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Prologue


For as long as she’d understood what a birthfeast was, Cwen had dreaded her twelfth. She woke up on the morning it finally came, turned her face to the wall and kept her eyes tightly shut, as if she might be permitted to sleep it away and never suffer its consequences.


She heard Griotgard approaching her bed, but he wouldn’t be able to shake her awake. Everything she touched must be washed before a warrior could handle it, and any food she left was thrown into the forest, too defiled even for the pigs. She rolled over and looked up at him.


‘Hawk day for you, girl,’ he said. His face was very red and very square, without any softness in it.


‘They told me I’d have a feast before I go.’ She dropped from her bed to the wooden floor of the longhall. ‘And you’re not invited.’


Last night she’d laid out the clothes she was to wear today. Her father had provided them, looking to the left of her head as he set them out one by one on the bed: woollen trousers and shirt, hide boots and belt, a linen jacket and a hooded cloak in forest green. The jacket had been embroidered with a portrait of the Hunter, smiling and golden. Cwen hated it. It was the Hunter who’d put the hawk mark on her cheek while she was still inside her mother’s belly, and singled her out for this fate.


The other Jorlith were rising too. She’d crossed practice swords with some of the youngest in her training and they smiled at her now, but it was with pity. Her pride wouldn’t allow that and so she straightened her back and nodded gravely back, like a thegn acknowledging the village churls. She was a thegn, whatever else the mark on her cheek made her.


Her mother was waiting outside the longhall. She stared for a long moment at the birthfeast finery she’d embroidered with her own hand, and then her face tipped upward to cast a beady eye over Cwen’s wildly curling orange hair, which she’d forgotten to comb. Cwen was startled to realise she was the taller by a head. Her mother was, as always, perfectly neat: hair plaited, an embroidered scarf draped round her neck and a silver acorn brooch clasping her gown tight across the plump breasts at which Cwen had never been permitted to suckle.


‘My darling,’ her mother said finally. ‘So beautiful.’


‘Who cares about beautiful? I’m the strongest my age. I beat Osbeorn at staves yesterday, and he’s near to being a warrior full.’


‘Yes. That’s good. I wouldn’t … Cwen, if there was any way – if I could have stopped this, kept you for myself …’ Her mother looked away, seeming to war with some strong emotion, and when she looked back her face was calm. ‘Come then. The food grows cold and the sun’s already risen.’


The guard owls swivelled their golden eyes to watch as they walked across the swaying platform that led between the Jorlith longhall and the village square. The great moon pines’ trunks stretched into the sky above and far down to the forest floor below, where the thegns would never walk and the churls grubbed in the dirt of their farms. The wind was light today and scented by wild rose.


Westleigh housed 122 bodies, nearly the most the Hunter permitted, and it seemed as if every one of them had come from their homes to stare at Cwen as she passed. Only the thegns had been invited to the feast, but the churls would be given the meal’s scraps and besides, she’d always been a curiosity. Other villages had three hawks or half a dozen; sometimes every child in one family bore the mark. She’d waited and waited for another hawk to be born into Westleigh, but she was the only one.


Her training had suffered for it; she had been unable to touch any of those she sparred with. Unable to touch anyone. She’d sometimes stroked her own arms, wondering what it would be to feel another’s skin against them, but that was childishness. Today she needed to put all such weakness aside.


Her parents’ manor sat in the crook of the largest branch of the largest ice oak for miles in any direction. No one had ever been allowed to doubt their wealth. The thatch was fresh and  the plaster bright white between the supporting beams. Inside, the tables were already laden with meats. The smell was as thick as gravy and she kneed aside two hounds who had been drawn by it to loiter in the doorway.


The babble died away as the guests noted her presence. Some looked like they felt they should speak, but what could they say to her on this of all days? Nothing. She felt as if she’d lived her whole life in that silence.


She whistled as she walked to the head of the table, tuneless and loud. Her mother drew away from her, embarrassed, but her father watched stern-faced until she sat at his right side. She leaned away from him and tried not to let his disdain spoil her appetite. A bullock and two lambs had died for this meal, and she didn’t know when she’d have such plenty again. Everyone gobbled their food, the sound of the chewing and slurping like a kennel. If she’d let the dogs inside their manners could barely have been worse.


The sun was climbing and she must be gone before it reached the top of its daily hill. When the feast ended, the thegns formed a corridor down the length of the great hall for her to walk. She watched her boots take each stride and tried not to shake. Why should she be afraid? She’d been trained for this since the moment she could walk.


Outside, the rest of the village had gathered. Someone had laid a knife and a spear on the wooden platform and she picked them up. Her mask would be last of all; she turned to see her mother holding it. The wooden face was placid, a sharp-beaked bird with round eyes and scarlet cheeks. Her mother’s face was equally calm, but Cwen could see the turmoil in her eyes and longed to reach out to her.


She didn’t. She wanted her mother to be left with a good, strong memory of her and so she put on the mask, her fingers fumbling to tie the leather cords at the back. Suddenly she was crying, her eyes hot with tears. But it didn’t matter: the mask hid them.


It was an awkward climb, with a spear in one hand and the knife clenched into her armpit because she’d forgotten to hang it at her waist. At the bottom, she couldn’t stop herself taking one last glance at her home in the treetops high above. Only one figure remained in sight, leaning forward to watch her descent. It might have been her mother but she was too far away to be sure.


The trees clutched darkness around them. Cwen knew better than most what it held. Leaf mulch squelched beneath her boots, its decayed stench banishing the memory of her feast. The whole thing already felt very distant. Fifty paces on and the village did too, lost to sight in the treetops.


The path was broad enough that the sun would strike it at noon and keep it safe from the worm men and the moon beasts, but now everything was in shadow and nowhere felt safe. She’d never seen one of the monsters but she’d seen pictures. Griotgard had shown her the bestiary when she was four and she’d wept at what was painted there. He’d told her these were to be her prey when she joined the Hunt. It seemed more likely she’d be theirs.


The forest was filled with noise. In the village there had been other sounds to drown out the bird calls and insect skritches and rustle of unseen things, but here they seemed far too loud. She jumped at the snap of a twig to her left, scolded herself for behaving like a child – and then jumped again at a howl to her right.


She’d soon drained her leather flask dry and her throat was parched. She could hear the maddening gurgle of a stream to her left. It must be the Briarburn, which wound through the farmland to the west of the village and then headed down towards the distant plains, where the savage tribespeople lived. To be so loud it must be close.


She peered between the oaks, but the undergrowth was tangled and wild and hid what lay beyond. She took one step from the path and paused, shaking, but no attack came. Of course it didn’t. The moon monsters slept during the day; that was what everyone said. And what kind of warrior was she, afraid of a few trees?


The ground was thick with brambles; they caught at her trousers and scratched her hand. She took out her knife and sawed vainly at the knotty stems until the sap set her cuts stinging and she abandoned the attempt. She wasn’t sure at first if the flecks of light were tricks of her eyes or true sunlight, but as she moved they kept their shape and gained in brightness until she was sure that what she saw was daylight dappled through leaves.


A tension she hadn’t been aware of loosened in all her limbs and her spine. She flung her head back and yelled in triumphant relief.


Something, very close, called back. It was a high-pitched scream, almost human. But there was a strange quality to it, a tone both high and low that could never have emerged from any person’s throat. A moment passed and a second cry came from her other side, and then another from behind. They had surrounded her, and the undergrowth was too thick to wield her spear.


‘You’ve got a head full of shit and air, Cwen,’ she hissed to herself and drew her knife. It looked too small in her hand, its blade not even as long as her forearm.


The screams came again, closer, and she caught her first glimpse of what pursued her as it shook the branches far above her head. Its own was lost in shadow but an eye flashed green and huge and then was gone.


She backed up until the trunk of a moon pine braced her upright. She needed its support. Her knees had weakened with fear and she gritted her teeth and locked the joints. The beasts would hardly care how she died, but she imagined Griotgard laughing at her cowardice and it stiffened her resolve.


Then the first of the beasts pushed through the undergrowth into plain view and she couldn’t stop a whimper of fear. The teeth were the length of her hand; the eyes shone with their own internal flame, brighter than the scarce daylight; and when it lifted one clawed foot she saw the glint of scales. It looked like no natural animal, but like a stitched-together thing made of the worst parts of all the rest.


The monster sank to its front knees until its head was only a few feet above hers. There was intelligence in its eyes, as much cunning as she’d ever seen in Griotgard’s. Its lips peeled back, as if to show her the full length of its fangs. It was mocking her, she was sure of it.


She raised her spear and snarled back at it. ‘I’ve a fang too!’


It howled, reared back to strike – and then screamed again. She braced for the blow, frozen, and only slowly realised that its scream had changed into a desperate sound. A dark stain spread from its open jaws down to its chest. Blood: all that the creature had or at least more than it could spare. It fell back to its knees and then on to its side, crushing bushes and plants beneath it, and the smell of its gore mixed with a sudden puff of wild garlic.


There were more screams and other cries: human sounds,  and these ones were triumphant. There was a great creaking and cracking and snapping of branches all around her as the smell of blood grew thicker. The beasts were dying. They were being slaughtered.


Before the screams stopped she knew who’d come to her aid and her face burned beneath its mask. It would have been easier to die an idiot than live to see her idiocy witnessed by the Hunt.


The beasts had crushed so many trees and bushes in their death throes that the sun was blazing down on her unchecked when the first of the hawks emerged. Their expressions were hidden behind masks, wide-eyed blanks. The nearest tilted its head sideways, so exactly like the bird its mask resembled that Cwen giggled helplessly and couldn’t stop. And then the final figure emerged from the trees and the laughter dried out in her throat as all sound died in the forest, birdsong quieting and insects stilling, as if the whole world held its breath where this figure walked.


She’d seen a hundred paintings of the Hunter, a score of tapestries. She’d hated that face from the moment she knew who owned it. Now the hatred melted under the strength of that calm regard and left something formless behind.


‘Cwen,’ the Hunter said. ‘Youngest of my hawks.’


Cwen knew she should bow. She didn’t.


Some of the gathered hawks hissed behind their masks and the two wolves that flanked the goddess raised their hackles and growled. The Hunter neither frowned nor smiled. Beneath the golden curls of her hair, her face was terribly scarred. None of the paintings showed that and Cwen felt a stab of terror as she imagined a beast so powerful it could wound a god. ‘We looked to find you miles from here, child,’ the Hunter said. ‘You wandered from the path.’


‘I was thirsty. No one said how far I had to go. No one told me anything.’


‘They warned you, I am sure, of the dangers in the dark.’


Cwen looked down, abashed. ‘Yes.’


The Hunter said nothing further, but when she turned and strode away, Cwen felt compelled to follow, trotting on the heels of the Hunter’s wolves.


When the sun began to set, they turned aside from the path into a clearing three hundred paces across. Cwen was shocked to see a building in its centre, rooted to the ground like a tree. Her steps faltered but the other hawks walked towards it and she couldn’t bring herself to seem a coward in their eyes as well as a fool.


Closer to, she could see that the building was open on one side, its peaked, wood-tiled roof overhanging a large open space full of shadows as dark as those beneath the trees.


‘The monsters will not come here,’ the Hunter said. ‘The ground is safe from them.’


For the first time, one of the other hawks turned to speak to Cwen. He pulled off his mask to show the face of a boy little older than herself with the fair hair of the Jorlith. ‘Our bodies keep it safe,’ he said. He gestured at the sharp-featured statue of a man that stood in the hall’s entrance. ‘That was Wulfsin, one of us. He died nearby and we buried him here. His body has the Hunter’s magic in it – it keeps the beasts away.’


He grinned but she wasn’t sure what message he wanted her to take from his words: that she was safe, or that she too would one day die to make a haven for the rest. The statue’s face was young. That day of death wouldn’t be far off, if she only lasted as long as him.


There were fewer hawks than she’d first realised, only two dozen or so. This couldn’t be the whole Hunt, but she had no idea where the rest were and too much pride to ask. She watched as they led their mounts into the enclosure and gaped as the nearest turned its beaked head towards her, blinking beneath its shaggy golden mane. It was every bit as monstrous as the beasts the Hunt had saved her from.


‘You’ll have your own too,’ the Jorlith boy said. ‘We all catch one to ride – it’s the first thing you’ll do.’ He smiled again, entirely friendly this time. Maybe he’d meant to be friendly before.


‘The moon’s monsters can be made to serve us,’ the Hunter said. ‘I bent the greatest of them to my will a millennium ago, and these dumb beasts are more easily swayed.’


Cwen studied the creature, which looked far less fearsome saddled and under harness than its brothers had wild in the woods. She reached out a hand and its forked tongue flicked out to lick it, just like her father’s hounds when in her loneliness she’d sometimes crawled to their kennels to sleep among the warm, stinking press of their bodies.


‘What’s his name?’ she asked the Jorlith boy.


‘He doesn’t have one.’


‘We do not name the things we mean to kill,’ the Hunter said.


‘But …’ Cwen stared at the beast, which stared back, its red eye more soft than fierce in the twilight.


‘When all their brethren are gone, they too must die. How else will the world be rid of the moon’s curse?’


Cwen watched in silence as the hawks made camp, laying out blankets beneath the wooden roof and building a fire whose smoke rose to fill its rafters. The sun set out of sight behind the trees and the sky darkened through purple to a pinpricked black. There was a lot of laughter as the hawks worked, but she couldn’t see what any of them had to be happy about.


Blankets were provided for her, and a place close to the fire. She supposed it was a kind gesture. All the hawks had unmasked now and several tried to speak to her, but she shrugged off their questions and pulled her blankets to the furthest corner of the room. Their eyes followed her beneath frowns but no one moved to stop her and no one spoke to her again.


It was easier to sleep than she’d expected. The surge of fear she’d felt earlier had washed away to leave behind exhaustion and she’d barely closed her eyes before blackness came.


She woke with the same abruptness to find the Hunter leaning over her. It wasn’t a sound that had woken her, she was sure; the goddess’s presence alone had been enough. The fire had burned down to embers and in the near darkness Cwen could see that her new mistress glowed with a faint golden light of her own. It outlined her curls like the promise of sunrise.


‘Come,’ the Hunter said.


Cwen thought of refusing. She hesitated for a long moment while those bright eyes gazed down at her and the generous mouth remained silent. It was the silence that defeated her in the end, as it had beaten her down her whole life. She rose to her feet with a sigh and followed as the Hunter strode to the boundary of the camp.


The scars on the goddess’s face were softened by night into four long shadows. They shifted like serpents as the Hunter spoke. ‘I dreamed of the new moon last night,’ she said.


Moon dreams were ill-luck, everyone said so. Cwen had never imagined that a goddess might be haunted by them.


‘Something I thought long banished has been born again,’ the Hunter said. ‘And on the same day you came to me, the youngest of my hawks. There must be purpose in this, but …’ She frowned, studying Cwen’s face in a darkness her eyes could perhaps penetrate. ‘You are angry, and your anger is not with the moon.’


Cwen couldn’t find a safe reply, but the Hunter nodded as if she’d given one anyway.


‘Your skin is very dark,’ the goddess said. ‘As dark as an Ashane’s. Do you know why?’


‘Yes,’ Cwen said, her voice vibrating with anger. ‘Griotgard told me. My mother fucked one of your Wanderers, and I was what came of it. She could have lain with anyone, he said. Women do it all the time. But she had to go and choose a half-foreign mongrel so everyone would know I wasn’t my father’s.’


‘Yes. Yes, that is the truth.’ The Hunter reached out and rested her fingers against Cwen’s cheek.


Cwen froze, more shocked than when the moon beasts had ambushed her in the forest. No one had ever touched her that way. No one had ever touched her at all. The goddess’s skin was smooth against hers, far different from the coarse hair of her father’s hounds, and burning hot. Or perhaps fiercely cold – the sensation was so strong and strange she couldn’t tell. She wanted to flinch away from it and to hold the Hunter’s hand against her so she could never let go.


‘Do you know what this is?’ the Hunter asked, tracing the outline on Cwen’s cheek with her fingertip.


‘It’s the hawk mark,’ Cwen whispered.


‘No, only the ignorant call it that because of its shape and because it singles out my hawks from the common flock. It is a rune, my rune. Do you know why it was put on you?’


Cwen shook her head. It made those fingertips brush across her cheek and she shivered.


‘I only mark those whose parents pray for it,’ the goddess told her. ‘Your mother did not want you. Your father did not want you. They prayed for me to take you as my own.’


Cwen jerked back from the words and the Hunter’s touch. ‘That isn’t true! Of course she wanted me – it was you that took me away from her!’


‘No. I would never steal a child from a parent who loved her. Your mother could not love you, because of what you were – because the day your growth showed in her belly was the day your father knew that she had betrayed him.’


Cwen felt a sensation so strong, she couldn’t tell if it was rage or grief. Perhaps it was both. ‘You’re lying! You’re lying to me!’


‘I will never lie to you. It was your mother who deceived you, because she could not bear her own guilt.’


‘She didn’t want me?’


‘Never. But I want you. And do you know who I am?’


‘You’re the Hunter.’


‘So your people call me. The Hunter, the Lion of the Forest, the Sun’s Right Hand and the Moon’s Bane. All these words and none of them my name, as if they fear that merely speaking it might pollute their tongues.’


She paused a while and Cwen knew what she was supposed to ask. Eventually she did. ‘What is your name?’


‘Bachur, which is eldest in the eldest tongue.’ She cupped Cwen’s cheek, and this time Cwen leaned into the hot-cold caress, into the comfort of it. ‘This rune’s true meaning is “beloved of the eldest”. Bachur is a name only my hawks know, my beloved, just as only I see your bare faces. When you die in my service, your mask will be sent back to your family to hang above their hearth. But in the clearing in which we plant your body, we will carve a statue of your true face, because only we truly see it. Do you understand?’


‘My mother asked you to take me away before I was even born?’


‘I wanted you, Cwen. You belong with me.’


It was the first time the Hunter had spoken her name. It sounded more musical on her tongue than it ever had on any villager’s. Cwen nodded and was shocked to feel the splash of tears. She clenched her fists, angry with herself for the weakness, but Bachur took her hands and gently loosened her fingers.


Cwen gasped, half a sob, and the goddess put her arms round her and pulled her against the gold-chased armour on her chest. Cwen’s cheek pressed awkwardly against the junction of the armour with her neck so that it was half against leather and half against bare skin.


‘The moon is rising,’ Bachur said. ‘Will you fight him for me, Cwen? He cannot be allowed to live.’


‘I’ll do it,’ Cwen promised, her voice muffled against flesh. ‘I’ll kill him for you.’




PART I


Betrayal




1


Here and there, embers still glowed in the ruin of Smiler’s Fair. The corpses were everywhere, pitiful black twiglike bones grasping through the wreckage for a rescue that never came. And worse, far worse, the meaty red mess of those the fire hadn’t entirely consumed.


The heat and his exertion bathed Sang Ki in sweat and soot coated him, turning his fair hair as black as the dye his fellow Seonu used. He would have done much to avoid this task. He’d seldom had to heave his great bulk so far, or over such difficult footing. He wished he could have left his men to the search, but he didn’t trust them to do it properly.


King Nayan’s son had been here, of that he was quite sure. Did the boy’s corpse now lie as fire-flayed as the poor unfortunate to his left, trapped beneath an ash-black sculpture of the Smiler himself? That remained to be seen. Close questioning of the fair’s survivors had revealed that a boy who was almost certainly Sang Ki’s quarry had been wearing manacles on his wrists, a legacy of his brief imprisonment by Gurjot. His body, if it lay here, should be easy to identify.


One more day, Sang Ki had promised himself, and if neither his scattered scouts nor his own search uncovered the prince, he would return to Ashanesland and declare the job done, confident that Krishanjit would never return to contradict him.


Alas, he wasn’t entirely alone for the hunt. The carrion bird strutted beside him, its head bobbing above his. Its feathers were only a shade greyer with ash and its stink was sadly in keeping with its surroundings. Gurjot had never returned from Smiler’s Fair, but his mount had flown to safety and landed at Sang Ki’s feet while her old master was no doubt still aflame. The lack of loyalty in the creature was disappointing, her new attachment to Sang Ki even more so. The bird refused to be parted from him.


‘Well, Laali,’ he said, ‘what do you think that might be?’


Something glittered in the rubble, beautifully ornate where the fire hadn’t softened and deformed it. He used Laali’s knobbly leg to steady himself as he knelt beside it. He’d always enjoyed pretty things, and had already pried several jewelled treasures from corpses with no further need of them.


This, he realised, had once been a strongbox, but its melted lock sprang open at his touch. The coins inside looked worthless until he wiped one clean with a finger and saw the sparkle of gold beneath the soot. His cloak served to polish the rest and he was soon back on his feet, cradling a sizable collection in his shirt. The coins weren’t wheels – they were no currency he recognised. The face on their reverse was a woman’s. Queen Kaur’s perhaps, but no: the Iron Queen had never smiled so freely.


He was pondering how he might determine their provenance when he heard the voice, pitifully weak and calling for help in Ashane. The cry came again and he saw a small heap of rubble shift. A hand emerged, fingers wiggling feebly.


Sang Ki hesitated. He’d grown used to the mutilated corpses but he’d yet to reconcile himself to ending the torment of those still clinging to life. And this was a woman’s voice; he could be sure that the lost prince didn’t lie trapped here. There was no need to dig this time and she’d die without his assistance soon enough.


The cry came again, a little stronger this time, as if the woman sensed his presence. Perhaps she’d heard his footfalls. Another whimper, and he could stand it no longer. His knees creaked as he lowered himself to the ground once again and pulled the half-burnt planks and shattered tiles away.


The body he revealed was far smaller than he’d expected. It seemed incredible that she’d survived, buried, for three days. She was hideously burnt, of course. The skin of her face and arms had crackled like mammoth fat. Her hair was mostly scorched away and her breasts were an obscenity. But she was breathing and her eyes were open, though clouded with pain.


If she’d survived this long, it seemed feasible that the attention of a physician could save her. Sang Ki slipped one arm beneath her body, resting her weight against the folds of his belly and bracing himself before he attempted to rise. Her clothing was almost entirely burned away and she whimpered as he touched her ravaged skin. Only her thick leather belt had survived the fire, and the knife suspended from it.


No, not a knife. It hooked and held his eyes as he froze with her body cradled in his arms. It was a sword in miniature, tarnished by the fire yet clearly finely made. When he wiped it clean, he felt the sharp facets of jewels beneath his fingers and then saw their glitter. And along the golden hilt itself there was script, worked in platinum. Some of it had melted in the intense heat but it didn’t matter. He knew what was written there. He’d seen it a dozen times hanging at the waist of the woman who’d murdered his father and then fled Winter’s Hammer. This knife belonged to Nethmi, who’d once been known as Little Blade.


By a fluke of wind and the will of the gods, one small segment of the fair had survived the inferno unscathed. Its residents hadn’t wanted to remain latched on to the ruin of their home like maggots on a rotting body, so had taken what few beasts of burden remained, disassembled their houses and moved them to a hillock some thousand paces away, where they’d reconstructed a sad echo of the once mighty fair.


Sooty children and drooping whores turned to watch as he led Laali through their streets with Nethmi resting on the bird’s back. He’d heard there was an Eom healer here. It seemed quixotic, he knew, to bring a woman to be healed whom he soon meant to see hanged, but he wanted her conscious and in her right mind when she paid for her crime.


The healer’s rooms weren’t difficult to find; Sang Ki followed the sounds of screams through the mud-choked passages to a small, ill-made house. After staring for a second at the walls, one brightly painted with pictures of grape and grain and the other with a huge portrait of Lord Lust, his member swollen angrily red, Sang Ki concluded that it had been cobbled together from the wreckage of two or more different dwellings.


The physician looked as patchwork as his home. The man’s hair was long and purple, caught in no topknot but instead allowed to fall to his hips. He’d painted his face the precise shade of orange best designed to clash with his hair and his hands were red, though whether from blood or dye, Sang Ki couldn’t tell.


The Eom seldom left their lands. They were somewhat like the Seonu in that, although unlike the Seonu they had never spent centuries wandering lost and separate from the other tribes at the start of the great exile. They’d simply found a place that suited them and stayed within its borders, doing whatever it was they did when no one else was watching. They’d last emerged in any numbers more than seventy years ago when they’d decided to broker the peace that ended the Five Tribes War. No one knew why they’d come then nor why they’d returned to their home after.


‘She may live,’ the Eom said with a quick glance at Nethmi, held awkwardly in Sang Ki’s arms. ‘Leave her on that bed and go.’


‘I’d rather stay,’ Sang Ki replied.


‘Does it seem likely I care for your wants?’


There were six beds in the cramped room, five home to victims of the fire. Sang Ki placed Nethmi on the sixth and turned back to the physician. With some reluctance, he drew out a handful of the gold hoard he’d found earlier. ‘Perhaps this will increase your interest in my desires.’


‘Am I to eat gold? Someone burned down the only market in a hundred miles. You’d have done better to bring me food. Are you an Asheneman or a tribesman? The worst of both, it seems to me: sure that gold will solve every problem and too ignorant to know that those are Kardosi sovereigns. You’d have to cross the wide ocean and a thousand years to find a country where you could spend them.’


‘I …’ Sang Ki said, and found no further words. He watched in silence as the Eom knelt by Nethmi’s bedside. His touch was far gentler than his words as he held her chin between his fingers to turn her head and inspect the damage. Nethmi groaned in agony all the same.


‘If you must stay, bring me water,’ the physician said as he continued his inspection. ‘That’s the worst loss fire brings, worse than the pain, though I’m sure she doesn’t think it now.’


There was a barrel in one corner of the room. Sang Ki was sorely tempted to drink himself, but at the Eom’s glare he ladled some into a goblet and brought it to Nethmi.


She choked on the first mouthful and then screamed in pain as trickles leaked from her mouth over her raw skin.


‘Carefully!’ the Eom snapped.


Sang Ki slowed the flow of water to drips and watched as Nethmi’s swollen tongue darted out to lick them from her lips. The Eom used her distraction to begin spreading a pungent lotion over the worst of her burns, frowning at her whimpers. Within seconds some of the raw redness had leached out of them, and Sang Ki opened his mouth to ask the composition of the unguent and then snapped it shut again.


‘Your lover?’ the Eom asked as he set aside her belt and pulled off her few remaining rags of clothing.


‘The woman who murdered my father.’


‘You’re a generous man. When you bring me coin I can spend, my work on her will cost you dear. Did you dislike your father?’


‘He was the best man there could be. She’ll hang for her crime when she’s well enough to look me in the eye as I kick away the stall.’


The Eom stopped his ministrations and turned to stare at Sang Ki. His eyes looked almost black against the orange of his skin. ‘You’re Ashane, aren’t you? Mixed blood, but you have the accent. And this woman is Ashane too.’


‘I am Seonu Sang Ki, son and heir to Lord Thilak of Winter’s Hammer. This woman is Nethmi, formerly of Whitewood and wife to my father.’


‘Definitely Ashane then, and so you certainly can’t hang her.’


Sang Ki felt the first stirrings of anger. ‘I think you’ll find that I can.’


‘Not according to your own laws. This woman is pregnant.’


Sang Ki brought both Nethmi and the reluctant Eom physician to his own encampment. It was meticulously neat, as anything in his mother’s charge must be, but worryingly small. Only a bare two hundred of his men had survived the immolation of Smiler’s Fair and, though their numbers had been swollen by the remains of Gurjot’s troops, it was still a much diminished force. They’d dug a ditch around their tents and seeded it with bitterthorn caltrops, but there was insufficient wood for a palisade. The sooner they departed this place, the safer he’d feel.


His mother was slow to answer his summons and frowned as she entered the tent. The frown deepened when she saw the mutilated woman he’d laid out on his own cot.


‘Look at her knife,’ Sang Ki said. He’d placed it beside her on the bed.


His mother stared at the weapon, her expression hardening into something grim. ‘Nethmi.’


‘Indeed. And this fellow here—’


‘Eom Min Soo. And you are Seonu Hana – an honour, elder mother.’ The physician bowed with far more courtesy than he’d ever shown Sang Ki. But then, his mother had a way of commanding it.


‘Min Soo assures me that she will live, if given the proper treatment,’ Sang Ki told her.


His mother knew him too well. She folded her arms and silently waited for the rest.


‘She’s pregnant,’ Sang Ki said, ‘which apparently means we can’t hang her. Although who’s to tell if we do? I doubt any of my men would much care.’


‘I care.’ Min Soo flicked his long purple hair over his shoulder. ‘And I will tell.’


‘Of course we won’t hang her,’ his mother said. She turned to Min Soo and added, ‘Please wait outside.’


Min Soo folded his arms in turn and stood stubbornly still. It occurred to Sang Ki that the Eom and his mother were remarkably similar. ‘You gave her to my care. I won’t let you kill her.’


‘I don’t plan to,’ his mother said flatly. ‘You can treat her in a few moments. Now wait outside.’


Sang Ki had yet to see his mother lose a battle of wills. The Eom grunted and strode through the open tent flap, pulling it closed behind him. In the sudden gloom the smells of unguent and scorched flesh seemed far stronger.


‘Why don’t you plan to kill her?’ Sang Ki asked.


‘The baby, of course.’


‘Are you really so sentimental? There are two of Gihan of Fort Greenshore’s anatomy texts in our library. If you recall, the man dissected pregnant mothers before one of their fathers put a trident through his eye. Nethmi can’t be more than a few weeks gone. I’ve seen the pictures, and what lives inside her now is little different from a tadpole.’


‘A tadpole that in a few months’ time could inherit Winter’s Hammer. A tadpole that will need you as its regent. Without this child we could lose the fort entirely – King Nayan would have the right to pass it to another lord.’


‘But this child isn’t my father’s. How can it be? There’s no roundness in her stomach, no milk in her breasts. Thilak’s child would be showing itself by now, more than three months later.’


His mother shrugged. ‘Some babies grow slowly.’


‘Even if that’s true, even if it is Thilak’s, its mother is the woman who killed him.’


‘Do you think I’ve forgotten?’ Her face twisted for a moment in pain and he looked away. He found her grief hard to bear, too much a reflection of his own.


‘Then must we really care for her?’


‘Yes. You won’t be disinherited when I can prevent it. Thilak wouldn’t have wanted it and he wouldn’t want his own child dead. It’s … it might be the last thing we have left of him. We need to remain here while she gets well, but we’ll take her back to Winter’s Hammer for the birth.’ His mother looked down at Nethmi, writhing in pain on already bloody sheets. ‘Then we can hang her.’
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The smoke of Smiler’s Fair lingered in the east. The blue of the sky was smudged with grey across the horizon and in places flocks of crows thickened it to black, while the smell of burning wood and flesh lingered in the endless grass of the plains. Three days’ walk from the ruins of her former home, and Olufemi felt as if she would never escape the shadow of its destruction.


Ah well, better to look ahead, where Krishanjit and Dae Hyo were outlined at the top of a small rise. The boy was regaining his strength more slowly than she would have liked. Her salves had stopped the wounds on his legs from festering, but the blood he’d lost wasn’t easily replaced. Dae Hyo had his arm slung round the younger man’s waist and was half supporting him as they followed the river seaward. Earlier the warrior had been scouting their route ahead, but he’d reappeared as soon as the boy needed him. Olufemi suspected he’d been watching them from a distance, like a mother with a newly walking child.


Adofo shifted on her shoulder, tightening his scaly tail round her neck. The lizard monkey’s moon-coloured eyes were fixed on Krish, as they had been since she’d found the boy. ‘I know,’ she said. ‘The sun’s still hours from setting but we’ll have to stop. Can’t have him dying of exhaustion.’ Not now, after everything she’d been through to find him.


Adofo chittered in what she took to be agreement and she pushed herself to catch the others up, her arthritic joints protesting the use.


‘We can stop here,’ she told them. ‘There’s water and that copse of willows will shield us from hunting eyes.’


Krish sighed in relief and sank to his rump on the rocky ground of the riverbank. His eyelids drooped and there was an unhealthy pallor to his brown cheeks. Adofo screeched and unwound his tail from her neck, galloping across the ground to deposit himself in the boy’s lap. Krish absently stroked the lizard monkey’s head as their mirrored eyes met.


Adofo had been deserting her more and more in the last few days. The jealousy she felt was absurd, of course. His affinity for Krish was the evidence she’d sought that the boy was indeed everything she’d hoped: Yron’s new avatar in the world. But the creature had been hers for so long. And with Vordanna and Jinn gone – with Vordanna and Jinn dead, she had to face it – Adofo was all she had left of her past. The future Krish opened to her seemed very uncertain.


As she watched Krish and Krish watched her pet, Dae Hyo set about making camp. He’d done the same every night since their first night together, though back then he’d been spattered in the blood of the men who might have been their allies. He’d bathed in the river since, but she still saw their senseless slaughter whenever she looked at him. And Krish had permitted it. He’d encouraged it.


But he’d also wakened the runes, after long centuries of silence. She remembered the astounded joy she’d felt as the flames had died at the moon rune’s command and went to kneel beside Krish, pulling unguents from her pack.


‘My legs are feeling better,’ he said. ‘I don’t need the ointment.’


‘You’ll stop using it when I tell you and not before.’


He sighed and coloured but undid his trousers so that she could pull them down to expose the deep cuts scoring his thighs. There’d been a time when a young man would have blushed with joy, not shame, at the thought of undressing before her, but that time was many years past. His penis remained unflatteringly limp as she smoothed the honey-scented paste into his skin.


‘If I’m a god,’ he said, watching her fingers and not her face, ‘how can I be hurt?’


‘You are Yron.’ She felt sure of it now, and not just because of his strange silver and black eyes.


‘I’m Krish. Krishanjit. I was born, I grew, I raised goats.’


‘Yes – you were the son of a goatherd, but also the son of a king. A person can be more than one thing at once.’


He pushed her hands away to tie his trousers himself. ‘But I wasn’t my da’s son. That was a lie. King Nayan was always my father, I just never knew it.’


‘Well … maybe not that, then.’


‘And where was Yron when I wasn’t here? Was he someone else?’


‘You were made flesh a thousand years ago, and again long before that.’


‘And when he wasn’t me or, or whoever that was before, where was he? What is he? What does it mean to say I’m a god when I’m still just me?’


As she studied his face she saw a bright curiosity and maybe enough intelligence to understand. ‘Yron is an idea,’ she told him. ‘A very deep idea, one of the two most profound that exist in the world, and both the source and the solution of the runes. A concept is eternal, its physical manifestation in the world transient, but they are two aspects of the same thing.’


‘Like … like talking about a meal and the actual food itself.’


‘Yes! Very good, Krishanjit. It’s the same with your mother – your real mother. She died when you were born, but that didn’t change the relationship between you or end the concept of motherhood itself. If all the mothers in the world were killed, the idea of motherhood would still exist until someone else gave birth and became a mother of flesh again.’


He stroked his trousers over the cuts on his leg. ‘Yron is immortal, but I can die.’


‘Yes.’


‘So I’m not any different from any other man. I’m not any stronger or safer.’


‘You’re not quite so easy to kill. And now the runes are awake we can make you stronger still: the only way to use the runes is through you, through service to you.’


‘But the other Yron, a thousand years ago, he died, didn’t he? Or I wouldn’t be here.’


‘He was killed,’ she admitted.


‘How?’


‘It was his sister, the sun. She too was made flesh in that age, and they fought, as you and she are always destined to fight. She defeated and murdered him.’


‘And won’t she be after me now?’


‘No, she’s gone. When she saw what her people had done in her name to her brother’s followers, the hundreds of thousands of deaths, she chose to leave the world and she never returned. You’re safe, Krishanjit – we’ll make you safe.’


Safe from his sister, at least. When she turned from the boy, she saw that Dae Hyo had started a fire blazing as they spoke. ‘Do you think that’s wise?’ she asked him.


‘I’ll douse it when the sun sets. My brother needs hot food.’


She couldn’t argue with that and watched in silence as he plucked the two plump birds he’d shot during their walk. His expression suggested he thought she should take over the task, but she’d never learned menial work in Mirror Town and had seen no need to master it after leaving.


While the meat roasted over their fire, Dae Hyo and the boy talked quietly, nonsense about the right flowers to weave into your horse’s bridle and the correct berries to bring when wooing a woman. Dae things, which should mean nothing to the moon’s heir, but Krish had declared himself Dae with a brutality that still shocked Olufemi.


It was as they were eating that she heard the hoofbeats approaching. She looked up, alarmed, but it was already too late. The rider was less than a hundred yards away and staring in their direction. Dae Hyo’s wretched fire had probably drawn his eye.


She looked to the warrior, expecting that he’d draw one of his many weapons, but he gulped down the haunch he’d been chewing, leaned back on his elbows and shouted, ‘Be welcome, friend. There’s meat to share if you want it.’


‘What are you doing?’ Olufemi hissed as Krish asked ‘Why?’, but the warrior only smiled at their questions.


The stranger’s horse trotted closer and Olufemi forced her expression into calmness as she saw his face. He was Ashane, like Krish himself and like the men who were pursuing him. The newcomer wore no marks of allegiance, but then neither had the ragtag force that had invaded Smiler’s Fair. And there was a sword slung at his side.


‘You’ve ridden fast,’ Dae Hyo said, eyeing the horse’s lathered flank.


The man swung himself gracefully from the saddle. ‘It’s true, I’ve been pushing Unmol too hard.’ He patted his mount and then pulled out a cloth and began drying her.


‘In a hurry, then. I tell you what, it’s hard to blame you in these troubled times. That place –’ Dae Hyo nodded towards the smoke on the horizon ‘– fell apart like a wormy apple and all the maggots crawled out.’


The man raised an eyebrow, clearly wondering if the warrior meant to imply he was himself one of those maggots, but Dae Hyo’s innocently friendly expression seemed to reassure him. ‘Dangerous times indeed. You’re citizens of Smiler’s Fair yourselves, then?’


‘Just passing through when the fire started,’ Dae Hyo replied. ‘And yourself?’


The man had a shipborn face, all clean lines and smooth skin. It barely wrinkled as he smiled. ‘The same. I’m Ravindu of Fort Daybreak.’


‘Dae Hyo and Dae Krish,’ the warrior offered before Olufemi could prevent him. ‘And this is Olufemi, a mage of Mirror Town.’


Ravindu nodded, seemingly unconcerned by the names, but did his eyes linger a moment too long on Krish as the boy rose to greet him? Olufemi had lived through three days of unrelieved tension, and no longer trusted her own judgement. Still, as she watched Dae Hyo hand a roasted bird leg to the stranger and then a flask of vodka, she was certain she didn’t trust his judgement either.


‘You’re heading the wrong way if you mean to return to Ashanesland,’ she said to the stranger as he stripped the bird’s bones clean with his teeth.


‘As are you,’ he pointed out.


‘But we’re not Ashane.’


His eyes flicked again to Krish and then back to her. The hand not holding his meat had shifted to hover above the hilt of his sword and a cold wave shivered through her. But he merely pulled his blue-checked trousers straight.


‘The truth is,’ he said, ‘I came to Smiler’s Fair to escape … problems in Ashanesland. It wouldn’t do to return there, not if I value my life.’


‘I see.’ It was plausible. The fair had always been a refuge.


The sun had sunk towards the western horizon as they spoke, and now only a sliver remained. The night was Krish’s time, but the boy looked nervous as Dae Hyo quenched the fire with river water to let the concealing darkness grow.


‘Afraid of who might see us?’ Ravindu asked.


‘Maggots,’ Dae Hyo said and rolled on to his side, eyes shut in the instant sleep that Olufemi envied.


It took her far longer to escape consciousness. Age had brought that affliction and worry sharpened it. Krish’s moon-silver eyes remained open a while too, but eventually his weakness overcame him and he began to gently snore. Ravindu’s eyes had shut almost as quickly as Dae Hyo’s and his chest moved gently; perhaps he was sleeping, or perhaps merely feigning it.


She reached down to hug Adofo, accustomed to warming him in the cold spring nights. But there was only a dent in the blankets where his body had briefly lain. She looked again at Krish and saw open silver eyes again – but they weren’t the boy’s. The lizard monkey blinked as he shifted against Krish’s chest and then turned away from her to wrap his limbs round the boy.


She’d spent so long, so very many years imagining how it would be when Yron’s heir was found. She’d never imagined this.


Krish woke to find a hand over his mouth and another pressed against his chest. He struggled for a frantic moment before something – maybe the elderflower-oil-and-whisky smell, or the rough feel of the palm – told him it was Dae Hyo. When he stilled, the other man released him.


The warrior grabbed his elbow to steady him as he rose and pointed to their left. Ravindu was sleeping there, turned on to his back with one arm curled against his chest and the other flung out towards them. He was very still. Krish’s eyesight at night had always been strong, but he couldn’t see the stranger’s chest moving. And there was a smell too, one Krish had grown familiar with. The instant he recognised it he realised that the puddle of black around Ravindu’s throat was blood and the dark slash across it a mortal wound.


He started back, heart pounding, only to see Dae Hyo’s smile. The warrior showed his knife. He turned it in the moonlight to reveal the long stain along its blade before wiping it clean on the grass and sheathing it.


‘You killed him?’ Krish asked.


Dae Hyo frowned and put a finger to his lips, though Krish couldn’t see any reason for stealth now: the man was dead. Dae Hyo hooked an arm under Ravindu’s pack, gestured Krish to follow and strode away along the riverbank.


They walked for several minutes in silence, but Krish couldn’t leave the question unanswered. He’d given Dae Hyo orders to kill – to murder – three days ago. Had his brother taken them as a general instruction? ‘Why did you kill Ravindu?’ he risked whispering when Dae Hyo stopped.


‘I didn’t like the look of him.’ Dae Hyo dropped to his knees and opened the dead man’s pack, pulling out clothes and food and cooking pots to strew them on the ground.


‘Then why did you invite him to our fire?’


‘It’s simple, brother. I didn’t want him to ride off and tell anyone else where we were and I couldn’t be sure an arrow would kill him at that distance. But I know if I was hunting a man I’d want to identify him by more than his tracks. I didn’t think he’d turn down the chance to study us up close, and he was safer where we could see him.’


‘Unless he attacked us.’


‘No cause for fear – he was only a little man. Didn’t put up any sort of a fight when I slit his throat.’


‘That’s because you did it while he was sleeping.’


‘Yes, but – ah!’ Dae Hyo turned to Krish, grinning and waving a sheet of parchment he’d drawn from the stranger’s pack. It was a drawing of a boy’s face. It took Krish a moment to realise that it was his own: hollow-cheeked and wild-eyed. He’d seen his reflection so seldom that it jolted him how half-starved he looked. And he knew what the drawing meant: Ravindu had been hunting him.


‘How did you know it was there?’ he asked.


‘I didn’t. I was looking for coin or metal but this is good, isn’t it? I always prefer to know I haven’t killed a man for nothing. And look, three gold wheels, twelve feathers and a, well I’m not sure, to be honest with you. But it’s metal and it has a man’s face stamped on it, so it must be a coin. The horse as well: two more and we’ll be able to make much better time. A good night’s work.’


‘But … if he was dead already, why were we whispering?’


‘What? Oh.’ Dae Hyo threw the parchment away and pocketed half the coins before handing the rest to Krish. ‘I didn’t want Olufemi to hear. Lion hunting isn’t women’s business. They’re too kind: it hurts them to think of the death, and it’s not a man’s business to upset them.’


‘Lion hunting?’ Krish felt as if Dae Hyo had woken him halfway through a conversation he’d started with himself.


‘I saw the tracks when I was scouting earlier. Big fucker.’


‘Is lion good to eat?’ Krish had killed one of the great cats once himself, but he’d only thought about taking its pelt, not its flesh.


‘I don’t know. The flesh is just flesh; it’s the balls we want. That’s where a beast’s strength is. It’s different with men – decent ones, anyway. They keep their strength along with their love in their stomachs. But animals only think about their cocks and the gods put all their power in that part of them. You’re weak at the moment and not getting better quickly enough. I can see the mage thinking it. You may be this moon god she talks about, but you’re in a man’s body and that body needs healing. The lion’s balls will do the trick.’


‘But we need to kill the lion first.’


Dae Hyo grinned wolfishly. ‘That’s part of the fun.’


‘Not when I’m so weak I can’t draw a bowstring. Or – you’re not expecting me to use my knife, are you?’


‘Don’t worry, brother, I’ll do the killing. You just need to watch.’


It occurred to Krish to ask why he needed to be there at all, but he knew the answer. The murders Dae Hyo had done at his command, those blood-soaked moments he preferred not to dwell on, had bound them tight.


‘How do we know where the lion is?’ Krish asked. ‘Did you find its lair?’


‘Better – I found its food. Lions don’t like to shift themselves when the sun’s high. They hunt at night mostly, and they don’t want to run too far even then. Lazy fuckers, but who can blame them? And they’re clever, you can’t deny that. They scout the land, just like I did, and find the places other animals are bound to go: watering places, mostly. Then they find a nice thick bush and hide in it until something juicy steps past.’


Krish looked at the river, rushing past to their left. Its banks were steep and rocky, offering no sure footing. The larger beasts wouldn’t drink here if they had another choice.


Dae Hyo’s expression was shadowed in the darkness but Krish thought he was smiling. ‘You found the watering place,’ he guessed.


‘I found it,’ Dae Hyo agreed.


They followed the course of the water downstream, the moon bright enough to guide their steps. Olufemi had told him they were heading for the coast and he’d always known that rivers led to the ocean eventually, though he’d never seen it. But the ocean that ate the rivers of his home was in the east. The one they now sought was to the west. It didn’t seem possible he’d come so far, to the other side of the world.


Many things that had happened in the last few months didn’t seem possible to him. His da’s death was the least of it now, though sometimes he felt a shock of loathing when he remembered what he’d done. And then to find that he was heir to the Oak Wheel and, more than that, a god. But what did that really mean? His prow god still sat at the bottom of his pack, a fist-sized white stone whose name he hadn’t yet dreamed. Was he that kind of god? Or was he more like the Five who shared a home with his true father the king?


As the water hissed over the rocks to his right and the night-time murmurings of the grasslands came from the left, he searched inside himself for what might make him different from other men. He couldn’t think that there was anything. He needed food and water like anyone else, and pissed and shat it out again the same as them. Olufemi told him he’d brought power back to the runes, but he hadn’t felt it. And runes were a sort of writing, which he knew nothing of.


He looked at Dae Hyo, who was scanning the landscape with his usual vigilance. The warrior had left his turban back at the camp, and the hair was flying loose from his topknot, curling in wisps round his pale face. His eyes were clearer than usual and his smell pleasanter. He’d drunk far less since they’d left Smiler’s Fair.


Having a friend – a brother – was almost as strange to Krish as anything else. He wasn’t sure he knew how to do it, but Dae Hyo seemed content enough. It was loyalty the other man valued and Krish could offer that, at least. And he’d learn the Dae ways too, if it pleased the warrior. His hair had already grown a little. It wouldn’t be too much time before he was able to bind it into his own topknot.


Dae Hyo was slowing now, placing his feet more carefully and almost silently. That was one lesson Krish had learned well and he softened his own footfalls until Dae Hyo abruptly stopped, dropping to a crouch, and Krish knelt beside him.


The other man’s breath was hot against his ear as he whispered, ‘There, beyond that apple tree, do you see?’


The surface of the little lake was so still, its waters showed a perfect reflection of the flower-strewn shore. Their colours were lost to night, but their shapes were clear: big sprays of petals and stems covered in tiny bells and another, perched on the end of a long, tall stem, that looked like a goblet.


The animals took him a little longer to pick out, hidden among the plants. He heard their lapping at the water first, carried over the still night air. And then he saw the curved tooth of a boar and, further along, the branched antlers of a deer.


‘Where is the lion waiting?’ he asked Dae Hyo.


The warrior pointed to a clump of bushes only fifty paces from the water. The leaves were so thick nothing was visible within. It seemed strange that the creatures drinking at the lake didn’t sense the predator waiting so very near, but the wind was heading from the water towards the lion’s shelter and onward to Krish and Dae Hyo. The animals couldn’t smell the lion – and the lion would be unable to scent him and Dae Hyo.


‘Are we close enough?’ he asked as the other man began to string his bow. It was a long shot, even for a good marksman.


Dae Hyo shrugged. ‘I’d prefer the lion to eat the pig, and us to eat the lion, but if you fancy ending up in his belly yourself, go nearer.’


A deer wandered away from the water and Krish froze, but it galloped past the bushes and no attack came.


‘Are you sure the lion’s there?’ he asked.


‘He’s there. A man gets a feeling for these things.’


‘Then why didn’t he kill the deer?’


‘Well, do you prefer pork or venison?’


‘Pig’s better – more fat on it,’ Krish said, though he’d only recently tried either.


‘There you go then. Beasts have tastes like us and that lion knows what it wants.’


The hog was still snout-down in the water. Its tusks looked wickedly sharp and Krish wondered that the lion would choose that for its prey over the more fragile deer. But then he imagined Dae Hyo in the same situation and was quite sure his brother would have picked the harder challenge too. The thought made him smile, and then the boar moved.


Krish tensed, fingers gripping unconsciously at a bowstring he didn’t have. But the boar was in no hurry, waddling away from the water with an easy gait.


The wind had stilled and the air felt thin and stretched, as if every animal at the lake and insect in the grass had paused to watch the outcome of the dual hunt. Krish realised he was holding his own breath and released it on a long, quiet sigh. Dae Hyo’s usual restless fidgeting was gone. The warrior held himself with perfect, taut concentration as he studied the scene beneath them.


Even so, when the attack came it was almost too fast. The lion’s coat looked grey in the moonlight. It growled low and lethal as it leapt, claws extended and mane floating behind it. The boar screamed and raised its tusks and, as the two met, Dae Hyo loosed his arrow.


The shaft struck the lion in its flank. The beast roared, stumbled and then rose to its feet with the arrow protruding from its side, rising and falling with the breath it still drew. Its head swung and its eye cut through the darkness with ease to fix on its attacker. And then it was charging towards Krish and Dae Hyo while Dae Hyo pulled a second arrow from the ground in front of him and the boar took its chance and fled.


Krish had forgotten how fast a lion could move, and this one was twice the size of the creature he’d once lured to its death. It was on them before Dae Hyo could draw the bowstring, and instead he was forced to grab the arrow in his fist and thrust it towards the great golden eye.


The lion twisted its head so that the arrow only grazed its cheek. It roared again, loudly and straight into Dae Hyo’s face. The warrior flinched from the noise, the beast opened its massive jaws, and Krish didn’t even realise that his knife was in his hand until he’d plunged it into the lion’s breast.


The blade found the space between the creature’s ribs by sheer chance. It was stopped a moment by the thick muscle of its heart, but Krish pressed forward, teeth gritted in a mirror of the lion’s snarl, and then it was all the way in. The pommel quivered with the heart’s last beats until the lion’s breath rattled in its throat and it collapsed to the ground.


Dae Hyo stood stunned for a moment. The creature’s claws had raked his face and his eyes were wild as he looked down at the corpse of the thing that had so nearly killed him. Then he looked at Krish and laughed.


Krish lay sprawled on the ground, his legs pinned beneath the dead lion. He could feel now how vastly it outweighed him. Its head was tilted to the side and it had died with its mouth open so that he could count every one of its sharp, blood-browned teeth.


‘Are you hurt?’ Dae Hyo asked, pushing against the beast’s flank until Krish could pull his legs free.


‘Only bruised. And tired.’


Dae Hyo sat beside him and sighed. ‘I tell you what, you’re not the only one. A fight takes it out of a man, no matter how few seconds it lasts. And you killed a lion, brother. A lion! You hardly need its balls.’


Krish grinned, suddenly giddy with more than blood loss. ‘But only because you hurt it first. It didn’t even see me.’


‘That’s why we hunt together. Look at it!’ Dae Hyo ran a hand along the creature’s jaw, almost gentle. ‘Killing a lion isn’t a one-man job.’


Krish’s eyes filled with sudden and shaming tears. He didn’t understand why he was crying and he swiped them away angrily.


‘You are hurt,’ Dae Hyo said, but Krish shook his head.


‘What do you think it means, what Olufemi says about me?’ he asked.


‘That you’re a god?’


‘That I’m a god, that I brought the runes to life. Everything.’


Dae Hyo frowned fiercely and stared at his own fingers.


‘Is it true?’ Krish asked.


‘About the runes, yes, I saw it happen. Something woke that mark of hers and it swallowed up the fire like water. We should have burned to death but we walked right through. I hear the best of the Maeng like to dance on coals to prove themselves, but that’s nothing to striding through the flames themselves.’


‘And being a god? I don’t … I don’t feel like a god. I don’t know how a god’s supposed to act.’


‘However they like, it seems to me. Belbog and Bogdana enjoy doing good things, they’re worth praying to, and Dana their daughter married her uncle Volos when she was asked, which was very dutiful. But then he turned against them and made all sorts of mischief and demons too. And as for the rest: Mladen only likes hunting and Svarog prefers to do nothing at all. They say that’s why the Eom worship him, because he’s the only god who loves idleness as much as them.’


‘I suppose it’s the same with the Five,’ Krish said. ‘The Lady makes storms and all sorts of weather – depending on what mood she’s in. You can pray to her to make the sun shine, but she doesn’t always listen. And the Fierce Child doesn’t care for men at all. He only looks after the wild animals.’


‘There you are, you see.’


It wasn’t entirely clear what Krish was supposed to be seeing, but he smiled and leaned back against the lion’s cooling corpse. The moon was sinking below the horizon, leaving almost total darkness behind, but he didn’t miss it. He didn’t have to be alone any longer; nothing else truly mattered.
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She felt something she knew her sisters didn’t share. The sunlight shattered into rainbows as it passed through the ice dome above, and the food was venison and pear, and everything was as it always had been by Mizhara’s grace, and yet she was restless. Perhaps it was the child growing within her. She might have asked one of her sisters, but pregnancy was so rare among them, how was she to know what was normal and what unique to each mother?


It was the ninth day of her oroboros. She’d spent it in the great library, poring over the Perfect Law, as the Perfect Law itself dictated, but had written not a note in commentary. Her mind had been empty. No, worse: her mind had not been empty; it had been filled with thoughts of him. He was now in the care of others of her sisters, those in the early days of their own orobori, when work was to be done. But it didn’t seem to her that caring for her husband was a form of labour.


She wasn’t adept at reading those born of the dark lands. Still, she was sure Eric wasn’t happy. Logic told her that he couldn’t be, when he’d been so badly hurt. His nose had returned to health and his wounds hadn’t festered, but there would be  no regrowing his missing fingers and toes. Men were vain of their appearance, she’d been taught, and Eric had much to be vain about. What he’d seen in the mirror had pained him – that expression at least had been clear to her.


Mizhara hadn’t meant for the thirteen husbands to be distressed. ‘Treat them as you would that which is most dear to you,’ it was written in the Perfect Law, ‘for their flesh is as mine in my regard.’ Was she truly obeying Mizhara’s will by sitting here while Eric suffered?


Several of her sisters looked round as she stood. Mizhara hadn’t left commandments concerning the appropriate length to sit at table, but by convention they all rose together. She avoided their gazes as she walked the length of the room to the exit, though if challenged, she felt confident she could justify her actions.


But she was puzzled to feel her breath shorten as she drew near to Eric’s room. Maybe this too was a consequence of the baby growing inside her. It was very strange to feel her body out of her own control. She paused outside, staring at the hazy white outline of his bed and the fuzzy brown blot of his bedding. Was she wrong to come? Did something other than duty to Mizhara drive her? It was a worrying thought and she dismissed it. Her devotion to the Perfect Law remained absolute; it was merely her understanding of it that had changed. She wasn’t ready to take the long walk into the white waste.


Eric lay with his back to her. She was sure he sensed her presence but his gaze remained fixed on the wall.


‘Husband?’ she said tentatively.


He had been sullen since the injury, but to her surprise he rolled on to his side to face her and even smiled a little. With his nose so much better the expression wasn’t as twisted as it had been. His ear was ragged where the cold had torn away some of the tissue, but the rest of his face was as fair as it had always been, soft-featured and big-eyed. The world was filled with imperfect things and Mizhara had commanded her Servants to treasure them all the same. A focus on that which was deformed and damaged could only lead to harm. It was the path Yron had trodden to his ruin and the world’s.


‘You come to see me?’ Eric asked.


‘I came to see if you are well.’


‘Well, ain’t you a thoughtful one?’


Sometimes, she’d found, Eric said the opposite of what he truly meant, but she didn’t believe this was such a time. ‘Your welfare is my concern, husband.’


He sat up in bed, so that the thick furs fell away to reveal his thin chest. It was cold in the room, and his delicate white skin prickled into goosebumps, but he didn’t attempt to cover himself.


‘I ain’t feeling too bad,’ he said. ‘Ear’s not hurting and I can feel my fingers – the ones I got left.’ She winced a little at his words but he laughed. ‘It’s all right, honest. I’m over my snit. Sorry if I was snappy before.’


‘You behaved exactly as you ought.’ She paused to consider her words, troubled by them. They weren’t strictly true and Mizhara had commanded truth above all else, but she had surely only meant between her Servants. The truth was a sharp-edged thing and these sunless people might be too fragile for it.


‘Nah, I was rotten to you – it weren’t right.’ He looked momentarily downcast, but he quickly seemed to shrug it off, rising from the bed to pull on his shirt. She watched his remaining fingers, nimble as they tied the ribbons at its front, slowly covering up the almost hairless skin of his chest. When he picked up his fur jacket and shrugged it on, she wrenched her eyes away.


‘You wish to go outside?’ she asked.


‘Thought we could go for a walk. It gets boring, trapped in here. I know you got your studying, but these are long days when a boy ain’t got nothing to fill them.’


The days weren’t long but endless in Salvation, where the sun never set. And Eric too might have filled them with study: the oroboros was for him as much as any Servant. But she said neither of these things; she merely nodded and strode through the door after him.


He led her through the golden birches that grew in ordered ranks to one side of the city. The leaves filtered the constant sunlight, offering dapples of shade and a more gentle illumination. She often came here herself on the first day of her oroboros when she reflected on all that she hoped to achieve in the twelve days to come. Mizhara had caused the trees to grow where nature would have bred none and she felt the remnant of her mistress’s magic beneath their boughs, a gift she’d left behind when she departed. It warmed her to think that Eric too found comfort here. There was little else that they shared.


‘It’s pretty, ain’t it?’ Eric said.


She nodded, gaze still on the trees. The breeze was icy but it moved the leaves in a pleasing dance.


‘I grew up in a forest,’ he said. ‘Did you know that? Up in the Moon Forest, or down in the Moon Forest I ought to say now. But I left when I was twelve and I ain’t spent much time near anything growing since.’


She tried to imagine what a forest might look like. Mizhara had spoken of them when she wrote of her campaign against Yron in the dark world, yet no living Servant but one had ever left Salvation. Its ice crept into all her imaginings and the woodland of her mind was more white than green.


‘Do you miss your home?’ she asked him.


‘Best not to cry about what’s past. It’s only what’s coming what matters.’


That was a very odd idea, as if all that had gone might be erased, leaving nothing but a white blankness like the snows in front of them. Mizhara’s presence and words were all behind them and if they didn’t look back, how would they see their mistress?


‘I can see you don’t agree,’ her husband said, better at reading her expressions than she was at interpreting his. ‘Maybe when you got more past to think about, there’s more point thinking it.’


But that seemed wrong to her as well. Her oroboros stretched back many decades, as unchanging as the Perfect Law. Individual days blurred into a ceaseless cycle of devotion to Mizhara. She realised it wasn’t so for him or any in the dark lands. How would it feel to have each day different from the last, and the events of the next undecided? But she was sure this was a thought she oughtn’t to think.


‘Or maybe you don’t want to think about what you’ve done – at least, not what you’ve done what’s different from what all the rest of your sisters did,’ he added slowly. ‘Being all exactly the same, that’s what you lot aim for, ain’t it? Never standing out, never even having names.’


She drew herself up, sensing disapproval in his words. ‘We  all strive to be as Mizhara wished us. She wished the same for all of us, and that we are alike is a sign that we, imperfect as we are, are obeying her will.’


‘And she didn’t want you to have names? Must have been awkward when she was still alive. “Oi, you – come here! Not you, the one with blonde hair. No, the other one with blonde hair.” Can’t have made giving orders easy. And it’s not like you are all the same. You had different dads, right? It took me a while, but now I can tell you apart. I can definitely recognise you.’


‘I am failing, then.’ But the thought wasn’t as disturbing as it should have been.


‘Maybe I’m just clever. And I can’t keep calling you you. It’s rude.’


‘You may call me wife, if you wish it.’


‘But I’ve got dozens of wives. How will you know I’m talking to you?’


She backed away a step, towards the comfort and shade of the birch trees. She was suddenly sure this was a conversation she wasn’t allowed.


‘I’m going to call you Drut,’ he said decisively.


‘No, no you mustn’t.’


‘But it ain’t even a name – it’s just a word in my own language. That’s all right, ain’t it?’


‘What does the word mean?’ she asked cautiously.


‘My darling,’ he said. ‘The kind of thing a husband says to his wife, at least where I come from.’


‘You mustn’t,’ she repeated, backing away again.


‘I’ll see you later, Drut,’ he shouted, heedless, as she fled beneath the shadow of the trees.


Eric found Rii where he’d arranged to meet her, in the lee of a monumental tower of snow, its peak curled into fantastical icy ramparts. Now that his time in Salvation had stretched into weeks, he’d begun to recognise the features of the landscape around it. Much like the Servants, it only seemed the same everywhere until you looked closer.


Rii had dug beneath the snow, hunching her huge body so that it was hidden from the city. They weren’t exactly meeting in secret, but that didn’t mean they wanted an audience either.


She shivered as he approached, sending a small storm of flakes floating through the air around her.


‘Don’t know what you’re complaining about,’ he said. ‘You’ve got fur.’


‘And thou art wearing it, morsel.’


‘Yeah, but you grew up round here, didn’t you? You’re used to it.’


‘My master provided us warmth, molten rock to heat our home. It is the Servants who disdain comfort in their city of ice.’


That wasn’t hard to believe. The Servants didn’t seem to understand the concepts of pleasure or fun, but their innocence was useful in a way. They didn’t lie and they didn’t seem to understand that anyone else might.


‘Thy wife grows closer to thee?’ Rii asked.


‘She’s a peculiar cove. And I wouldn’t want to say for certain she’s falling, but she ain’t cold neither. She’s been coming to see me every day, and none of the others do. Yesterday she tried to give me the choicest cut off the shoulder, saved it for me special. But I got a bit too forward earlier, tried to give her a name. She weren’t too keen on that.’


Rii gave her painful piping call, which Eric knew meant he’d displeased her. Well she’d have to grin and bear it, wouldn’t she? It was a slender needle she’d asked him to thread.


‘Thou must tread with care, morsel. Thy wife is young by the count of her people, but old still compared to thee. She is untutored in those things thou knowest best, but no fool. Have a care not to alert her to thy purpose.’


‘I won’t. Only … flirting and winking and flattery’s a game I don’t mind playing. Baiting a hook for her heart just don’t seem right.’


‘And was it right of them to bring thee here, so much against thy will? Was it right of them to bed with thee, so much against thy nature?’


He snatched a glance at her, shocked she’d figured that out. 


‘That’s true I suppose,’ he admitted.


‘Then continue with thy smiles and thy flattery. Win her friendship if not her heart.’


‘Don’t you worry, I know what I’m doing.’ He thumped a palm against her furry flank. It earned him a glare from her half-blind black eyes and a waft of the mouldy cinnamon scent that accompanied her everywhere. ‘I’m not a boy who goes back on a deal what’s been shook on. When my son comes, I’ll get him from her, and then you’ll fly us out of here.’


Her flank twitched beneath his hand. ‘That I cannot do.’


‘What? Then what’s the point of the whole plan? You were the one what wanted to save the lad.’


‘And so I do, but I have been bound to this place by a magic stronger than steel. I may only depart with the Servants’ leave, and why should they give it when I mean to betray them? But do not despair, morsel: there is another way. Mount and I will show thee.’


Her hair was greasy as he grabbed handfuls of it to pull himself on to the saddle on her back, but he was used to her now. He only gasped a little when her great wings beat downward and she sprang towards the sky.


Salvation was soon invisible beneath him, just a glitter of ice in this cold land. He huddled deeper in his furs and closed his eyes against the glare, only opening them when his stomach lurched unpleasantly and he knew that Rii was descending. Snow still covered the ground beneath them, but ahead there was a crisp blue expanse that gradually resolved into wave-ruffled water. As she landed, a gaggle of black-and-white flightless birds scattered, honking their displeasure.


The ice had risen into high cliffs against which the wild waters of the ocean broke. The ocean’s force was so great that he could see great chunks of ice broken off and floating away, each bigger than Rii. But they weren’t the only thing moving on the blue swell. As Rii settled on the cliff edge, he saw ships staggering across the huge waves.


Rii shrugged her shoulders irritably and he slithered from her back to stand beside her. The cliff was only thirty paces high and the ships ventured so close to the shore it seemed certain they’d be wrecked before they could reach the rough wooden harbour. But as Eric watched, two men leapt down from the ship’s tall side, carrying a rope as thick as their arms between them, and made it fast to the dock as the salt spray of the sea drenched them. They were so near he could see their long white faces and the dark curls of their hair.


‘They’re Moon Forest folk,’ he said in surprise. ‘I never knew the folk to take to ships. I never even knew them to leave the forest, except for the Wanderers and us Smiler’s Fair folk. What are they doing all the bloody way out here?’


‘These are not thy countrymen.’


‘Well, they ain’t Ashane. Could be from the savannah, I suppose, though the shape of their faces don’t look right.’


‘They are thy precursors, the race from whom thine own sprang, before thy ancestors travelled to my master’s forest.’


Eric stared at the men below him in fascination. Every Jorlith and Rhinanish child knew the story of how their peoples had wandered in exile from their old homes before the Hunter had guided them to their new one in exchange for a tithe of their children to fight the moon monsters.


The sailors had noticed their watchers on the cliff. He saw some stop to stare, and others rushed below deck, but most continued their work and he guessed they must have encountered Rii before.


‘The cursed Servants trade with these men and others who travel the waterways,’ she said. ‘Coin will buy their service and passage for thee and thy son.’


‘Coin we don’t have,’ Eric pointed out.


Rii raised her claw and picked open the clasp of her saddlebag with unusual delicacy. ‘Look inside if thou doubtest me, morsel.’


He started to push her claw aside and then froze with his hand still against its sharp edge. Inside the bag, emeralds and sapphires and diamonds glittered in the sunlight.


‘My master studied their making in a darker age of the world. In his wisdom, he fathomed how to form jewel from stone and filled our halls with them for our entertainment.’


‘And the Servants don’t know about the gems?’


‘They know and use my master’s jewels to buy their food, their furs and their husbands, but there is more hidden in his citadel than could ever be spent or found. The price of thy passage a hundred times over I can supply, but thou must do thy part.’


All those jewels could buy more than just his passage. He imagined taking a few diamonds back with him, many a ruby or an emerald or two. He’d only have to spend one diamond to build a shipfort grander than Lahiru’s to float on the lake beside his, and an emerald for the mammoths to pull it. Lahiru’s wife might not like it, but another diamond would pay for men to guard him and then let her try to hold a knife to his throat again. He’d come to Lahiru as an equal and they could start over.


If messing a little with his wife’s heart was the price for that, well … Rii was right. He hadn’t asked to be brought here and he didn’t like what they made him do now he was here. If he figured out a way of escaping it, who could blame him?
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In the twilight, the humped forms of the dead moon monsters were hard to see, and Cwen slowed as she approached them. The local merchants had eyed the hawks askance as they sliced the choicest cuts from the grotesque corpses, but they hadn’t dared to speak with the Lion of the Forest herself, who was overseeing the work. Afterwards, the Hunter had ordered the gawping merchants to bury the remains.


Cwen passed one half-dug pit now. The work proceeded slowly; the refugees from the Spiral had friends and family to put to rest before they attended to their killers. Hawks had died too, but they wouldn’t be buried here; their bodies would be taken back to the forest when the Hunt returned. Cwen was beginning to wonder when that would be. Her mistress hadn’t said, but days had passed and no more monsters had emerged from the trees. Cwen didn’t understand why they were lingering here.


Their mounts didn’t seem to understand it either. They were restless, and grew more so with each day that passed. As she neared the paddock they whickered or hooted or bayed, depending on their type. Some growled and snarled, an aggressive sound that should have been trained out of them in the years of their captivity.


Her own trotted nearer as she approached, his clawed feet digging deep divots out of the grass. She removed her hawk mask and clucked in greeting but he didn’t hiss back his usual reply. His long, forked tongue lolled from his mouth, a froth of saliva around it. Beneath the rune brand on his forehead, his eyes looked as wild as the day she’d first captured him. They flickered over her without a hint of recognition and then fixed themselves beyond her to glare at the setting sun.


She frowned. The tame monsters were protected from the sun’s power by the Hunter’s mark, but none of them had ever learned to love it and they hid from it when they could.


‘Osgar,’ she whispered. ‘What’s wrong?’


She’d been forbidden to name him, but she was too weak to feel nothing for the beast who’d carried her into a hundred fights and still bore the long red scar along his jaw where he’d risked his own life to save hers from a monster that might have been his sister. She thought the Hunter would forgive this one small disobedience in eighteen years of loyal service.


‘Osgar,’ she said again and he shuddered all over as something seemed to drain out of him, then turned to butt his scaled head against her chest. She rubbed him behind the green and yellow whorls of his ears where he was most sensitive, and he sighed in pleasure. Why shouldn’t she name him, when he showed her such love? He didn’t flinch away from her touch as the Moon Forest folk of the Spiral did. She’d spent so long with the Hunt, she’d almost forgotten what it felt like to be so shunned.


‘He senses his master’s presence,’ the Hunter’s voice said close behind her. ‘They all do.’


Cwen couldn’t repress a guilty start, but when she turned there was no sign of reproach in the goddess’s expression. But then, her face had always been hard to read beneath its scars and its soft, inhuman glow. ‘They did well enough, though,’ Cwen said. ‘They’re just a little restless, that’s all.’


‘Now they are restless. Soon they will be unmanageable. My mark has Mizhara’s virtue in it but Mizhara is gone and Yron has returned. His hold over the children of those he created cannot be broken.’


Cwen looked across the paddock at the hundred and more beasts the Hunt had brought with them. She knew them all. Those four sharp horns marked Godric’s mount, and that high, arched back carried Mildburg on their hunts. Cwen had helped her clutch-mate capture the creature and her finger was still crooked from where he’d snapped it in his jaws. Now he licked her hands if she stroked him. Or he had, before the moon rose.


‘It is time,’ Bachur said gently, resting a hand against the wolf that sat at her feet.


‘Time for what?’


‘They must die, before they leave our service for their master’s. We must kill them before they turn and kill us.’


Cwen bowed her head to hide her stricken expression. ‘But eldest, they still obey us.’


‘Do they?’ Bachur’s golden gaze swept the field, where the mounts stamped and shuffled when once they would have drifted into sleep. Cwen saw that the moon was already in the sky, and that the beasts were moving to face it, eyes glittering in the growing darkness. But when she held out her hand to Osgar, he nuzzled it.


‘He knows me.’ Cwen swallowed and made herself meet the goddess’s bright gaze, never a comfortable thing. ‘I’ll kill him the moment he turns, I swear it.’


Bachur smiled and nodded. ‘My trust in you is complete.’ She turned her own eyes to the moon and stared at it for a long moment, until the reflected silver seemed to swallow the gold of her pupils. Then she sighed and turned back to Cwen. ‘Come now, there is a boy we must question and I want you there.’


‘A boy?’


‘One whose journey has been the opposite to that of these creatures. Come.’


The Hunter led Cwen to her own tent. The inside smelled of the forest, as anywhere around the Hunter had a tendency to do. Two of her wolves lay curled asleep in one corner and the goddess stooped to caress them as she passed.


The boy was in the area set aside for eating, squatting on a pile of cushions. He was tearing into a haunch of meat as they entered, the fat smeared across his chin and lips. Cwen wondered if telling him that the joint came from one of the dead moon beasts would diminish his appetite.


He looked up as they both entered, scrambled to his feet and then bowed low, which struck Cwen as a waste of effort, but Bachur smiled and raised him with a hand beneath his chin. She looked into his eyes for a long moment and he met hers with obvious difficulty. His, Cwen saw, were a startling grass green. His gaze lingered on the four long scars marking the Hunter’s cheek, as everyone’s did.


‘I’m sorry it’s taken so long to come to you,’ the boy said. ‘I meant to come sooner, but my mother’s not been well.’


‘And now?’ Bachur gestured the boy to sit and sank cross-legged on to the cushions opposite him.


Cwen remained standing and watchful, hidden behind her mask. She knew what her role was meant to be: the drawn knife, always sharp and ready.


‘My mamma’s better,’ the boy said, ‘and my news can’t wait. The moon’s returned.’
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