looked at the bleached wood beneath him as the soldier pounded on the door.


There was a short wait and then it was flung open. Lahiru stood on the other side. He was flushed and short of breath, as if he’d run. He and Eric stared at each other for a moment, until the other man’s face broke into a broad smile.


Eric smiled tentatively back. The expression felt as fragile as his hope. ‘I told your bruiser here I was a mate of yours.’


‘And so he is, Janith. You did well to check, but you may go about your duties now.’ Lahiru clapped the guard on the shoulder. The man’s expression had changed from dubious to baffled, but he nodded at his lord and turned on his heel to march back across the bridge.


There was another, longer silence as they looked at each other. Eric felt more eyes than Lahiru’s on him. He knew curious gazes were studying him from the broken windows above, and he kept his voice low as he finally said, ‘I know you told me not to come. I give it some thought, honest. But I reckoned I had to … I don’t know. I had to see if you really meant it.’


‘I did mean it.’


‘Oh.’ Eric started to turn away, until Lahiru’s palm cupped his face and turned it back towards him.


‘It won’t be easy. But when I heard Smiler’s Fair had moved on … With Nethmi gone I haven’t a friend in the world. I can’t lose you too, Eric. We’ll just have to break the rules and write them fresh.’


Eric looked round his new room in wonder, then fell backwards on to the bed. It bounced him up and down twice before he came to rest in the centre of its softness. He spread his arms wide and looked at the ceiling, which was painted with a picture of the Ashane’s Lady sitting in the centre of one of her storms. Was this real? He supposed it must be. He could have dreamed this last part, but he’d never have put sleeping under a tree or that nasty guard into his fantasy.


Before leaving him here to attend to some lordly business or other, Lahiru had said Eric was to prepare himself for supper, when he’d be introduced to the rest of the household. Reluctantly, he got back up from the mattress and did a circuit of the room. On the far wall, a window gave a view of the lake as the sun sank beyond it. Shadowed and tinted red by the dying light it looked a whole lot more romantic than it had earlier.


To one side of the window there was a large wardrobe. Wooden snakes curled round its door handles, ivory tongues pointing out of their mouths. Eric touched them a little gingerly as he pulled open the door.


Now that was more like it. The inside was stuffed with clothes: fine linens and silks from the Eternal Empire and wool as thin as the silk. He pulled out a delicate bone torc and snorted. It was all very fine and dandy, but he’d look as out of place wearing it as a goose in a cloak. He didn’t want people thinking he was putting on airs.


He inspected himself in the mirror on the inside of the door. No, that wouldn’t do either, would it? Apart from the fact that he was spattered in mud and worse, his shirt was covered in frills and the buttons only went to his navel, leaving it to gape open over his smooth chest. His fair, curly hair was sadly in need of a comb and a wash and his trousers were tight over his crotch. Got to advertise the wares, haven’t you? He looked like a whore. ‘And you are one, Eric,’ he reminded his reflection. ‘You don’t get nowhere forgetting your place.’


‘I beg your pardon, sir,’ a voice said behind him.


Eric felt like his skin jumped a second behind the rest of him as he spun to face the intruder. He was a tiny man, with the usual brown skin and brown hair of Ashanesland, only the skin was somehow too tight over his bones and his hair was so thick it looked as if it was trying to swallow his head. He was holding a pile of cloth in his arms and bowed as Eric studied him.


‘Lord Lahiru sent me to bring you some clothes, as I gather you’ve been travelling light.’


There was no hint of sarcasm in his tone and Eric could only nod dumbly as the clothes were laid out on the bed for him: a white, austere shirt, far less whorish, and nice embroidered blue and green trousers, colours he knew the Ashane favoured and which had always suited him. There was other stuff too that he’d need to figure out as he put it on.


‘My lord thought you might also appreciate a chance to wash,’ the little man said, then turned and snapped his fingers before Eric could reply. The door swung open and four young men entered, bearing a huge bowl between them. As they set it down, a trickle of water sloshed over the side and a waft of steam rose above it. Madam Aeronwen had a bath to herself, but she never let her boys and girls use it.


‘That’ll be a proper treat,’ Eric said. ‘Thanks.’


The little man nodded and Eric expected him to withdraw but he and all four young men stayed.


‘Would sir like some help undressing?’ the servant asked after a moment.


‘No! No. That’ll be fine.’


They still didn’t go, so he turned his back on them as he slipped out of his grubby clothes. It wasn’t as if he was modest, but a boy didn’t like to get naked with a whole bunch of strangers he wasn’t going to shag.


It was worth it, though, for when he slipped into the water. He was a little nervous at first. What if he drowned? But the water wasn’t that deep, and when the four young men moved to wash him with lavender-scented soap, even scrubbing the grubbiness out of his ears, he let them. So this was what it was to be pampered. He reckoned he could grow used to it.


After that, he let himself be dressed in the fine linen shirt and a silk jacket above it. They even tied his shoes for him, kneeling at his feet. He thought about making a lewd remark, but didn’t. Lahiru would like him to act respectable, he was sure.


The clothes felt itchier and more uncomfortable than those he was used to. When he turned to inspect himself in the mirror, a stranger faced him, a right little nob. He smiled and the stranger smiled back.


‘Are you ready, sir?’ the little man asked as, somewhere outside the room, a bell rang.


‘As I’ll ever be, mate. Lead on.’


The little man bowed as he held the door open, then gestured to the left along the wooden corridor. A strong wind blew outside and Smallwood was bobbing violently on the water, making walking in a straight line a challenge. Eric wasn’t sure he liked the motion, but he supposed he’d get used to it. Shame it made him feel so sick, though. He expected the dinner to come would be a lot better than he was used to.


He didn’t need to ask which was the dining hall. He could hear the sound of voices and the clatter of crockery inside, but he hesitated at the door, suddenly shy. There seemed to be an awful lot of people, thirty at least. They were all dressed even more smartly than Eric and the babble of their conversation sounded like the ducks on the lake outside. Servants weaved among them dressed in plain navy with flasks of wine in their hands. Eric couldn’t help feeling he should be joining them, not the diners.


‘You’re to sit beside Lord Lahiru,’ the little man said, nodding to the furthest table, raised a little above the others on a pedestal.


Eric squared his shoulders and strode towards it, determined to act like he belonged. Still, the weight of all the glances that fell on him as he walked slumped his shoulders a little, until he caught Lahiru’s eye and the other man smiled at him. Then he lifted his chin and crossed the rest of the distance as if he was being carried on a cloud.


‘Eric,’ Lahiru said. ‘Let me introduce my family. In the corner there looking glum is my brother Chatura. Don’t worry that you’ve offended him – he hates everyone equally. Beside him is his delightful wife Amanthi. Now the reason she looks so gloomy is that she’s married to Chatura.’


There was a slightly manic tone to the other man’s voice. Eric realised that Lahiru was nervous and that made his own doubts return full-force. He swallowed to moisten a suddenly dry throat as he nodded at the couple in question, who looked perfectly normal to him. They nodded cautiously back.


‘And this is my lovely wife, Babi,’ Lahiru continued. Eric could hear the slight quaver in his voice as he gestured at a pretty woman with plaited hair and a dainty nose. She looked puzzled but pleasant as she smiled a greeting at Eric. She wasn’t at all what he’d expected. When Lahiru had talked about her … Well, he hadn’t said much, but he’d left Eric with the impression she was a bit of a battleaxe.


After that Lahiru introduced Eric to his children. Eric forgot their names as soon as he was told them, but there were three of them. Three! There was a toddler, who could have been a girl or a boy, seated on a high chair beside Babi. The five-year-old was clearly a girl, as pretty as her mum, and the boy was in the awkward process of turning into a man, his voice warbling between high and low and the first hint of hair sprouting on his face.


‘A pleasure to meet you all,’ Eric said in his best posh voice, then slipped into the seat beside Lahiru.


The other man rested a hand against his thigh and Eric did his best not to jump at the unexpected contact. But he was glad it was there as the meal progressed. It was torture. There must have been about a thousand different knives, forks and spoons in front of him, and how was he supposed to know which to use?


He’d hoped Lahiru might give him some guidance, but the other man was busy talking to his kin. They were discussing the crop planting for next year and Eric had left his farming days far behind him. He kept quiet and watched those around him to see what he should do. The food was delicious – vegetables and roast meats, fresh not salted like he’d have had back home – but he was so nervous about doing the wrong thing he didn’t get much of it inside him.


Through it all there was Lahiru’s hand on his leg, warming the skin beneath his trousers. As the meal progressed, the other man’s fingers began to tense and claw so that soon what had been a comfort became a painful distraction. Would he send Eric away as soon as the meal was over? It hardly seemed like he was enjoying having him around.


‘So, Eric,’ Babi said, ‘how did you and my husband come to know each other?’


It was a polite enough question, but it made all thoughts flee from Eric’s head. He had no answer prepared.


‘Don’t quiz the poor man,’ Lahiru said. ‘He’s had a long journey to get here and you’ll have plenty of time to question him once he’s rested. He’ll be staying a while.’


‘Will I?’ Eric asked. The hand on his leg was bruising now, but the smile Lahiru gave him was sweet and real.


‘You may remain here as long as you wish, Eric.’ Lahiru looked round the table as if daring anyone to contradict him.


It appeared as if several of them wanted to. His wife’s expression had shifted from puzzlement to the beginnings of suspicion. His children seemed sulky, unwilling to entertain this stranger in their midst. And some of his relatives, the more worldly of them, looked purely horrified.


But Eric made himself not care. Lahiru wanted him, and that was enough. ‘I’ll stay then,’ he said. ‘I suppose you’re stuck with me.’
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Dae Hyo knew they were being hunted. He felt it as surely as a rabbit feels the shadow of the hawk before it strikes. There were eleven wagons in the train and seven men to guard them, counting him. A wagon train this size needed at least double that number to be safe, but the merchants had been reluctant to part with the coin. They might regret their meanness soon, but he’d regret it more. If the bandits attacked in force, the merchants could lose their livelihoods; Dae Hyo and his fellows would be expected to lay down their lives.


He particularly disliked the valley they were moving through now. It was green and pleasant enough, certainly greener than the mine, though the plants had a defeated quality. Their ragged stalks looked like they’d paused for breath after pushing through the stony soil and never bothered to start growing again.


The cliffs at either side, though – they made a nice little trap, if anyone cared to spring it. The merchants seemed happily oblivious, leading their horses and chattering as if they hadn’t a care in the world. Their voices merged with the clatter of the wagon wheels into a constant meaningless rumble. But Dae Hyo could see the other guards darting uneasy glances all around.


He sidled up to the nearest man, a sour and entirely bald Ashane. ‘You feel it too?’ Dae Hyo asked.


The Ashaneman nodded.


‘How many, do you think?’


He shrugged and Dae Hyo gave up on the conversation. They seemed a good bunch, though, the guards. A more promising outfit than the fucking miners, that was for sure. Despite the present danger, he’d made the right decision to earn an honest wage this way rather than searching for another mine. Only desperate men risked the hunt for metal underground.


The sun disappeared early in the valleys and, as the sky turned a pleasant violet, the merchants spotted a flattish field beside the river and decided to make their camp there. No attack had come, but Dae Hyo didn’t find that reassuring. If he were in charge of the raiders, he’d strike at night.


The guards congregated as the merchants unhitched their horses and pitched their tents, while their wives boiled water for tea and the two babies wailed. The smell of manure spread as the horses unloaded their bowels and some of the other men wrinkled their noses, but Dae Hyo liked it. His youth had smelled just so.


‘Three sleeping and four guards, one at each point,’ said Balkaran, the leader of their little crew.


There were a few groans but no protest. Balkaran might be so young he looked like he shaved once a month, but he knew his trade. He chose three men to take the first rest and they began to set out their sleeping mats, swords laid carefully beside them. The merchants would rest under canvass but not the guards. They needed to be ready when trouble came. And it would, Dae Hyo was sure of it.


He found himself assigned the north-west corner until moonset. A drink would have been nice to warm him during his watch, but he’d been more than two months without. The shakes had gone and he felt good for it. He didn’t even need the purple sorghum any more, which was just as well, since he had none left. He should have waited until this point to venture down the mine, he saw that now. A man changing himself was all well and good, but you had to allow the changes a chance to bed in. The boy preacher should have been clearer about that. Well, this wagon train was heading to intercept Smiler’s Fair, which was now pulled to pieces and travelling through the Blade Pass. When they reached it, Dae Hyo might pay the boy a visit to tell him so.


Without booze, his attention failed to wander and the minutes passed very slowly. He spent a while admiring the shape of the wagons, silhouetted against the twilight sky. They looked like ships, as they were designed to. The Ashane fancied themselves sailors still, despite the many centuries since their ancestors had crossed the ocean to come here. They carved anchors on their wagons and wore them on chains round their necks. Anchors brought them luck, they said, and Dae Hyo supposed he could understand why. An anchor held you to your home. Without it you’d just drift away.


He looked at the wagons until the growing darkness took their shapes. The merchants had left a few glowing embers in their fires, and by that light Dae Hyo saw the glint of drawn swords to south and east. He wasn’t so green, though. If he held his axes out for his whole watch, he’d be too tired to use them when needed.


The night was very noisy. There was hooting and water splashing over rocks and chittering insects and that baby again, which must be driving its poor mother to distraction.


And then there was another sound. He might not have heard it if he hadn’t been paying attention, which just went to show the benefits of a clear head. It was the sound of a gentle tread on rock. He was certain it wasn’t an animal. That foot was shod, or he was a Maeng knife woman.


The noise had come from his left, but if the attackers had any sense – and why wouldn’t they? – the camp would be surrounded. Dae Hyo considered quietly alerting the others, waking the three sleeping guards and setting an ambush of their own, but there were too many ways the plan could go wrong. Besides, stealth wasn’t his way.


‘Attack!’ he shouted, loud enough to scare the horses. They whinnied as merchants cried out in alarm. Lamps were lit, the three sleeping guards stumbled to their feet, the waking men turned to look at him in shock, and for a moment it seemed that was all that would happen.


Then the raiders did what they’d come to do. The kindled lamps and hastily poked fires shed little light, so it seemed as if a cluster of shadows detached themselves from the rocks all around to attack. It was impossible to tell how many, but there was no doubt the guards were outnumbered. It was clear to the merchants too and the brawniest among them grabbed their own weapons and threw themselves into the fray. Dae Hyo didn’t rate their chances, but the more warm bodies between him and a blade, the better.


He took one final look behind him to check that the women were safe, the babies hidden, and then the first bandit was on him. The man overtopped Dae Hyo by a head and stank like an unbathed mammoth. A great waft of the stench came over Dae Hyo as the raider raised his sword over his head and swung it down.


The bandit was big but slow. There was more than enough time to dodge the blow, and when the sword missed and hit the rock below it snapped. The bandit had a moment to share a look of astonishment with Dae Hyo and then an axe cut through his throat and the smell of his blood overpowered the stink of his body.


The next man was shorter and swifter, but his axe was made of flint and his technique left much to be desired. One blow parried, another turned aside, and Dae Hyo had taken care of that one. He hopped over the two corpses and went in search of more foes.


A broad-shouldered Ashaneman had broken in as far as the wagons themselves and was dragging one of the younger women from them by her hair. The woman screamed and Dae Hyo did too as he grabbed the assailant by his own hair and threw him to the ground with the full strength of his fury. He hacked at the Ashaneman’s neck, smiling in pleasure as the bandit’s head separated from his shoulders even while his eyes pleaded for mercy.


The woman had gone by the time Dae Hyo was finished, hopefully fled to safety. Another bandit stood a few paces back, staring at Dae Hyo with wide eyes. Dae Hyo felt his foe’s blood dripping from his face. He darted out his tongue to lick it from his lip and the bandit turned and ran.


They were all fleeing, leaving five of their number behind dead or dying. But they’d left behind other corpses too. Dae Hyo saw one of the merchants curled up on the ground, embracing the spilled tangle of his guts. His wife’s head had rolled to lie beside him. Their six-year-old child stood above them, eyes uncomprehending.


Dae Hyo roared and set off in pursuit of the raiders. He heard yelling behind him, calls to come back, but he wouldn’t let these rat-fuckers escape. He wouldn’t give them the chance to do the same again to anyone else.


The night was very dark away from the fires, but fleeing, the raiders were far noisier than they had been stalking. Dae Hyo soon picked up the sound of footsteps crunching over the rocks. He grinned, gripped his axe and slipped after them.


The chase was as satisfying as the earlier waiting had been wearing. Dae Hyo was faster than the man he was pursuing, catching him up step by step, and he could hear his quarry’s desperate gasping breaths. It felt good to be the hunter. Pretty soon he was close enough to make out the little whimper at the end of each exhale that suggested the other man was injured as well as terrified. And then his quarry was in front of him, his outline blotting out the stars above the crest of the hill. Dae Hyo yelled, raised his axe and flung himself forward.


The fucker was fast, though. He got his own axe in the way of the blow, Dae Hyo’s body barrelled into his and then he was lying on his back with Dae Hyo on top of him. They were face to face, breathing in each other’s stale air, and all Dae Hyo’s went out of him. He knew this man.


‘Min Ki,’ he said.


He saw the moment when recognition replaced fear on Dae Min Ki’s face. ‘Tall Hyo,’ he said.


They stared at each other awkwardly a moment before Dae Hyo shook his head, dropped his axe and rolled off the other man to sit beside it.


Min Ki sat up too, his arms wrapped tight round his legs as if he meant to make himself as small as possible. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I would never have – if I’d known you were one of the guards … I wouldn’t – I would never have attacked you.’


‘I tell you what, I don’t care about that,’ Dae Hyo said. ‘I never thought to see you again, brother. We parted so long ago, and I heard nothing of you. I thought you must have died of grief.’


Min Ki had been out hunting with him and the others when the attack came. It had been his first hunt as a man. And Min Ki had been with their band when they returned to the camp and saw the slaughter. At thirteen, he had found the murdered corpses of his mother and his four sisters, the oldest with a baby killed inside her belly.


‘I thought you were dead for sure,’ Min Ki said. ‘You were so angry, and you talked of nothing but revenge. I thought you’d thrown yourself against a Chun blade somewhere and ended it.’


There was another little silence after that. Of all the people Dae Hyo might have expected to meet in this way, Min Ki would have been the last. He’d been a gentle boy and not much suited to hunting. ‘So,’ he said eventually. ‘Banditry? It’s a low profession, brother. Hardly fit for a Dae.’


Min Ki shrugged. ‘The world doesn’t have much use for a warrior without a home or a tribe. And these Ashane, they have enough coin to spare us a little.’


‘And the women? Did they have spare what your friends meant to take from them?’


Min Ki lowered his eyes and Dae Hyo felt a sudden dropping in his stomach and an awful doubt. ‘Or did you mean to take it from them too?’


‘No!’ Min Ki looked up, fierce but still red with shame. ‘I would never! I’m no Chun.’


‘No Chun, yet you ride with men no better than the Brotherband.’


‘I stop them when I can.’


‘Let’s leave it in the past, brother. You’ll ride with me from now on. I should never have let you go off on your own. The fault was mine. When you and the others said to forget revenge, I was angry, but I understand now. You didn’t see how revenge could be had. But I’ve been working all these years, getting us weapons, staying strong. We can pay back the Chun for what they did.’


Dae Hyo didn’t understand Min Ki’s expression. ‘Weapons?’ he asked.


‘Well … There were weapons. I’ll be honest with you, the rat-fuckers I mined with took them from me. But I mean to have them again. I just need to work a while, earn enough to buy more weapons and fight to get back the ones I already had.’


Min Ki smiled suddenly. ‘I missed you, brother.’


‘So you’ll join me? Let’s leave the merchants behind. The danger’s past, since you were the danger. We can loot a few of your fellows and head back to the mine. They won’t stand against two Dae warriors.’


‘I can’t. I have … I have a child. A daughter.’


‘A daughter?’ Dae Hyo felt joy as strong as vodka jolt through him. ‘A girl. The first new Dae girl.’


Min Ki’s smile was so bright it made him look like that untroubled thirteen-year-old again. ‘You should see her, brother. She’s beautiful. When she was born I couldn’t believe it, that there could be a whole person that little. You’ve never seen fingernails so small! Her mother’s Ashane, a cook at High Water Fastness. She’s so pretty, it’s no wonder her daughter turned out perfect. And her skin is dark – almost as dark as an Ashane’s.’


‘That doesn’t matter. You’re her father: she’s still Dae.’


‘No, you don’t understand. Her skin is so dark she can pass for Ashane. No one would know her father is a foreigner, not just by looking at her. She’s four now. Sometimes she asks why I look different from the other men. I tell her I caught a fever and it turned my skin pale.’


‘But – but why?’


‘Why would anyone want to be Dae? We were the unluckiest people on the plains. And the Chun are still out there, thousands, and more every day. Have you not heard how the Brotherband is growing? Don’t you wonder if one day they’ll decide to finish the job and come looking for the last few of us? Little Gursimrah is safer if she’s never heard of the Dae.’


‘You called your daughter Gursimrah? What kind of name is that?’


‘An Ashane one.’ Min Ki seized his arm, fingers tight and expression intent. ‘The Dae are dead – let them rest. The spirits of our people haunt me. Why should they haunt her? Why shouldn’t she live free of a past that brings nobody happiness?’


Dae Hyo pulled his arm away. ‘Because it’s a lie! She is Dae! She’s our hope for the future and she needs to know who she is.’


For a moment they stared at each other and Dae Hyo thought the other man might bend. But then Min Ki shook his head and stood. ‘There are no Dae, not any longer. You call me Min Ki. I haven’t gone by that name in a long time. The Ashane call me Manvir, after their long-ago king.’


Dae Hyo stood too, shaking. ‘That’s you, then, if you want to forget who you are. What about Chin Ho and Kwan and Suk Chul and the others? There were seven of us in that hunting party and we weren’t the only survivors.’


‘I see Chin Ho sometimes. He married an Ashane too. Suk Chul was taken into the Butterfly Band of the Maeng and Kwan is dead. There are no Dae any longer.’


‘There’s me!’


‘Then you’re the last, brother.’


‘You’re no brother of mine!’ Dae Hyo stooped to pick up his axe and Min Ki flinched back. ‘Go. Get out of my sight,’ Dae Hyo told him, before rage could make him do something it was possible he’d regret.


Min Ki didn’t pick up his own weapon before turning and fleeing. His shape was soon lost in the darkness, as if he’d never been there. Dae Ho thought for a moment about running after him and telling Min Ki he was sorry. Wasn’t any brother better than none? But the answer must be no, because his feet stayed rooted to the ground until the sound of the other man’s footsteps was lost in the hush of the wind.


He couldn’t face going back to the wagons, not now he knew one of his own had helped kill those he was guarding. He decided to finish off the rest of the bandits at least, in payment for the food he’d had while travelling with the caravan. But the first man he stumbled over was already dying, so Dae Hyo bent to finish the job with a knife across his throat.


Gouts of blood splattered the man’s pack. Most of the clothes inside were ruined, but there were a few coins tucked among them, and at the bottom there was a bottle. Dae Hyo knew the instant he pulled out the stopper what it contained: whisky. The smell filled him with a longing he no longer saw any reason to resist, and the first swallow sent a fire through him he’d missed more than he knew. Let other men change. He’d stay exactly as he’d always been.
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It felt good to be a man at last. Krish looked round the tent at the eleven others in the village who were permitted a voice in the council, and Isuru, the headman, who had the loudest voice of them all. He was speaking now about their choice of winter grazing for the goats, using that hectoring tone Krish’s father hated. His father beat his mother sometimes, after a council meeting, because in his own tent he had power and here he must bow to Isuru. His father …


But his father was dead. It was odd how often he found himself forgetting it, even though they’d raised his cairn only yesterday. The entire village had turned out to watch Krish laying rocks on his father’s corpse. Some had gagged at the smell of decaying flesh, but he hadn’t been nauseated. How could he be, when he was the one who’d turned a living man into meat?


‘Bored already, Krishanjit?’ Isuru asked and the others laughed. The headman’s face was almost perfectly round, skin tight over the fat beneath. He’d probably been handsome in his youth, but now he looked like an overstuffed sausage, with a mole on the side of his nose like a protruding lump of gristle.


Krish didn’t mind being mocked. He was junior here, he knew it, but a man all the same. He smiled and shook his head. ‘I want to listen and learn, that’s all.’


‘A wise answer,’ Isuru said in his ponderous, patronising tone, which Krish’s father had also hated. ‘It seems sometimes the apple does fall a little way from the tree.’


Some of the men looked uncomfortable while others laughed. Krish wondered if he was supposed to defend his father’s honour. But his da wouldn’t have cared about his reputation in this place and this company. He’d had no time for any of the village men.


Krish remembered his father’s dead eyes staring up at him from the floor of their own tent. His mother had wailed and wept. He’d been weak with the poison himself and he’d felt … nothing. Not the satisfaction he’d hoped for, or the guilt he’d dreaded. Maybe he’d sucked all the marrow from the act during the years he’d dreamed of it. The actual moment had been oddly flavourless.


Isuru was droning on again, about the next market and which of the men should go downriver to trade their goods. But he stopped at the sound of voices outside the tent flap: a boy’s and a woman’s, both high and excited. And then, in a terrible breach of tradition, the flap was thrown back and the pair entered. Krish felt a surge of indignation. He’d waited long enough for the privilege of sitting here, listening to Isuru tell them all what they should think and do. How dare someone else intrude without permission?


It was Amanthi and Bayya, a widow and her son who scraped a living by watching others’ herds when illness or work kept them away. The boy seemed to realise where he was and shrank back into Amanthi’s skirt, one eye blinking out at them from behind the material. Her gaze stuck on the floor as she shuffled forward.


‘Well?’ Isuru snapped. ‘What is it, woman?’


She seemed struck speechless, and it was the boy who finally piped up. ‘A man, a man, a man from the King on a big bird. A justice!’


A low murmur of surprise went round the room as Isuru nodded in satisfaction. ‘Good. It was past time he showed up.’


Krish felt a sliver of ice pierce his gut. ‘My da,’ he croaked. He cleared his throat. ‘Is it about my father?’


Amanthi nodded and finally looked up. ‘Yes, sir. He’s here to study the death.’


‘He flew in on a bird!’ the little boy said. ‘I saw him!’


Krish scrambled to his feet. His whole body felt rigid with terror. He knew his face was flushed with it and was glad it was too dark inside the tent for the others to see. ‘I need to tell my ma,’ he said.


Isuru seemed like he might object, but Krish didn’t give him time. He stumbled out of the tent and into daylight, looking frantically for the justice and his bird. They were further away than he’d feared, down at the bottom of the valley. Though the man’s face was impossible to see at that distance, the carrion mount was unmistakable, its dingy grey feathers a shade lighter than the rocks on which it perched. It was a scrawny animal, far past its prime, but its long curved beak still looked capable of delivering a mortal blow.


If Krish went to his mother he’d have to pass close enough for the justice to see him. He couldn’t let that happen; he knew his guilt was written all over his face. He turned away from the village instead and began to climb the hill that led towards his herd.


The walk took half an hour, not long enough to calm down but enough time to think. He’d been a fool to rush out of the council, he realised. It made him look guilty when nothing else had. He’d poisoned himself too; he’d nearly died and everyone knew it. If Isuru had summoned the justice to investigate his father’s murder he should see Krish as another victim. Krish needed to make sure of that, and the most important thing was not to act like a guilty man.


Still, checking on his herd wasn’t an unreasonable thing to do. The wind was picking up, filled with a cold moisture, and the goats would need leading to shelter when the storm the black clouds promised came. He could see the distant dots of the animals on the hillside ahead of him. They’d climbed high. His chest was tight with infection and following them would be difficult, but he didn’t dread it as he once had. His belly had been full since his father’s death. He was strong enough: a man.


Snowy bleated a greeting as he approached and he rubbed the nanny between her horns as the goat’s eyes drooped in pleasure. Her udder was full and he’d need to milk her or it would turn bad inside her. ‘You miss your little boy, don’t you?’ he said. ‘It’s all right. You’ll have another soon and I’ll take better care of him.’


He hadn’t brought a churn with him, so he had to squeeze the milk out of her and straight on to the ground. It was a waste and he resented it more now that it was his milk, his herd. When he’d done with Snowy he led the rest of the goats into the shelter of an overhang and tethered Dapple to a stake he drove into the ground by the cliff face. The herd were a comforting presence around him, with the warmth of their bodies and the musky scent he’d known all his life.


They needed food, though, and they wouldn’t be able to graze in the storm. He left them in their shelter and went out into the driving rain himself. The drops stung like summer insects. There was a grumble of distant thunder and he knew it wouldn’t be safe to stay out much longer. He found one patch of greenish grass and plucked it, lifting his tunic to hold it, though it exposed his bare belly to the freezing air. In an hour he’d found enough to last the goats until the morning, and turned towards his real goal.


Stripped of its berries by him and its leaves by the goats, the bush was just the skeleton of a living thing. He’d brought flint and kindling, but it was too damp to burn. He took out his knife and cut it up instead, patiently breaking branches into twigs and twigs into fragments.


When he’d finished, only the stump remained, pointing up at him like an accusation. He left it where it was and threw the broken remnants of the bush into the nearest crevasse. He paused on the edge of the drop, looking down, and tried to think if there was any other evidence against him.


‘Krishanjit?’


The voice, carried on a ragged gust of wind, made him jump so hard he almost tumbled down to fall on top of the evidence of his guilt. He gasped in a breath of cold air and made himself stop trembling, then turned round.


It was the justice. He stood ten paces away, his green and blue cloak flapping round his thin body. Krish knew that, like all justices, he’d once been a carrion rider for the King, but it was hard to imagine. The man had aged and diminished more than his mount. It wasn’t surprising the pair of them had retired from fighting to serve the Oak Wheel in this distant place.


‘I’m Krish,’ he said at last, stepping towards the man and offering his hand.


The justice took it, his grip far stronger than Krish had expected. ‘Good. Good. Your mother said I might find you here. I’m sorry indeed for your loss. My wife lost her own father last year. Devastating.’


Krish nodded, not knowing what to say. Should he pretend grief? But if the justice had spoken to anyone in the village, he’d know how things had stood between him and his father.


‘A man of few words,’ the justice said after a moment. ‘I respect that. I was wondering, though, did you think your father’s death unnatural? To be frank, I’m not sure why I’m here.’


‘Isuru our headman summoned you,’ Krish said as carefully as a man walking on a cliff edge. ‘I suppose he wanted to be certain he kept the law. But it was just bad food. I ate it too.’


‘So I heard. You don’t think it could have been poison, then? Maybe whoever it was wanted to dispose of your whole family.’


‘To steal our goats?’ Krish laughed and the justice smiled a little uncertainly. ‘I don’t think so.’


‘Well, better to be thorough. Better to be sure. Have you finished your work here for the day?’ He looked up at the sky, dark with rain, as a jagged flash of lightning split it apart.


Krish nodded. ‘Yes. I’m heading home.’


‘Then I’ll walk with you. You can tell me exactly what happened, and with the Lady’s blessing I can be on my bird and away by sunset.’


Krish’s head jerked up at another flash of lightning. When he looked back down the other man had stepped close to him and their gazes locked for a moment. The justice startled, as if in delayed reaction to the lightning, but Krish knew it was the sight of his strange eyes that had surprised the man. He’d seen that expression before. Then the thunder growled violently and the justice jumped again and swallowed nervously.


‘Don’t worry,’ Krish said. ‘We’ll be safe from the storm down below.’


‘Yes. Yes. Safe.’ The man drew in a deep breath and seemed to steady himself, giving Krish a wobbly smile. ‘Safe indeed. Let us get down as soon as possible, then.’


But he stayed still and after a moment Krish realised the justice meant for him to lead. Maybe he was uncertain of his footing on the goat tracks. Even Krish struggled over the slippery wet ground. The gloom painted everything grey, so that he turned his ankle on unseen loose rocks more than once. After they’d been travelling a little while he heard the justice curse and the clatter of stones as he fell to his knees. But when Krish turned back to help, the man waved him on. ‘No need. No need. Speed is of the utmost, is it not?’


The storm was blowing fiercely now. It prevented any talking and Krish used the time to consider what more he could say. He’d be truthful about his father, he decided. He’d say that he was a violent man, not well liked. He’d admit that his life was better without him. And he’d concede that someone might have tried to poison them both. He considered hinting at who it might be – Rahul was known to dislike his da – then decided that would be dangerous. He didn’t want to look like he was trying to put blame elsewhere. No, he’d tell only the one, big lie and stick to it. Other little lies would just tangle him up.


He was smiling by the time the village came in sight. He could do this. He stopped to wait for the justice to catch up, offering him a hand to help him down the steep ridge that bounded the settlement on its western side. The other man’s arm shook beneath his hand and he felt a stab of sympathy. Up close, he could see that the justice was an old man, his hair more grey than brown and his thin face seamed with wrinkles. It seemed cruel of the King to send him out to such distant parts in such bad weather.


‘Almost there,’ Krish said.


The justice nodded, his eyes scanning the village. ‘I don’t see any people.’


‘They’ll be sheltering from the rain. Who did you want to find?’


That seemed to stump the justice for a moment. ‘Your headman, perhaps?’ he said finally.


Krish led him towards Isuru’s big, white tent. He found that he was shaking too, and he wasn’t quite sure why, except that the justice kept shooting quick, sideways glances at him when he thought Krish wasn’t looking.


Without having made a conscious decision, Krish found himself drawing away from the other man as they approached the headman’s tent. He was bowing an awkward farewell when the tent flap was thrown back and Isuru strode out, followed by the rest of the council.


The moment he saw them, the justice spun to face Krish, one trembling finger pointed at his chest. ‘Arrest him!’ he screeched. ‘You men, arrest him now!’


For a second everyone was too shocked to move. Krish began to run just as the others started to move towards him and in five strides he was thrown to the ground beneath a pile of bodies. The mud was sucked into his nostrils by his desperate breath until he panicked, thrashing and lashing out at the people over him. One body fell away, then a second, and he saw a flash of sky and a brief hope of freedom before both his arms were grabbed and twisted behind his back and he was dragged to his knees. Filth dripped from his face as he lifted it to stare at the justice.


‘But I told you,’ he gasped. ‘The food was bad. I didn’t kill him!’


The other man looked puzzled. Then he shook his head. ‘I’m sure you didn’t. It’s no matter.’


‘Then why …?’


‘Yes, I think you need to answer that,’ Isuru said. He was using his pompous tone and Krish didn’t mind at all.


‘You don’t know?’ the justice said. ‘You really have no idea, do you?’


Isuru deflated a little. ‘No, we don’t. Why don’t you tell us?’


‘It’s incredible. Here in this backwater, this village without even a name, you have living the most wanted man in all of Ashanesland.’ The justice looked at Krish, smiling triumphantly. ‘And I found him.’


They took Krish to the edge of the village and manacled him to the old tree with loops of chain he knew he’d never break. He’d never seen so much metal in his life. It was heavy on his wrists and the tree’s bare branches provided little shelter from the wind. He hoped he might be given food or at least a cloak, but the hidden sun sank towards the horizon and no one came. His throat was dry with fear and he raised his mouth to let the rain trickle down his throat. It dripped from the gnarled branches and tasted of wood.


The most wanted man in the kingdom.


It was ridiculous. They must have mistaken him for someone else. The only time he’d ever left the village was to go to Frogsing. Could the men who’d tried to rob him have accused him of a crime to cover their own? But why would anyone believe them? He told himself over and over that it would all be fine. They’d realise they had the wrong man and let him go.


But he remembered, with unforgiving clarity, the moment when the justice’s friendliness had changed. It had been when the man saw his eyes for the first time: his strange, moon-silver eyes, which had always marked him as different – which proved he was a foundling. Those eyes were a gift from his parents, his real parents; his study of the goats had proven that. So who were his real parents? Were they enemies of the King? Was he being held to pay for their crimes?


Just before full dark, he saw a commotion at the far end of the village around the justice’s carrion bird and then it took to the air. There was a figure on its back and he guessed it was the justice himself, gone to get help. The bird was probably too old to carry two, or perhaps the justice was afraid to share his ride with Krish. Afraid I’d attack and overpower him, Krish thought, being this dangerous criminal that I apparently am.
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