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A Brief History of Recent Events


Maniye, daughter of two peoples


Maniye’s life was once dominated by fear of three men. Akrit Stone River, her father, was the chief of the Winter Runners – one of the tribes of the Wolf. Kalameshli Takes Iron was their priest, the Wolf’s voice. He was master of the magic of iron, and constantly sought to punish her for any infractions he could find. Lastly, Broken Axe was a lone hunter of fearsome reputation. And when Akrit tired of Maniye’s mother, he gave Broken Axe the task of her murder.


Maniye’s mother was queen of the Tiger people, captured in war. Maniye therefore has two souls and can take the shape of both tiger and wolf. This is unlike the rest of her people who can Step only into the form of the wolf. When she found out her father intended to use her to subjugate the Tiger and become High Chief of the Wolf, she fled into the wilderness. She left with the old Serpent priest – Hesprec Essen Skese – whom she freed to spite Kalameshli. Broken Axe was sent to pursue them across the northern wilderlands, but they found sanctuary in the home of the Bear, Loud Thunder.


Asmander, Champion of the South


Also travelling the north was Asmander, a Champion from the southern Sun River Nation. His goal was to recruit the legendary ‘Iron Wolves’ for his friend and prince, Tecuman. The south was, and still is, on the point of civil war between the young Tecuman and his twin sister. And foreign mercenaries are valued there as the loyalty of local warriors remains suspect. Asmander arrived accompanied by the Dragon pirate Venat, his slave. Shyri, a girl of the Laughing Man tribe – who had been dogging his steps for her own reasons – also formed part of his party.


As a Champion, Asmander Steps not only into a crocodile, the shape of his people, but also to the sickle-clawed Running Lizard, swift and deadly. After Hesprec’s intervention, he can also take the shape of a bat-winged reptile. These are great souls from an age before humans walked the land.


Events at the Stone Place


At winter’s end Loud Thunder was summoned by his cousin Lone Mountain to the Stone Place, the sacred heart of the Crown of the World. He was called by his Mother, shaman ruler of the Bear. She had sensed the same doom coming to the land that Hesprec had come north to investigate.


Keeping ahead of Broken Axe, Maniye and Hesprec travelled with Thunder to the Stone Place. Here, the wise of all the northern tribes had gathered. Kalameshli and Akrit were already present, but so were the Tiger. Chased by her father, Maniye found shelter with the Tiger priestess Aritchaka, thence travelling west to the Shining Halls where the Tiger holds court.


Asmander and his comrades had also been at the Stone Place and witnessed Akrit’s pursuit of Maniye. For their own reasons they set out in pursuit and met Hesprec. As a native of their own land, his priestly authority was enough to recruit their aid to help Maniye.


Maniye on the run


In the Shining Halls Maniye discovered the secret the world has been keeping from her. Her mother Joalpey is not dead and Broken Axe is not her enemy. Against Akrit’s orders Broken Axe had set Joalpey free because of his own personal code. However, the Shining Halls did not offer the homecoming Maniye had hoped. Despite doing her best to become a fitting daughter for the queen, Joalpey could not overlook the Wolf blood within her and they came into conflict. Maniye had to flee her mother even as she had her father.


Fleeing the Tiger, they ran into the jaws of the Wolf. Hesprec was caught, and died shortly after Maniye rescued him. The news of his death released Asmander from his oath of fealty to him, and he reverted to his original mission. In the midst of a battle between Tiger, Wolf and the newly arrived Loud Thunder, he delivered Maniye to her father to secure the Iron Wolves for his prince.


Maniye found herself caught between Akrit and Kalameshli. Her father wanted her death, but Kalameshli begged she could still be of use. Through this encounter Maniye divined she was Kalameshli’s daughter, not Akrit’s. In his cruelties towards her, he’d aimed to drive the Tiger from her and make her a true Wolf, safe from his god.


Asmander, torn by guilt, suffered a change of heart. He rescued both Maniye and Broken Axe and took them to a camp of the Horse. Here they were reunited with Hesprec – now in the body of a young girl. He had been reborn in a new skin, as is the way of the Serpent. By then, Maniye was losing control of her two souls, and their antipathy was driving her mad.


Maniye’s transformation


With Akrit and the Tiger both coming for Maniye, she conceived a desperate plan with Hesprec – based on what she understood of Asmander’s Champion status. At a ritual site nearby, Hesprec sent Maniye on a vision quest into the Godsland. Their goal was to find a Champion to adopt her. She fought her own souls across the land of all the clawed and fanged gods. Bringing both the tiger and wolf within her to heel, she was visited at last by a great beast from the deep past, equal parts bear, wolf and tiger: a Champion.


While she was questing, her friends fought both Tiger and Wolf to keep her safe. And Venat, whom Asmander freed before the fight, returned to save his former master. Broken Axe faced Akrit in single combat and fell. However, this won Maniye enough time to emerge in the vast form of the Champion of the north. She fought and defeated Akrit with the aid of Kalameshli – choosing his daughter over his chief at the last minute.


Maniye the Champion had become a force to be reckoned with and the Crown of the World was not ready. Half the tribes feared her influence and half wanted to control her. A few hunters and outcasts offered themselves to her service, and these she took as her warband. Then she escaped the demands of the north by travelling south with Asmander, to serve as his Iron Wolves.
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1


Maniye the wolf ghosted through the tall grass beneath a Plains half-moon bellied out like a pale orange sail. A moon in foreign skies, but all moons were the same moon; the Wolf’s moon.


Her nose and ears told her where the others were, as they wove their own tracks between the stiff, saw-edged blades. Spear Catcher was closest, padding along a little behind her, wanting to make himself useful. On her other side, keeping level, was Tiamesh, a young woman a little too eager to win a hunter’s name. The rest – some half dozen of her Iron Wolves – were spread out to left and right, approaching the camp from downwind. The scent of lion came to them, raw and harsh in the nostrils, but no tang of wolf crept out to trouble the Lions.


The night air of the Plains was full of unfamiliar sounds: insects; birds; distantly she heard a high whickering sound that might be the Laughing Men. She hoped not. She was going to be busy enough with the Lion raiders.


She had come south from the Crown of the World – from the lands where she had become something Other to those she had been born amongst. She had been Tiger; she had been Wolf: the world had cared for neither, and both her father’s and her mother’s people had done their best to kill her. Their best had not been good enough.


A new soul had made its den within her, which was neither Tiger or Wolf or Bear or Hyena but something of all of them, and the world had looked at her differently. She had become like something out of the stories. A hero to some, a Champion; a wonder, a thing foretold. It made her a threat, also. When the young and the disaffected came to her and sought to join her warband – a warband she did not know she had, until they invented it for her – she knew she would have to lead them somewhere. Otherwise she would become a rival. Tiger, Wolf or Bear, nobody wished to share territory with somebody who was strong and would not bow her head.


And so she had gone south, following the invitation of a man who had been her travelling companion, and then her betrayer, and at last a friend of sorts. She had answered the call of the young southerner, Asmander, and travelled downriver on the boats of the Horse Society to their great village of villages, that they called Where the Fords Meet. Asmander himself had gone further south still, to his ‘prince’, as he called the man, because for Maniye to bring her warband into the southern lands unbidden might be misinterpreted. They were the Iron Wolves, after all. In the south, apparently, they were legend.


Maniye wore no iron. Her people were the outcasts and the misfits and the discontented. In the north they had been looked upon as nothing but trouble. Perhaps to southern eyes there would be a glamour about them.


Asmander had promised to send word back – but his word had fallen into the paws of the Lion. Up ahead she could see the light of the Lion’s fire. Their camp was a rock, an angled slab of stone that rose from a sea of grass like an island. The wind had given Maniye a gift: her approach brought her towards the shadow side, rather than the flat face where the Lions had set their fire. This close, she could hear the Lions speaking, the voices of their boisterous young men.


Now she paused, sinking down into the grass so that she could just see the jut of the rock like a curve of starless dark, limned by the leaping dance of the unseen flames. Spear Catcher crept beside her; he was an old man, but he moved as silently as any she’d known; a man with his own ghosts, certainly, but they were none of them free of those.


She Stepped back onto human hands and feet. A small girl – still a small girl despite it all – skin the colour of tanned leather, hair cut short and ragged about her ears. She wore a cuirass of bronze scales, a knife of the same metal at her belt. Nobody from any land would look on her and say Champion at first sight.


And yet there was something that this new soul had brought her. Hesprec, the Serpent priestess, had claimed this girl had a promise to her. A promise of great things, she had said.


Spear Catcher shook off his wolf shape too – with him it was just like that, a twitch of the hackles becoming a shudder of the shoulders, as though he was shaking himself dry. He had walked the Crown of the World for more than forty years, had Spear Catcher, and yet here he was in her company; there his hearth-wife was, back at Where the Fords Meet, neither of them with the folly of youth in their eyes but neither with anything to keep them in the north.


‘Where are the Twins?’ Maniye whispered.


‘No sign. In trouble.’ Spear Catcher was almost bald, his face grooved and lined by age, and grooved even deeper by the puckered scar across his cheek and ear that had burdened him with his name. ‘I’ll scout for them.’


‘Hold.’ She had a sense of movement around them, as though the Champion was keeping watch and listening on her behalf. The rest of her raiding party had stopped, holding their places in the concealing grass.


Then there was a flurry of motion above them: Maniye had her knife out, and Spear Catcher his hatchet, both about to strike. When the raven that swooped on them turned into a man, he almost became a dead one.


There would be no use cursing Feeds on Rags, even if Maniye could raise her voice; he would only forget the words a moment later. He was no youth either – ten years Maniye’s senior at least, though he acted like a mad boy half the time. He was the only person who had ever lied about his name to Maniye, which seemed a terrible thing to her, but perhaps was standard behaviour back in the Eyrie where he had grown up. Half his face was painted with curving, sharp-edged tattoos, a turbulent night from which his left eye stared like a berserk moon. He was grinning, of course; he was almost always grinning. Whenever he stopped, Maniye started worrying.


‘Speak,’ she whispered.


Feeds on Rags – or the man who claimed that name – bobbed his head animatedly. ‘Found our missing messenger. Keeping him warm by the fire, they are.’


‘They’re eating him?’ Spear Catcher growled.


‘Not till they’re finished with what they found in his baskets,’ the Raven man told them, and not for the first time Maniye wished he knew how to get to the point the straight way. ‘Happy with their guest’s generosity.’


Maniye was about to question that, but a more urgent thought occurred to her. ‘Where’s Sathewe? Don’t tell me you left her there?’


‘Wouldn’t come,’ Feeds on Rags told her, his expression shifting to exaggerated misery. ‘Was going to prise the prisoner from—’


Maniye cut him off with a hiss. Feeds on Rags and the Coyote girl Sathewe worked as a team, mostly on the basis that they could cause more trouble together than either could alone. Neither of them had the common sense of a baby. It was only in this way that they were twins, yet the name had stuck.


‘Go find her,’ Maniye spat at the Raven. ‘Get her out, or you’ll have her death on you.’


For a second she saw the real man behind the bluster: the man who realized he had got it wrong yet again. He Stepped in a frenzy of flapping wings, lifting into the night.


Maniye opened her mouth, but Feeds on Rags was back with them almost instantly, both eyes wide.


‘More friends!’ blurted from his human mouth, and over her questions he gabbled, ‘Not Lions – from behind.’


Maniye bared her teeth, knowing what he meant instantly: that someone had pulled the same trick on her as she had been blithely using against the Lions. Had she been in the Crown of the World it would never have worked. Here, there were too many strange smells.


Spear Catcher was Stepped and gone instantly, rounding up the raiders without being asked, so that by the time the newcomers made themselves known, Maniye had all her Iron Wolves at her back.


The newcomers slunk out of the grass and out of the darkness. For a moment she thought they were the Laughing Men after all, but these were different – familiar, almost. There was more than a little wolf about them.


They had large ears, eyes that were so dark as to be bottomless, and their hides were mottled, looking muddy in the moonlight. There were more than a dozen of them, and they made a loose crescent before the wolves, jaws hanging open and panting a little. The presence of the Lions was like a stone at the back of Maniye’s mind.


Plains Dogs; she knew them. A tribe of the Wolf fallen from favour, driven from the Crown of the World in the old days, to find a new totem and a new way of life.


The leader of the Dogs Stepped then: she saw a man with skin more copper-red than hers, less so than the Lions or the Laughing Men. There was something of the north in his high cheekbones and his piercing eyes, but his hair was long and gleaming dark, bound into a hundred little plaits. He wore a cuirass and skirt of layered leather and there was a sickle-bladed weapon in his hand.


He hunched closer, then closer still, eyes flicking between her and the fire-lined rock that rose behind her. She Stepped for him, met him halfway, knife in hand and ready to fight.


‘Lion-hunter,’ he said very softly. When she nodded, his eyes skittered across the crouching forms of her wolves and he told her, ‘Find other prey, little foreign girl.’


‘We claim one of the Horse whom they have taken,’ she said.


He shrugged, a fluid gesture. ‘You are far from home, small hunter. These are not your wars.’


True enough. The feuding of the Plains tribes was a knot that all of history had been tying. ‘Take all the Lions you wish, but I shall have what I’ve come for,’ she said.


He grinned at that. ‘Or we shall take you and the Lions both. Do you think we cannot do it?’


‘I think you cannot,’ she said, quite seriously. He must have seen the Champion in her even before she Stepped, for the mockery was already draining from him.


She brought the Champion to her. Maybe the Lions would see, but she needed to bring this dog to heel before he started a fight that would raise all the Plains. She Stepped, bulking out until she was huge as a bear, yet with the sleek hunting lines of a tiger and the muzzle of a wolf. When she called the Champion’s soul to the fore she was a monstrous hunting beast from an age before human feet ever graced these lands, a killer out of deep time. The Plains Dog, who had been looking down on her, was craning his neck back. He would not be calling her ‘little’ again. When she had Stepped, he was between her forepaws, almost between her jaws.


His people – they had Stepped, some of them, with bows and spears, and others had fallen back, or rushed forward until their nerve failed. The leader of the Dogs just crouched there, looking up, and there was a wonder in his face that she had seen from others. He was a man who could look on the Champion without fear; a man with a large soul.


He stood slowly, shaking his head. ‘Oh, we would be honoured if you would hunt the Lion with us.’


Then there was a high girl’s cry from up on the rock – Sathewe! The Coyote girl’s luck had run out again, as it so often did.


Maniye met the Plains Dog leader’s gaze and dipped her head in agreement. Then he had Stepped and was dashing off through the grass, his people following.


She turned and took in the looming height of the rock, letting moon and fire tell its secrets to her: four man-heights tall and rounded, no easy handholds for human fingers.


‘Go after them; Spear Catcher is leader,’ she told her raiders. They could not follow the way that she would go.


She looked up at the rock. At its apex, at its edge, there was a bulge that she had already marked. There would be the Lion’s lookout, supposedly watching the moon-touched grasslands for just such an attack as this. His attention was back towards the fire, though, watching his fellows having a good time. And the Lion were roaring, just as Feeds had predicted. The Horse messenger’s baggage had plainly contained something to keep them entertained. Maniye had an idea what that was.


But now to make her entrance. She rolled her shoulders, stretched her spine, and then Stepped into her mother’s shape, into the tiger that was the lion’s cousin. No lion could climb as she could climb; only the leopard, so she had heard, and she had never seen one, nor met the Leopard’s secretive and dark-auspiced people.


The rock was old: she dug her claws into its history, the marks of the rains that came to the Plains once or twice a year, the gouges of horn and claw, the cracks where the mice and the lizards hid. The rock’s past was a ladder that she climbed, flowing up the stone face of it like a shadow.


Of course, it was possible to be too good at this, she thought. A little embarrassing to arrive on her own. The Champion would no doubt impress the Lion greatly, so much so that their leader might fancy her pelt for a cloak. She doubted she could hold them all off alone.


These were all young men, this band of Lions. That was their way, she heard: each Lion village had many strong women hunters, and a few men who ruled them and grew fat off their labours. Excess sons and nephews and cousins were thrown out to bedevil the rest of the Plains, wandering until they either met their dooms or went home for a reckoning with their ageing uncles. It seemed a wasteful way to live, to Maniye, but then she knew the stories the Plains people told about the terrible savages at the Crown of the World. Everyone was everyone else’s monster.


Besides, was she not taking her own band of unwanted hunters out to find their fates? Her mentor Broken Axe had done the same, when he was young. It was just that the Lions had made the practice a deeper part of their story.


It turned out one of the Lions was still alert, just not the sentry she was creeping up towards. A human yell turned into a deep, full-throated roar that she virtually felt through the rock itself. The yelping and yipping of the Plains Dogs rose in reply, and then she heard Spear Catcher’s spine-chilling howl, all the bitter frustration of an ageing man with little to show for his years, caught in a wolf’s clear voice.


The lookout above her started. Already on four feet, he turned and roared his own defiance, and she slithered up the last few yards of stone and fell upon him.


He must have caught her movement from the corner of his eye, because he rounded on her even as she struck. For a moment she was just swatting at him: a little tiger in the fire-shadow of a heavy-set lion. Then the Champion shouldered its way forward impatiently, and she thrust herself up on her hind legs like a bear, one set of claws scooping the startled Lion out of the way and off the rock entirely.


She bellowed. The voice of the Champion was a cry out of time, like no beast ever heard by human ears.


There were a dozen of the enemy there, half of them burly men in skins and leather and stiff linen armour, the rest already taken to their fighting forms, shoulders bristling with new-grown manes, baring their long fangs at her. And though they shied from her at first sight, they were ready for the fight at the second. Enemies of the Lion often called them cowards, willing to fight only when they knew they could win. Yet these homeless youths looked like they would dare anything; they had nothing left to lose.


She lumbered forwards, using the slope of the rock to pick up speed. She saw the long-boned man in their midst, a noose about his neck to keep him human – that was the Horse messenger. Only in the moment before her charge hit home did she locate Sathewe – the skinny Coyote girl corralled against the fire by one of the Lions, but not restrained, in no immediate danger.


While the handful in front of her retreated, another leapt at her flank, raking at her with his claws. He connected with her thick hide and the bronze beneath kept him from drawing blood. His weight dragged at her, though, and she rolled to that side, forcing him to leap clear. The Lions in front of her took that as an opportunity, but she was ready for them, meeting them with jaws agape and bellowing, sending them twisting away.


Then the Plains Dogs and her Wolves were in the camp, and the knot confronting her disintegrated into individual beasts seeking individual fights. Maniye took a moment to catch her breath, and a starved-thin coyote scampered up to her on stick legs, the curve of the animal’s panting mouth contriving to suggest laughter – Sathewe, no doubt already spinning a tale out of the adventure.


She made her way towards the Horse prisoner, and those ahead of her looked elsewhere to easier targets. Around her she could watch sidelong as Lion fought Dog. The Plains Dogs were a third the size of a grown lion: they fought two, three on one to even the odds, Stepping between human and animal from moment to moment, each taking a turn to nip at the enemy’s heels and to strike with a blade. She saw instantly that they would not have had the numbers to be anything more than a nuisance on their own, despite their leader’s bravado – a quick run through the camp and then away before the Lions could band together to tear into them.


Or perhaps not: the Lions were slower than she had expected, some still by the fire, and one or two – still human – looking almost bewildered. A litter of clay jars at their feet betrayed them: the Horse messenger had not been taken for the word he was bringing. The Sun River Kingdom of the south had many treasures, so she was told, but amongst the most prized was their beer.


The fighting was swift and savage, but quarter was given. There were times and places when the Plains people killed each other without qualm, but today those who ran were left to run.


A Lion challenged her – perhaps he was the leader, for he was the biggest beast there, his mane dark enough to be black in the firelight. He swatted at her muzzle, then tried to hook his paws about her head so he could bite. He was perhaps not used to meeting a bigger predator than himself. She took the sting of his claws – dangerously close to her eye – then reared up out of his reach, slamming her forepaws down at him in a move she had learned from the Bear Loud Thunder. He flinched out of the way, saving his bones, but she caught him with a sideways swipe anyway, drawing stark lines across his pelt.


Across the fire, Spear Catcher was bowled over by a beast twice his size and she saw the savage jaws lunge in at him. A moment later the biter recoiled, shaking his heavy head. The Lion’s teeth were bronze, but Spear Catcher was a true Iron Wolf. Then the young she-wolf Tiamesh had leapt onto the Lion’s back, biting furiously at his shoulder before springing away. Spear Catcher got back to his feet. Everything about his stance said, I’m too old for this.


One of the Lion was dead – had taken human shape to shout a warning or a command, perhaps, and an arrow had found his eye. One of the Dogs was down as well, still kicking, but curled into a brindled ball about his guts in a way that told Maniye he was unlikely to be kicking for long. For the rest, the Lions were already deserting their camp site, leaping down from the rock to lose themselves in the night and the sea of grass.


She Stepped beside the Horse man and cut the rope about his neck, then the bonds that held his hands behind him.


The leader of the Plains Dogs came trotting up, eventually, to find her with her raiders. Maniye’s people had got away without anything worse than scratches, and Tiamesh had a torn ear that she was holding a wad of wool to. At Maniye’s back, Sathewe and Feeds on Rags were whispering together, plotting mischief as always.


‘Champion.’ In his human form the Dog leader was grinning. ‘Come guest with us.’


‘I think your home is far from here.’


‘Even so, you are welcome.’


‘We are guests of the Horse,’ she told him. ‘We must return their man. Some day, perhaps, we will be your guests.’ There was a certain way of talking that they had in the south – especially further south along the river. Maniye was trying to master it, though the words felt awkward in her mouth.


The Dog leader took that with good grace. It had not escaped Maniye that, had things been different, she could have been trying to recover the Horse man from him, rather than the Lions. They called her north savage and harsh, but here in the Plains everyone seemed to be at war with everyone all the time. Except the Horse, who warred with no one and always had friends, like Maniye’s Wolves, to fight on their behalf.


‘You are a sign,’ the Dog told her softly.


She frowned. ‘What manner of sign?’


He shrugged. ‘Our wise women say to me, watch for signs in your travels. Here before me, I see what no man has seen in all the days. Is that not a sign?’


‘A sign of what?’ she pressed. She was remembering what Loud Thunder, the Bear, had said before she left. His Mother-chief had been seeking signs, too. Hesprec of the Serpent had travelled all the north in search of them. Why was the world so taken up with portents?


‘The wise women say bad things are coming.’ He shrugged. ‘Who knows how wise they are? But I will tell them I have seen you. Perhaps they will know what you mean.’ He spoke as if she was something he had dreamt, and with enough sincerity that for a moment she felt unreal to herself.




2


Maniye and her people had come to Where the Fords Meet on Horse boats down the Sand Pearl river. Here, where the river died, the Horse had made their stronghold. Having turned their back on the infighting of the Plains, they made themselves as hard to attack as possible. The Sand Pearl was a valiant flood when it left the north, broad enough for the flat-bottomed barges of the Horse, cutting straight and true on its southward course away from the highlands that birthed it. Unlike the Tsotec, that greater watercourse that the true south clung to, the Sand Pearl lost faith in itself as it crossed the Plains, spending itself into the dry earth until it foundered in a maze of marshy channels.


Here the Horse dwelled in a great scattered village of huts and walkways propped on stilts above the water. Here they grew food on floating mats of vegetation. Any attack on the Horse would meet with that treacherous ground; any bold raiders would have to wade and wallow and punt whilst the arrows of the Horse rained down on them. The Horse were the best archers Maniye knew. She had seen their children practising with little bows shaped from the timber they floated down from the north.


We have that timber, and make few bows. The Wolf, the Tiger, the other people of the Crown of the World fought in their Stepped shapes, and carried blades of bronze and iron to strengthen their teeth and claws. The people of the Horse fought on two legs, and took every advantage they could.


Dawn was close enough to lighten the sky, when Maniye and her Wolves returned to Where the Fords Meet. In their midst, the messenger was Stepped, a lone mount escorted by predators, with a coyote trailing behind them and a crow spreading his dark wings overhead.


She bulked out into the Champion’s bear-huge form to enter the domain of the Horse. She felt guilty as she did it; the only other Champion she knew had told her it was not to be used to amuse the idly curious. Still, she was already part of a legend. What harm if she built on it?


That Alladai would see her was in her mind. She liked Alladai. She respected Alladai. She would not admit to anyone that the tall, clean-limbed Horse man whose boats had brought her south featured sometimes in her dreams. She was the leader of the Iron Wolves, after all. Such fancies were not part of her role.


Still, she hoped he saw.


The rest of her followers were here, a score in all. Aside from the Twins they were all born within the Jaws of the Wolf. What she had come seeking with them was breathing space, a time to let the Crown of the World grow used to the idea of what she was. What her followers sought varied, but they all sought something. Nobody undertook a journey like this if they had a settled place in the world. Spear Catcher and his wife were running from lives of ill luck and failed chances, children they had outlived and kin turned against them. Tiamesh saw this as a way of earning a name. Surely nobody could travel so far from home and still come back unchanged.


The rest of her band got up and took notice as she led her raiders over the high wooden roads of Where the Fords Meet. Some had been lazing in the sun that they were all still growing accustomed to. Others had been wrestling with some of the Horse, teaching and learning in equal measure. Chief amongst these – the man she had left in charge while she hunted – was Moon Eye, a tall and broad-shouldered hunter falling between her and Spear Catcher in years, who had followed her for his own reasons. She had been in two minds, when he came to her, just as she had when Feeds on Rags had told her his real name. Moon Eye was slow of speech, patient, even dull; a man who retreated from fights and arguments that his strength would surely win. She would happily leave him in charge of the rowdy juniors who made up her followers when they were lounging about in the midst of the Horse village, but never in a fight. Moon Eye was a blade without a hilt, and he knew it. He was a man who shied from anger as if it was a plague, because he knew it might infect him.


She abandoned the rescued Horse messenger to his people and plunged in amongst her own, still holding the Champion’s shape. They ran alongside her on four feet, or brushed their hands briefly against her pelt, renewing their fealty. Then she was human again, and apart from Sathewe, the smallest of them there.


Here were all her hunters, her warriors, but she didn’t see any of the talkers. Moon Eye nodded towards one of the odd little roofless rooms dotted here and there, which the Horse used for meeting places. In the north, anywhere without a roof was outside, because that was where the rain happened. She had not seen rain in this land, but the Horse said it was so fierce when it came here, that inside and outside were barely different.


She had brought more than a warband south; there were three priests in the group. One she was repatriating to her home; one was a traveller from the north seeking the counsel of the wise ones of the Sun River Nation; one was her father.


Kalameshli Takes Iron sat brooding while the others talked. He was a man who had lived his life in the Wolf’s Shadow. His lore was the Wolf’s lore – he knew the secrets of iron, rituals of passage, the balance of power between the Wolf tribes and the other powers of the north. None of it was wisdom that would carry him far round here. He was lost, more than any of the rest of them, and she could tell that every new thing struck him like an arrow. Of them all, he least wanted to be here, but if he was in the north, and not standing in her shadow, then the Tiger would kill him. Looking at his sullen, sour old face, Maniye sometimes wondered whether she should have saved him at all. He seemed a man who had outlived his time.


Back in the Crown of the World, when he had talked, others listened. Here others talked, and she thought he was doing his best not to listen to what they had to say.


Hesprec was talking. Maniye had heard her voice as she approached – the rhythms she had first heard from an old, old man’s lips, now in the voice of a girl younger than she was. The Serpent had their own ways, and time could not kill them, but only renewed them in a different skin.


She found Hesprec sitting cross-legged, animatedly lecturing two old women of the Horse and the third priest that Maniye had brought with her from the north. And Kalameshli too, though the old Wolf never seemed to care what was said, so long as it was not said behind his back where he could not hear it.


Hesprec had gone north seeking wisdom, where Kalameshli had tried to sacrifice her to the Wolf. Others had been more forthcoming though; everywhere Hesprec travelled she had gathered prophecies and left warnings in her wake. Now she retold the stories of the north for the Horse women, and they nodded solemnly.


They too had heard of portents of disaster, but what could be done? Something terrible approached, but none could say from where. Would some tribe of the Plains rise to prominence in a tide of blood? Would there be a resurgence of the Rat cult, the gnawers of bones? Always Hesprec shook her head. ‘It is as if,’ she would say, ‘what is coming is so far beyond our experience that we cannot see it. It comes from a direction we do not even have a name for.’


All very ominous, if not useful, thought Maniye.


The other priest there, the third who had come south with them, was a man with a painted face: grey with a stark white band across his eyes. The sight of it never failed to spark a twitch of fear in Maniye’s stomach, as though here was the likeness of some ancient terror that history had forgotten, but that was still remembered somewhere in her soul. His name was Grey Herald and he was not of her warband. He was of the Eyrie, of the Owl; his purpose in coming south was never explicitly stated. He conferred often with Hesprec, deferring to the young southern girl with an automatic respect that Hesprec returned. Just as his face made Maniye afraid, so did his presence. He brought back all those fireside tales of How We Came to These Lands, which were born out of a terror – a people fleeing for their very existence. The Owl and the Serpent had been separated for centuries by all the miles that lay between the Tsotec and the Crown of the World. They had only one thing in common, and that was when their distant ancestors – or perhaps it was their gods – had banded together with one other to face a terrible ancient foe. Seeing the Owl now at Hesprec’s side sent a shiver down Maniye’s spine.


The Serpent girl glanced up and grinned brightly as Maniye approached, breaking off from what she was saying, standing smoothly from her cross-legged seat. ‘I see success in your face,’ she noted.


Maniye nodded. ‘One Horse trader will not be food for Lions. I thought they’d be fiercer.’


‘These things are known: the Lion is fiercest when there are no enemies,’ Hesprec said sagely, and the Horse elders chuckled. ‘And here is your Horse come to thank you.’


Maniye started around, seeing Alladai striding over. ‘He is not my Horse,’ she said hastily. Hesprec was grinning – when Maniye had known the Serpent as an old man, there had been no teeth between those pale and withered lips. That grin was entirely new.


‘You could find worse steeds,’ Hesprec murmured in her ear as Alladai neared.


‘You are a thousand years old!’ Maniye hissed.


‘New skin, new bones,’ the dark girl replied. ‘The body knows what it wants. Sometimes the old should listen to the wisdom of youth.’


‘The blessings of my hand-father for bringing back our foolish kinsman!’ Alladai declared. He and his kin had sheltered Maniye when she had nothing, and she hoped sometimes that there had been more to it than simple guest-right.


The thought made her realize that she might be leaving the Horse soon enough, bringing a stab of sadness. The Horse sang a lot and loved their drums and their reed pipes. They did not live to fight or even to hunt, and life at Where the Fords Meet seemed to happen in some other world where all the chases and skirmishes and fear that had disfigured her existence were forgotten.


‘Your man was lucky.’ She wanted to talk to Alladai like a friend, to joke and grin and pretend there was no distance between them. If she had been older, perhaps she could have done so. Instead she felt her youth made her role as leader precarious. Her words clung to formality even as she tried to deliver a different message with her eyes.


‘He was a fool.’ Alladai flourished his hands, a gesture of exasperation. ‘It will be a long time before he is trusted with something of importance again.’ He shifted footing awkwardly. ‘While you hunted, we had word from our scouts. The southern Champion is coming.’


Maniye felt the awaited disappointment alight on her shoulders. Asmander had returned from his prince to fetch the Iron Wolves. She had begun to hope he might take more days still – everyone said how the southerners loved to talk.


‘I want to stay here with your people.’ She got the words out quickly before they could clog her throat. ‘You are the most open-handed hosts in the world. No guest could ask for better. Yet I can’t.’


‘No guest is so welcome as the one who comes back,’ Alladai told her.


She had almost let herself forget why she had come south, spending time at peace amongst the Horse. But this morning Asmander had come back from seeing how the land lay in the south. She saw him stride into Where the Fords Meet with the dawn and knew it was the end of her pleasant interlude.


Asmander was a lean, dark youth. He smiled as much as Alladai but it seldom seemed to touch the core of him. The Champion’s soul within him gave him a strong, alien presence, more than his frame could account for. It had little patience with the rituals and considerations of life in the Sun River Nation, she felt, and yet Asmander was always happiest when the Champion was riding him and he could pretend to share in its freedom.


Maniye understood that now. She had an old soul inside her, just as he did: a creature from a time when human niceties and customs had yet to trouble the world. She gathered her people about a fire and told them they would be moving on. One or two looked as though they would rather have stayed but most were glad: Where the Fords Meet was a half-world to them, neither north nor south. They had been promised . . . perhaps none of them was quite sure what had been promised. Something other. A new world where the mistakes and the blame of the old would not count; somewhere they could tell their story from the start. Somewhere these errant children of the Wolf would be seen as something mythical and special.


Kalameshli Takes Iron scowled and ground his teeth. He did not like being amongst the Horse. He had already decided he would like the Riverlands no better. Well, enough of him. He was old enough to make his own mistakes.


Only one of their party would not follow her south. Grey Herald had never been her follower, just a man who shared a road. His painted mask of a face was unreadable. The Owl and the Serpent had been close confidants in the oldest stories. He had heard Hesprec’s warnings of a great storm coming, and his own lore had brought him to the Plains, where he had work to do.


‘They remember,’ Hesprec said of the Owl. ‘Better than us, some things.’


Asmander was keen to be going. He had been closed-mouthed, but Maniye could see the tension in him. She could see whatever he had found to the south was preying on him.


‘Tell me,’ she asked Asmander, when they were picking their way south of Where the Fords Meet. ‘Your chief, he’s where you left him?’ Hesprec leant close to them, listening in.


‘Tecuman, my Kasra,’ Asmander named his leader. Maniye did not understand just what a Kasra was, save that it meant chief of something far larger than a tribe of her homeland. The Kasra of the Sun River Nation ruled a land as great as all the Crown of the World, save that it was stretched out down the course of the river they called the Tsotec. Each Kasra was the eldest child of the last – something that was alien to the Wolf, although not to Maniye’s mother’s tribe, the Tiger. The last Kasra’s children had been twins, barely a heartbeat between them, and now the old man had died and the Nation was split in half. Asmander was pledged to Tecuman, the boy, and yet Maniye had seen his face twist in anguish when he spoke of the girl, too. He had grown up with them both, when titles and Champions were burdens none of them had to bear.


‘So your Kasra, what’s wrong with him?’ she demanded, because plainly something was. ‘He’s not at this stone place of yours any more?’


‘He is at Tsokawan,’ Asmander told her. She knew she would forget the foreign name the moment he stopped talking of it.


‘So?’


‘Tecumet is coming there too, with her soldiers.’ From which she deduced that Tecumet was the name the sister had taken since the father’s death. And ‘soldiers’ were warriors, Alladai had told her, who always remained warriors, and weren’t just hunters who fought when the season came.


‘There will be war,’ Asmander explained hollowly. ‘I was too long in the north, bringing you. It has already started.’
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Loud Thunder would have gone with Maniye, if he could. Offered a choice, he would have taken up his axe and his fleece armour and set out into the world. Maniye, whom Broken Axe had named ‘Many Tracks’, was as good a star to follow as any. They had shared a cave all winter – and anyone who can live with a wintering bear must be doing something right.


Instead, he was slogging west from the lands of the Bear, and not just roaming the wilds with his dogs, but travelling with his kin. Perhaps for the Wolf or the Deer that was a thing to take joy in, but the Bear did not delight much in each other’s company. He was the largest of his kin, a huge, shaggy-bearded man in a robe made from many sheepskins stitched together, and as a bear even larger. A slap or a cuff with his paw was just enough to keep discipline amongst the others, but, since Mother had made him a great man amongst his kin, every stone underfoot, every slope to climb, every shower of rain was implicitly his fault.


It would not be like this if I were Many Tracks’ follower, he decided. Loud Thunder had done it before, just taken off south with a band who were mad with youth and lust for adventure. He, Broken Axe and the rest had sold the strength of their arms on the Plains. They had done bad things, wild things. They had died, many of them, but they had died free. And what would any of them have said, his past comrades, if someone had come to them and told them what their life must be? Would Broken Axe have bowed his head? No. Peace Speaker would have found some way to weasel out of it. And Storm Born . . . well, he had always been crazy.


Storm Born was dead now, almost certainly. And Peace Speaker had died on the Plains when his words had deserted him. Broken Axe had perished right here at the Crown of World – because Loud Thunder had been wounded too badly to stay by his side. Of all those mad-eyed youngsters who had gone looking for their fortunes, Loud Thunder might be the only one still alive.


But he would still rather have travelled again than have his Mother load this destiny upon him, and go before all the world to stutter and mumble as though he was one of the wise.


His Mother had come to him – the Mother of all his kin, the great strong woman who was chief and priestess to the Bear. Loud Thunder had reached for all the defiance his huge frame could muster and it had not been enough. He was to be the war leader of the Bear, because apparently there was a war coming. Against who, nobody yet knew. But he must train his fellows, he must have weapons made. And he must travel to the Stone Place, and go before the other tribes and unite them. By saying . . . what? What could bring all those feuding people together, apart from a distrust of him?


He had a cousin – everyone in the Bear was his cousin – called Lone Mountain, a warrior and a speaker of fine words. He had travelled and knew more than this cold high corner of the world. What’s more, he had been ready to become war leader all his life – to take up this mantle. So why not him? Thunder knew this would rankle with Lone Mountain. But Mother would not be questioned.


Some dozen of the Bear were in his party. The Bear were never many, but each of them cast a long, wide shadow. A dozen was a lot of Bear. With them was Mother, a looming presence to make even Loud Thunder feel small.


‘If you are going yourself, why don’t you speak?’ he had asked her. No need to say how much more keenly the wise would listen to the Bear’s Mother, rather than to Loud Thunder, the Bear’s most surly cub. And she gave no answer, either. It seemed to Thunder that nine parts in ten of Mother’s rule of the Bear lay in letting the silences lengthen and refusing to explain herself.


Loud Thunder had met a man once, from the south. And then he had met a girl, in whose body that man had been reborn. Hesprec was that southerner’s name, Hesprec of the Serpent. The way Hesprec had told it, the Serpent lived on secrets and wisdom too. The Serpent was in the ground everywhere. Anyone could follow the back of the Serpent, no matter what tribe they were born to. The Serpent had built the oldest kingdom; the Serpent had held back the Plague People; the Serpent taught the secrets found in the earth. The Serpent helped people.


Sometimes – and always when he was very, very sure Mother would not see him – he scratched out a spiral on a flat stone, closed his eyes, and tried to feel the Serpent. Once or twice he had felt something shift in the earth, as though deep-buried coils were coursing there. So far he had received no guidance or enlightenment, but Loud Thunder was a patient man. His people generally were.


They were travelling on four feet through the cold forests, heading south and west along the slope and fall of the land, letting their bear natures find the easiest paths. Alongside Loud Thunder his dogs trotted, drawing a sled of cured fish and meat, of bagged nuts and seeds. Currently, Yoff and Yaff were in the harness, the elder dog keeping the younger in line, while Husker, the youngest but the biggest, loped alongside, or dashed off between the trees to investigate new smells.


His cousin Lone Mountain was ahead, a great brown-black bear trudging along with uncomplaining endurance. He was only a little smaller than Thunder, and he was pointedly in the lead, where Thunder should be. Probably the two of them would fight at some point, but Loud Thunder was actually looking forward to that. A little cuffing and bellowing would relieve some of the animosity that had grown up between them.


There was smoke on the wind, and Lone Mountain was abruptly a man, his great slope-shouldered body wrapped in hide under a robe of fine green cloth. Adorned with shell and stone ornaments, a necklace of hooked teeth, trinkets and oddments he traded for with the Horse, he looked every inch the war leader, a thick-hafted spear in his hand and a maul slung over his back.


Loud Thunder Stepped as well: he was perhaps a few fingers’ breadths shorter than Lone Mountain, but broader and more powerful. His weapon was a copper-headed axe a lesser man could barely have lifted in two hands. As with all his gear, when he was Stepped it became a part of him – the metal of its blade became his fangs and claws, as the fleece and skins he wore strengthened his hide when he was a bear.


‘What now?’ he grunted. For a moment he thought that they were all too late, that this invisible, unknowable war was already upon them. Instead, though, his eyes picked out a trailing band of figures moving through the woods.


‘I think Boar,’ Mountain told him. ‘We are south enough to be in their lands. There will be villages near.’


‘Boar lands mean Wolf lands.’ Loud Thunder frowned. ‘The Winter Runners, is it?’


Lone Mountain nodded; he always knew these things. ‘Your friend’s people.’


‘Not any more.’ Maniye had been born to the Winter Runner tribe, but her current status put her outside such kinship. ‘So what do these want?’


‘They are here because of us.’ Mother’s voice made them both jump. She stood behind them, a vast cloaked figure with her hood up. She was not of a size with Loud Thunder, but there was something to her, a gravity and a presence, that made her seem larger: more akin to mountains than either human or bear. Mother’s face was stern, her mouth like a crack in weathered rocks, her eyes like caves.


‘They will fight us?’ Lone Mountain hefted his spear.


‘No, talk only.’ Mother drew in a deep breath. ‘They are here because the world is ending.’


And . . . ? But Loud Thunder could not ask, only wait for the Boar to reach them, knowing that he would have to speak to them, and that he would have only his ignorance to speak about.


The Boar approached cautiously through the trees. In the lead was an older man, short and stocky as the Boar tended to be, and wearing a long dark robe, open at the front. Despite the cold, his bare chest gleamed, rough with wiry grey hair. The wooden mask pushed up to the top of his head jutted with twisted tusks. Beneath it, his face was closed and secret and old. His staff was topped with a spray of feathers, and a little shiver went through Loud Thunder. Not just a Boar, but the Boar’s priest, a man who had opened himself to the unseen.


The others behind him were of all ages: a young girl with a babe in her arms, women older than the priest, strong youngsters fit to be warriors or hunters, a child surely no more than ten who could have been either gender.


‘You’re going to the Stone Place,’ the Boar priest accused.


‘Yes.’ Loud Thunder nodded, trying to keep matters amiable.


‘This is not the time to go to the Stone Place,’ he was told.


‘Still, that is where we are going.’ This is why Mother left this to me; she would have had to work at being mysterious. I just say what little I know, and it sounds mysterious because I know so little.


‘You will stir up the great spirits, the Boar says.’


‘Perhaps they need stirring.’ It sounded trite to Loud Thunder even as he said it, but apparently the Boar had heard something different in the words. Something gleamed in the old priest’s eyes.


‘There is a storm coming, the Boar says.’


Loud Thunder resisted the temptation to look into the real sky; that was not what was being spoken of. Probably. ‘The world is changing,’ he pronounced. It was, after all, the one thing Mother had said.


And the Boar took that as some great promise by the world. ‘We will travel with you,’ the priest announced, for all that they would surely slow everybody’s progress to a crawl. And yet Mother continued to say nothing, letting Thunder have the burden of all today’s bad decisions.


‘Of course you will,’ he decided, more to annoy his fellows than for any sound reason, because if they were fool enough to make him war leader then he would make them understand just what a poor choice he was. Why not the Boar sharing our road? Just you watch, I will find even worse!


When they were moving again, he began to think. All the villages of the Boar and the Deer around here paid tribute to the Wolf – as it was across much of the Crown of the World. Were the Boar looking to break free of the Wolf? And where would that leave him when the Wolf spoke to him? The world might be changing, but change wasn’t likely to leave everyone happy.


Except Loud Thunder didn’t feel that was the sort of change Mother anticipated. She saw on the horizon not the sort of change a man might himself bring about, but the sort of change he could only hope to survive.


***


His name was Sees More and he was born on the back of the Seal, as they said.


Those who cowered from the elemental temper of the sea behind mountains were referred to by the people of the Seal as Inlanders. The sea was a terror to them. The storms and the waters would have their due. When the Inlanders thought of the Leatherback and the Pebble Dweller and the Wave Dancer tribes, they shuddered. A life by the open ocean was the stuff of nightmares. Even to the Seal it was something to be respected – many of them died on the sea, seal shape or not.


Sometimes the wise of the Seal travelled beyond the mountains, using ways few others cared to learn. They came across the Bear, who traded for fish. They travelled to the far Stone Place, but not every year. They had their own sacred places on the strand, wooden henges and stone monuments worked by the hands of the sea. They were not as bound to the spirits of the land as were the others.


Sees More of the Leatherbacks was not a young man. He had lived with the sea four decades, all his life. He had learned to swim as a boy, and then again as a seal. He had grown up with the shark and the shoal, laughing at the Inlanders and their fears.


He had been away from his home for five days and four nights, following the schools. Let the younger hunters keep the shore and the hearthsmoke in sight when they fished. It was a point of pride for the veterans of the Leatherbacks to range further afield. He had gone south down the coast to cast his nets. He had Stepped and taken the ropes in his mouth, and trawled the fish from the deep waters, where the sun was but a memory. On other years he had gone north under the ice, where life stretched from air-hole to air-hole. One day, he always said, I shall travel so far I shall reach the shining land, where all the women are beautiful and nobody needs to work or hunt, and I shan’t come back. When he said this, his mate and children would complain, and he would laugh.


The sea had been kind to him; his lines had been heavy when he hauled them from the water, and while they had been trailing, he had been filling his nets as well. Now he was a man again, even though the sea called to him to dive into its endless waters. He was a man with a narrow boat made with the hide of his dumb brothers, a boat full of fish. Now he would return home and show the young men what a real fisherman was capable of.


But when the village of the Leatherbacks came in sight, the smoke he saw was not the smoke of their cooking fires.


He paddled in slowly, knowing this could be raiders. The Wolf perhaps, though they had not come in living memory; or the Bear, though they only raided during the worst of winters. He didn’t know who else it could be. Living in their world of sea and ice, what else could threaten the people of the Seal?


The beach was disturbed: marks up high showed a boat had come in at high tide. A huge boat, or was it perhaps . . . ? Sees More’s heart was stuttering in his chest as he took in what had happened.


The houses of whale skin and bone were cut apart. Some had been burned, but the fires had not been systematic. Boats had been destroyed too, separated out into their composite pieces. One boat’s bone and hide sections had been laid out by size with the exacting patience of a child. Some of the bodies had been served the same way, hide and meat and blubber and bone.


There were many bodies. All had died while Stepped, which meant that when the threat had come the Leatherbacks must surely have plunged into the sea for escape. Yet not all had made it. Seal shapes were scattered all the way up the long beach to the bluffs as though, when they faced the ocean, the very water had terrified them. On those that had not been butchered he saw marks as though they had been pierced by spears infinitely sharp.


By now Sees More was shaking, collapsing to his knees. But he looked. He forced himself to bear witness to this massacre.


They were laid out like the others: his kin, his family. Behind those seal faces were human faces he knew. In his mind he heard the voices that had laughed with him, the people he took joy in. They had Stepped and been killed, and then something had sifted through the parts and pieces of their bodies. The overall impression was not one of wrath or hate or anger, but of dreadful, distant curiosity.


There were no children there, who could not have Stepped. They had been taken or driven into the sea.


At last he could keep the cry inside no longer. Sees More threw back his head and screamed. He yelled. He beat at the stones of the beach and hurled handfuls of them into the sea. He had no way to deal with what he had found, no way to get past the enormity of what had been done.


Later he searched further afield and found some who had got away and yet not escaped the terrible hand of What Had Come From The Sea, and the sickness in him only grew and grew. He found them, but they did not know him and could not tell him who had done this to them, only stare at him with round, agonized eyes and then flee into the water to vanish beneath the waves. The day after, he met with some few who had seen a little of the ending of it, from far enough away that the shadow of the newcomers had not fallen on them and destroyed them. He heard what little they could stammer out. A terror had come from the sea, a thing that walked on two legs like a man, but whose inside had been hollow and wrong. This, Sees More heard again and again, and he struggled to understand. Its insides had been hollow? He questioned them, but time and again, their memory of the sight got the better of them, and fright rid them of words. All Sees More learned was that terror had slaughtered his kin and taken the children, and picked through the pieces of their lives.


He was left with one thought: I am cut from the sea now; I must go Inland. I must find someone who will understand.
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Leading Maniye’s warband south from Where the Fords Meet, Asmander’s head was filled with problems. No use telling himself not to think of them: they crowded so closely within his skull there was no escaping them. He could only envy Maniye. Would she trade her brutal upbringing and the hateful old Wolf priest for the maze Asmander had to navigate? It would be a poor exchange for her, he reckoned.


As they followed the Horse’s trail towards his home, Plainsmen came to stare: hunters of the Lion or gatherers of the Boar. They saw Maniye and they saw Asmander – two Champions of different tribes – and swiftly melted away. Whatever trouble was afoot was none of theirs.


To be a Champion was to host more souls than most, and take more forms. Asmander’s fighting shape was the one they called the Running Lizard: the savage, bipedal reptile with crescent claws that flinched from neither hunt nor fight. The priest Hesprec had gifted him another: a leather-winged creature with a stabbing beak that struck terror into those who saw it, and was always nagging him to let it into the sky.


But now he felt the need for his first shape, the shape of his people. For now he wanted to leave his humanity behind. The world of his people was built of a million complexities: loyalties and obligations, family, friends, honour, all pulling different ways. When he reached the river his homeland was built around, he wanted just to become Old Crocodile and slough into the waters of the Tsotec, where he could know only hunger and calm.


When Asmander had left for the north, Tecuman and his sister had been at odds, both determined that they must be the Kasra. Normally it would be for the Serpent to decide, but the priests were split too. Such a rift, with no clear solution, spelled disaster for the nation. There were a hundred stories of terrible things to come. People had spoken of the Rat cult, the Stranglers and the Pale Shadow – all the terrors from the old stories. If such times were ahead, the Sun River Nation would need the best possible leader. And yet there was no way to choose: as children, Tecumander and Tecuma had come with all the virtues in the world. Asmander had known and loved them both. He understood full well why the priests could not choose between them.


Tecumander and Tecuma were no more, of course. When their father had left them orphaned and adult, they had grown into their new names: Tecuman and Tecumet, twin Kasra of a nation that could have only one.


When Asmander left for the north, Tecumet had held the capital of Atahlan, while Tecuman ruled from Tsokawan, the fortress that commanded the rich lands of the estuary. Between them stretched the whole length of the Tsotec’s head. Enough space, surely, to allow diplomacy to prevail.


Except that all the coils of the Serpent had not sufficed to find a straight path out of this. None of the priesthood wanted war, of course, and yet there were priests who were determined that the boy should inherit, and others equally passionate over the girl’s right. The clan chiefs supporting either side had shaken their spears. Such situations were a breeding ground for fatal misunderstandings, opportunist raids, the rebirth of old feuds. While Asmander had been in the cold north gathering Iron Wolves for Tecuman’s bodyguard, the River Lords had gathered up their soldiers and mustered for war.


Asmander had left the Wolves at Where the Fords Meet and run ahead with Shyri and Venat, to make sure that a warband of barbaric northerners would be welcomed as guests when they came, rather than repulsed as raiders. What he had found was that a great force was already on its way downriver from Atahlan. Asmander’s father, Asman, had expressed frustration that he had not just brought the Wolves straight south – did he not know they were on the brink of war? Well of course Asmander had not known, but there was no use trying excuses with old Asman. His father’s expression of disappointment had been the most familiar sign of home Asmander had seen.


He glanced at Maniye, wondering if he could talk of such things, Champion to Champion, underachieving son to abused daughter. But he was bringing her to his home for the first time, the greatest nation of the world. He wanted her to see it with wide eyes, and not know all the cracks that ran through it. He kept his complaints about his father to himself.


After being dismissed by his father he had gone to find the two who had come south with him, Venat and Shyri.


‘So we go east to the islands,’ Venat had said promptly. ‘I’ve unfinished business there. You should come too. Plenty of fighting. You’d do well there.’


Asmander had just given him a glower.


‘Oh, look at the sulky one!’ Venat’s worst mockery was still easier than that look in old Asman’s eyes. ‘You can’t want to stay here?’


‘This is my place.’ He had wanted to petition Venat for the man’s strength and bloody-handed ruthlessness. He had known better than to ask, though. Venat was a man of the Dragon, and he had been Asmander’s unwilling companion in the north. He had chosen service to the Champion over death, and probably regretted the choice many times over. Now he was free. He had walked this far with Asmander only because it was the road to the islands of his home.


And still Asmander wanted him to stay. Surely there was some argument that might sway the man. But Venat prized only bloodshed and violence, and even those only on his own terms. He was a soldier for no man.


‘The Dragon will have been called,’ Asmander had cautioned him. ‘You are still subjects of the Kasra, even if you are the worst and most unruly.’


The quick rejoinder had not come, instead just a long breath as Venat considered. ‘There is nothing here that can command the Dragon,’ had been his eventual response. ‘If we come, it will be to pick over the bones. Ask her,’ nodding at their other fellow traveller.


Shyri was a Plains woman, copper-skinned and swift and just as vicious as Venat when the mood took her. She was of the Laughing Men, carrion eaters whose creed was that they would one day rule the world over a mountain of corpses. Or so she said. She also spent much time mocking Asmander.


‘What about you, Laughing Girl?’ Venat had asked her. ‘You’ll come bait the Dragon with me? I have wives to claim.’


‘If there is a woman so blind and mad as to want you, old man, I have no wish to meet her. I like this river place.’ Seeing Asmander’s expression, she smiled sweetly at him. ‘I want to see what your father makes of the Iron Wolves and their Champion girl. I want to see him swallow his tongue with anger.’


‘My father will be pleased his son has accomplished the task that was set him,’ Asmander had told her, but deep inside he thought she probably had the right of it. Now he looked at the warband that was trailing him – the grey-pelts, the Wolf-iron, the savage customs.


‘I hope my father does swallow his tongue,’ he told the world at large, despite the looks it earned him. The sentiment made him feel better than he had in a long time.


***


Kalameshli Takes Iron was in one of his moods where nothing was good enough for him. He was in such a mood more often than not. When they had been guests of the Horse, he had complained about that. He had looked about their settlement – larger than any Wolf village and the centre of a network of travellers who journeyed to every land there was – and found nothing but fault. Where the Horse were simpler than the Wolf he called them primitive; where they were more complex he used the word decadent.


Maniye had realized that she did not have to listen to him. She had just got up and walked away. All her life Kalameshli had been a figure of fear, the Wolf’s great priest, the master of iron. He had taken on another unwelcome mantle when she had discovered that it was his old loins, and not Akrit Stone River’s, that had fathered her. All of this authority he had tried to put into his voice, to browbeat her into acknowledging the supremacy of the Wolf – himself. That was why she had walked away. At first he had ordered her, then he had urged her, and at last he had come begging after her, and that had shown her exactly how things stood between them.


‘Who will advise you?’ he had almost spat. ‘That little River girl?’ meaning Hesprec.


‘Always.’ She had watched the anger flare on his lined face, watched it surge back and forth because it had nowhere to go. It could not leap over to her any more.


‘I made a mistake,’ Maniye said to Hesprec the night after. Most of her own people were sleeping, save for Tiamesh on watch. Maniye and the Serpent girl huddled close to the fire, for the great open stretches of the Plains robbed the world of heat soon after the sun went down.


Hesprec waited, the firelight dancing in her eyes.


‘I should not have brought Takes Iron with us.’ Maniye rubbed her face, feeling her souls shift and twitch inside her, wanting to sleep and yet unable.


‘Why did you?’ The expression on the dark girl’s face suggested that she was well aware of the answer, but wanted Maniye to speak it herself. The Serpent was many things, but direct was not one of them.


‘If I left him behind . . . he would have spoken against me to the Wolf.’ There was nothing in Maniye’s intonation to indicate whether she meant the tribe or the god.


‘And they would listen?’


She shrugged. ‘And my mother would have killed him.’ The words came from her unbidden, unexpected. Hesprec was still watching her, bobbing her head slightly in encouragement.


‘I should have let her kill him,’ Maniye hissed in a small, fierce voice. ‘I shouldn’t have protected him.’


‘For you, she stayed her hand.’ Hesprec said softly.


Maniye gave a little broken laugh. ‘What a show of a mother’s love!’ She clamped her lips together, fearful of waking the others.


Hesprec sighed. When it was plain that Maniye had no more words, she said: ‘Do you know how the Serpent lost his legs?’


‘I . . .’ With the Serpent, nothing was unconnected, but Maniye could not see the link. ‘What legs?’


‘There is a story: once, the Serpent had four legs, like the other beasts. The story can be very long and laden with detail, but I will speak it briefly for you. In those days, the people of these lands had nothing, and knew nothing, and lived like their mute siblings in the forests and on the plains. But Serpent found a crack in the earth, and twisted and twisted until he came to a great place of secrets, for all secrets worth knowing are buried deep. There Serpent met four great spirits, each more terrifying and ill-favoured than the last, but each guarding a trove of secrets that would bring ease and ambition to those who lived in the world above.’


Maniye nodded, still trying to find a path from the story to her own difficulties.


‘Each of these spirits offered to teach Serpent its secrets,’ Hesprec explained, ‘but there would be a price. Each would tear a limb from Serpent’s body in return.’


‘So Serpent is wise because it traded its limbs for the spirits’ secrets,’ Maniye concluded.


‘Would that it were so simple. Serpent did not know whether any of them could be trusted at all, but he agreed to the trade anyway. And three of the spirits were wicked. They tore away Serpent’s limbs and gnawed on the bones, and guarded their secrets still. Only one kept its word. All the wisdom of the Serpent is just one part in four of what still waits to be discovered.’


Maniye frowned, having lost her train of thought. ‘But then . . . but what . . . I don’t understand,’ she admitted.


‘Sometimes good things arise out of bad. All we have of wisdom was born in treachery and betrayal, pain and loss. Is that fourth part of the secrets of the earth something to cast aside because it was bought at such cost? No.’ Hesprec put a hand on her arm. ‘You came into this world from terrible deeds – Stone River and Takes Iron’s deeds. But that is what made you. Like Serpent, you can still come from that dark place with something of value.’ Her teeth gleamed in the firelight as she smiled. ‘So why did you save Takes Iron?’


‘Because . . . because I had thought he hated me all those years, and he didn’t. He just wasn’t good at showing it.’


‘Perhaps he still isn’t.’ Hesprec cocked her head to one side, birdlike. ‘These things are known: give to a comrade a comrade’s honour; to a parent, a child’s obedience. Or that is what they say on the River. You owed him a comrade’s debt, and paid it. I do not think you owe him more.’


Soon after, they came to Chumatla, which was a village atop a lake. On the other side of the open water was a busy riot of trees and foliage cut through with a hundred silver streams, extending as far as they could see to the south and the east. This was the estuary. Here the River Tsotec, backbone of the Sun River Nation, broke apart into a shifting skein of channels as it fought its way to the sea. Whole peoples lived within its bounds, nominally ruled by the Sun River Nation from its fortress at Tsokawan. Here, at Chumatla, they came north to trade with the Horse and with each other.


Maniye and her warband stepped out over the water with trepidation. The homes of the lake dwellers seemed fragile and temporary. Maniye took to her tiger shape, and the rest became wolves: nobody wanted to end up in the water wearing a hauberk of iron or bronze.


There were plenty of Asmander’s kin amongst the lake people, dark lean men and women with closed faces. They watched the newcomers narrowly, or else sloughed off the rafts and walkways into the water, Stepping to long, scaled shapes to vanish into the lake. She spotted a couple of heavy-set men with sand-coloured skin and blue-grey hair and knew them for people of the Dragon, just as Asmander’s friend had been. Beyond these, there were plenty of others who were dark as the River Lords but who belonged to no tribe she knew: small people; broad and paunchy people; men and women whose skin gleamed with vivid painted patterns. These were the people of the estuary forests, she guessed – those who lived within the Shadow of the Sun River Nation.


Asmander had been quiet all the journey, keeping himself apart and speaking to none but Hesprec, but now he hissed and was pouring out over the raft’s side into the water, human to Old Crocodile in an eyeblink. For a moment the Wolves formed a defensive ring, waiting for the attack, but then the same reptile surfaced ahead of them, powering out of the water to land on two human feet before a copper-skinned Plains woman of Maniye’s acquaintance.


Shyri stepped back, making a great show of wringing out her clothing from the splash. Asmander was questioning her urgently, and after a little more clowning the Laughing Men huntress was giving him some report. Impatiently he turned to beckon Maniye and her company over.


Picking their way from raft to raft was a far slower way of travelling, but nobody suggested swimming over. The water was criss-crossed with the trail of scaly backs, and the northerners had no way to tell if all of them had a human mind behind those fearsome jaws.


‘We are in time, but we must hurry,’ Asmander explained, when they were with him. ‘Tecumet’s soldiers are camped at the edge of the estuary. Her speakers are at Tecuman’s court, demanding that he kneel to her.’


‘So he needs to show them some extra teeth,’ Maniye divined. ‘Our teeth.’


‘And mine. I can’t be away from him now. He needs me.’ The personal urgency in his voice took her aback.


‘Lead then, we’ll follow. Just find us a dry path.’


He set a brisk pace over the rafts, and the locals were quick to give him room.


Shyri fell into step familiarly with Maniye, leaning close to speak into her ear.


‘Just wait till you meet his father, Northern Girl. He’s even worse than yours.’


***


‘Your sister holds great love for you.’ The thread of cold in the whip-lean woman’s voice belied the words. ‘She wishes for nothing more than that you and she should be friends once more. But she cannot permit this continuing affront to her authority. Know this, Tecuman: every day you refuse to bow before the Daybreak Throne, the laws and traditions that hold the Sun River Nation together are lessened; everything your father built is lessened. Love you as she might, she cannot ignore it.’


Tecuman shifted slightly on his stone seat, but said nothing. The Kasra did not address petitioners directly. That small motion spoke of how young he was. The rest was swallowed up by the Kasra’s regalia. The golden mask that hid his face was counterfeit, made by estuary craftsmen after the old Kasra died, for Tecumet held the original. The robes of green, russet and silver were older, the colours the Kasra wore when he brought his court to Tsokawan. They had been in storage for a generation, and they filled the air with the faint scent of perfume and rot.


‘The Kasra makes the same demands of his rebellious sister, who sits unworthy upon the Daybreak Throne.’ The voice was that of Asman, the boy-Kasra’s chief adviser. ‘If you ask why the workers stir unsettled in the fields, why the fishermen draw up empty nets, why the wise see omens in the flight of birds, you have only to look towards Atahlan. The Kasra values greatly his sister’s regard, but they cannot be reconciled so long as she lays claim to a title and a privilege that is not hers.’


Tecumet’s emissary was a Serpent priestess, Esumit Aras Talien. When Tecuman had been a child in Atahlan, Esumit had been a teacher to the royal children. She was a compact, dark young woman now, but in their youth she had been a strong-framed old man never slow to chastise with voice or hand. He – she, now – must surely have been sent in order to arouse memories of meek obedience behind the gleaming mask.


‘Do not make a fight of this, Tecuman,’ she said now. ‘Your sister will give you all honour if you pledge yourself to her cause, but she has come with more spears than you have in all Tsokawan, more than you can defend yourself from. Do not let this end in blood.’


‘Where shall the wounded point, when they are asked who gifted them their wounds?’ Asman demanded. He was a shorter man than his son Asmander, the Champion, not as lean as he had been, and his hair grey as slate. He had a voice fit for a Kasra, though: it filled the vaulted court of Tsokawan and resounded from the carved walls. Now he strode to look Esumit straight in the eye. ‘Who shall the spirits of the dead curse, before the river draws them down? She who brought the battle, not he who defends his own. And when you count soldiers, you forget that the estuary holds a hundred thousand you cannot see.’


The powerfully built woman at Esumit’s shoulder tensed, staring at Asman, who blithely ignored her. Tecumet had sent one of her own Champions to add weight to her arguments, and she was plainly itching for a fight.


Esumit herself was unimpressed. She directed her own words at the golden mask. ‘How many have come at your call, Tecuman? How many of the Hidden Ones or the Mud Feet or the Salt Eaters? Do the Dragon serve you still, or do they just make free with all those you can neither control nor protect?’ Real sincerity was in her voice. ‘I beg you, go and prostrate yourself before her, seek her forgiveness and it will be given.’


‘The Kasra—’ started Asman, but Esumit cut him off sharply.


‘I have looked into the secret depths of the earth! I have asked the Serpent whose back is strongest, to carry the burdens of state. I have asked whose hand is the steadiest, to guide this nation through the dangers that we all see approaching. It has always been Tecumet. There is no shame in—’


Asman was itching to interrupt, but instead a new voice broke out, strung taut with emotion: Tecuman’s.


‘And all my life I have known it was me!’ he shouted, standing now with his fists clenched. ‘The priests of the estuary told me it was I who must be Kasra. How can they be wrong and you be right? Why does the Serpent have two heads?’


In formal court the Kasra did not speak, but Tecuman was pushed past the point of endurance. As if his breach of protocol signalled the end of all laws, Tecumet’s Champion pushed past Esumit, almost shouldering Asman in the chest to stand before the boy-Kasra.


She was called Izel: low-born and nobody’s idea of a beauty. She would never have come near any Kasra’s court save that the Champion had come to her, just as it had come to Asmander.


‘The words that were given you are just wind,’ she called out, and when Esumit plucked at her shoulder, she shrugged the Serpent off. ‘You are nothing but what your sister names you. She names you brother for now. Do not make her name you something more.’


Tecuman had dropped back into his seat, trying to gather his dignity about him. His shoulders twitched when Izel glowered at him, as though he was trying to dig his way through the back of the throne.
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