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​1. Across the Phargen
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TREES AND SHRUBS. NO. Mainly shrubs. That’s all Tierndraal saw as he walked. Dangerous trees and dangerous shrubs. There’d be things that weren't dangerous, but Tierndraal’s mood would only see the dangerous. Bends in the path around trees that defiantly stood in the way. Shrubs thick enough to hide anything. Close and low, they’d only allow sight of what’s distant. What’s distant is inconsequential when what’s close could be deadly. It seemed typical he’d only see what’s not important and not what—

“What’re you thinking?” Enktaar asked. The stocky Northern Darklander with visibly formidable strength had left the side of the Ulfling woman who loved him and was loved by him. He pulled Tierndraal from his thoughts.

“We’ve walked most of the day,” Tierndraal said. “Another day on our way to...” He huffed. “I don’t know where we’re going now. Look at us. We were three but now we’re ten, and three are women and...” Tierndraal looked about. “These trees and shrubs. At home we’d call this a forest. Here, a forest is trees so tight you can barely see. What do they call this if it’s not a forest?”

Enktaar shook his head. “I could ask Jazoasarch. She might know if they have a word for it.”

Tierndraal smiled. At least two good things had come from the past few days. His friend Enktaar had found a woman to love, and his new friend Darshmir had stopped his woman being murdered.

“Blutlingen,” Tierndraal said with some disgust. “They speak in their taverns about the pride they have in their knowledge of the old ways, but they would die if they were caught with nothing but old ways. How does such a pride exist?”

“You’re rambling.” Enktaar shook his head and sighed. “I believe their pride exists because they don’t know that they don’t know,” he said softly. “They have their ways, and their ways are also old.”

“And our ways are old Lingen ways, not old Darklander ways,” Darshmir said from behind them.

Tierndraal turned. Darshmir stood nearly six feet with dark hair, dark leather, and a dark demeanour. If it were not for his bushy eyebrows and some short black hairs that sometimes grew on his face, Tierndraal might have called him typical Blutling. He wasn’t typical, otherwise he wouldn’t be with them, and neither would his woman Pashale. She’d be dead and Darshmir would be in his rooms or hut or whatever he lived in at the Aldazai Stronghold, mourning his disgrace.

“What old ways do you believe we don’t know?” Darshmir quickened his pace to catch up with Tierndraal and Enktaar.

“Could you survive a coming blizzard with just a sword, or an axe?” Tierndraal asked. “Can you live off the frozen wastes if all you have are your wits?”

“I can,” Darshmir said confidently. “I can, but most of my kind can’t. The final test of a Runier is to survive the white plains. It kills many.”

Tierndraal huffed and strode on.

“You’re not hoping you’ll find your woman again?” Enktaar called.

Tierndraal stopped. He was tired of hard truths that he needed to accept. If he just accepted all hard truths, Darshmir’s woman would be dead. “Shut up!” he snapped and walked on. “If she’s going to be sold it’ll be in the Theolympian Empire.”

“Unless they kept sailing south,” Enktaar pressed. “She’s gone. There’s nothing you can do.”

“There’s nothing you can do,” Tierndraal snapped. “Your bond is dead. While she lives, I still haven’t failed her.”

“Unlike...?” There was threat in Enktaar’s voice.

“Do you want to live to see the river?” Tierndraal asked.

“Leave him be,” Darshmir said.

“Why?” Tierndraal turned to face the pair.

“I wasn’t talking to you,” Darshmir said. “I’m talking to Enktaar. I see the pain you’re resisting, but I also see what Enktaar doesn’t.”

“And what’s that?” Tierndraal asked.

“I’ll tell you one day. Now’s not the time.”

“And what time is it?”

“Late.”

Tierndraal glanced to where Pashale and Quorash were speaking with Jazoasarch. “What would you know? You just avoided such a pain!”

Darshmir looked behind him. The rest of their group was near, but Darshmir could only be looking at one. She was a slim woman who’d seen barely twenty summers with straight brown hair, barely tan complexion, and eyes so bright blue they promised to retain their fire for the next sixty summers. Pashale bore Darshmir’s child and was the reason Darshmir was with them.

“You didn’t lose her,” Tierndraal snapped. “And she wasn’t killed.”

“And I don’t intend to lose her,” Darshmir said. “I believed I had. Now be nice to Enktaar. I don’t want to mourn your loss because his woman kills you.”

“I don’t want your sympathy,” Tierndraal said and strode ahead.

“And you won’t have it,” Darshmir said. “A strong man doesn’t need it. You won’t have my sympathy unless you become a weak man.”

Tierndraal huffed. Darshmir’s words were his own. They were among the words Tierndraal used to convince Darshmir to take Pashale to safety. “And you think I’ll become weak?” Tierndraal asked.

“No.” Darshmir shook his head. “Now, do you want to keep walking? Or would you prefer we stop here and camp ten minutes away from Miafarnweid? Perhaps wait for Gnarntarsh and his Ulflings to find us and see how well they fight in darkness?”

“What’s happening?” It was Gentraar, the other Northern Darklander.

“Nothing,” Tierndraal said. “Darshmir just told me that Miafarnweid is another ten minutes away.”

“Then why stop to discuss it?” Gentraar asked.

“We’ll go to the barges as a single band,” Darshmir said. “Even with four women, no bargemen will turn away gold for ten passages.”

“Especially since one woman is Ulfling,” Gentraar added.

“Runier armour should be enough,” Bishmir, the least typical Blutling among them, declared.

“Says the Blutling who doesn’t wear the black leathers,” Liearsmir, the other Blutling, said cheerfully.

“Two Runiers will be enough to frighten a Darklander,” Bishmir said. 

“I don’t want to frighten him,” Darshmir said. “I want to awe him.”

“Awe him?” Bishmir asked. “What does that even mean?”

“It means he’ll think it an honour to take us.” Tierndraal looked at Darshmir. “He’ll be honoured to take us to safety and take your gold.”

“I told you I saw that in you,” Darshmir said. “Now, let’s get away from here.”

***
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THE VILLAGE OF MIAFARNWEID looked more like a fishing village than a trading village. The huts were mainly timber instead of the mud used in the villages upriver. Huts in Kirscharchia were a strange mix of Blutling boxes and Ulfling piles. Huts on the north of the stream that ran through Horinondia were very Blutling and very square while those south of the stream were typical round Darklander dwellings. All these were made of mud and thatch, not the thin timber that everything in Miafarnweid seemed to be made of.

“How do they keep warm?” the Darklander woman named Fieshtar asked. She was also slim, but not so tall and with a very different kind of beauty to Darshmir’s woman. She also had the striking green eyes with the fire Tierndraal remembered from practically every woman from Horinondia. Although he was sure there were those without such lively eyes, he couldn’t remember one.

“How do you think they’d keep warm?” Bishmir answered her. “The same way you keep warm in Horinondia.”

“With a fire?” Fieshtar asked. 

Bishmir chuckled. He seemed to have acquired a confidence these past days that Tierndraal hadn’t seen before. He also didn’t seem to know how to use it.

“There are ways to build fires even on wooden floors, so they don’t burn down the hut,” Darshmir told her. “Their floors aren’t wood though, only the walls are. If you look at the roofs, you’ll see what lets the smoke out in its centre. So the fires are in the centre of the hut, not against the walls.”

“I liked my explanation better,” Bishmir said.

“What? They keep warm by fucking?” Fieshtar asked. “That’s better done in a warm hut than a cold one. Not that you’d know that.”

Tierndraal laughed. “This woman has a heavy tongue that she swings skilfully,” he warned. “Best not to anger it.”

“The docks are this way,” Darshmir declared. “Stay together and we’ll be in the Thiuda of Austiniarn tonight.”

“And out of there by the next night?” Bishmir asked.

“What’s wrong?” Enktaar’s woman Jazoasarch asked. “Don’t you like the Deristrazi?”

“As Darklanders go? No.”

“He’s right,” Darshmir said. “They’re fucking animals.” He looked at Tierndraal. “We’ll head west from there, to the empire. Isn’t that right?”

Tierndraal nodded forward. “Let’s go.” 

They made their way through the maze of timber huts. The closer they came to the river the less the village looked like a fishing village. Wooden huts gave way to wooden taverns, wooden brothels and wooden trading posts. Finally, the sight of wooden buildings gave way to the sight of the Phargen river. There were docks, but most of the ships were on the riverbank. Men were busy scraping the bottom of the ships or doing something else with them. Tierndraal was tempted to ask Darshmir what the men were doing but didn’t. Darshmir had a habit of giving more information than Tierndraal wanted.

Darshmir led them to one of the jetties that extended into the river. It was being guarded by an old man chewing a weed of some kind.

“Dirnkage,” Darshmir said to the man. “We want passage to Nevirnium.”

“All of you?” The old man looked at the group. “Sauilin’s not high enough for me to get there and get back. You’ll have to wait for tomorrow.”

“There’s only ten of us.” Darshmir looked to the eastern horizon. “Sauilin’s plenty high enough for even a slow old barge like yours to get across and back if you don’t take us to the city. We can walk.”

Dirnkage shook his head.

Darshmir showed him a gold coin. “I reckon this could buy a lot of lauf weed for your trouble.”

“Reckon it can.” Dirnkage drew a deep breath. “Answer’s still no.”

“You won’t get a better fare, and I know I can find another barge.”

“Word has it Ulflings are looking for an Ulfling woman and her man. Something about dead Blutlings. They don’t want nobody crossing the river with strangers.”

“Well then,” Darshmir said sweetly. “You know me and my good friend Liearsmir here. You know we’re Runiers and you know that the Stronghold of Aldazai doesn’t take orders from Ulflings.”

“Doesn’t matter.”

“Who controls this region?” Darshmir asked. “Do the Ulflings control it, or is it controlled by the Regent of Aldazai? Before you answer, consider what might happen if it looks like someone in the Regency is taking orders from Kirscharchia. It has happened before.”

“Yes, but—”

“But all you did was to accept a request from two Runiers from the Stronghold of Aldazai to go to Nevirnium. If anybody asks you, that’s all you took, and a couple of others who were with the Runiers. If you don’t mention the gold coin it might even be construed as an act of loyalty, which might even be further rewarded. Or we can go somewhere else and let them know that Dirnkage the bargeman refused two Runiers passage to Nevirnium because Kirscharchia said so.”

“That woman looks like she’s Ulfling.” Dirnkage nodded to Jazoasarch.”

“Who, me?” Jazoasarch moved close to Enktaar who put his arm around her waist. She was a slim woman of at least twenty-five seasons with long red-brown hair and a somewhat prominent chin which gave her a beauty that Tierndraal thought of as a dangerous one. She smiled at Dirnkage while she raised Enktaar’s hand onto one of her breasts. “Does my man look Ulfling?” she asked sweetly.

“Then I’ll take just you two,” Dirnkage said to Darshmir and Liearsmir.

“And the other Blutling here, and the three Darklanders and their bonds and the other woman.”

“No,” Dirnkage declared. “They have swords.”

“Most have axes, and nearly all the women are unarmed,” Darshmir said condescendingly. “Liearsmir and I both bear two swords. You don’t think four Runier swords can keep you safe from three Darklanders?”

“What’re the Darklanders even doing with you?” Dirnkage asked.

“They’re from the far north,” Darshmir said. “Now, we have Stronghold business across the river that doesn’t concern you.”

“Then why’re they bringing their bonds?”

“So they don’t look suspicious.” Darshmir turned. “I don’t have time for this shit.” He nodded to Liearsmir. “We’ll find somebody else.”

“Wait!” Dirnkage snapped. “Get on board and do it quietly and quickly.”

Darshmir handed a silver coin to Dirnkage. “You’ll get the gold one when you let us off on the other side.”

***
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THE BARGE RIDE WAS as uneventful as the two-hour walk south to avoid the city of Nevirnium. Avoiding the city was Darshmir’s idea, and Tierndraal didn’t argue. Their group wouldn’t draw much attention, but if word was sent to stop travellers crossing at Miafarnweid then a little attention was too much. Not that that word was likely about a group like theirs. It would be either Poravarch and Coupivargh, or the Ulfling woman Jazoasarch and her man, not ten travellers led by Blutlings. Still, being not noticed was better than being barely noticed.

Although south of the river had few trees, there were enough shrubs to hide them from the walls of the city. Once out of sight, they made their way along a track heading south before abandoning it and turning westward.

As they walked, Darshmir explained to Tierndraal how Nevirnium had once been a small garrison town belonging to the Austolympian Empire, that it had grown into a significant trading centre before the Austolympians lost control of their northern regions. It was more than Tierndraal wanted to know but he let Darshmir continue. Apparently Nevirnium, like many of the garrison cities along the Phargen, kept its border legions and desperately tried to maintain its Theolympian lifestyle while the surrounding Darklanders—

“There’s a clearing!” Tierndraal interrupted.

“There has been a treaty between Nevirnium and the stronghold for more than a hundred season that—”

“We should stop there for the night,” Tierndraal said. 

Pashale took Darshmir’s arm. “I’m feeling tired,” she said, stopping his monologue. “Perhaps you can explain all this to Tierndraal when we’re settled for the night.”

Darshmir smiled at her. 

Tierndraal didn’t dislike that Darshmir sometimes talked so much, he’d learned much from Darshmir’s ramblings. Knowing Darshmir rambled when he was agitated, Tierndraal generally allowed Darshmir’s talk to continue. This time the talk was too long. “Gather wood for a fire, but don’t make one until...” Tierndraal looked about. “No, don’t bother. We’ll do without a fire tonight.”

“You sense something?” Enktaar asked.

“I sense we’re not far enough away from that city for a fire to not be seen.” Tierndraal looked at Darshmir. “Would you agree?”

Darshmir nodded.

“Make yourselves comfortable,” Tierndraal ordered. “We’ll have dried faíhu tonight and hunt for something tomorrow.”

“Do think we can find some forage?” the woman Fieshtar asked.

“I hope not,” Tierndraal said. “We’re still close to that city. If there’s forage here, that means we may yet meet with trouble. I know we have an Ulfling and two Runiers among us, but I’d rather have well-made bows if we need to discourage trouble.” Tierndraal looked to the east. “Sauilin is setting, and it’ll be some hours before Thiuhian is high.”

“Saldra’s due,” Fieshtar said. “That means it will be an evil night.”

Tierndraal glared at her. “For a woman, you speak too much!”

“As a woman I don’t believe I speak enough,” she answered.

“Then save it for when you have a hut and children to speak to. For now, prepare a place to spend the night, while there’s light.”

She huffed and went to the trees.

“Be careful with women from Horinondia,” Darshmir said. “They have saivalswinthan that you might not be prepared for.”

“Women where I come from know their place and are happy with it.”

“And what place is that?”

“The most honoured position in the tribe.” Tierndraal looked at Fieshtar as she began laying out the bed rolls with the other two Darklander women. “I believe your people would have less trouble with your women if you learned to honour them instead of use them.”

“And speaking to her like that was honouring her?” Darshmir asked.

“Speaking to her like that was treating her as an equal.”

“I can tell you she doesn’t think that.”

“And I can tell you I don’t care. If she’s going to remain with us, then she’s going to be one of us. Not a reluctant slave or a petulant child.”

“He has a lot to learn,” Enktaar said to Darshmir cheerfully.

“Says a man who’s bedded by an Ulfling,” Tierndraal snapped at him.

“It’s clear that he does,” Darshmir agreed.

***
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THE DRIED MEAT WAS barely satisfying, but it was enough. Tierndraal sat aside from everybody and looked about the small band in the starlight. None of them complained about their lack of fire, even though there was likely to be nobody hunting them. It seemed, in the last couple of nights, all of them had become accustomed to camping by starlight.

“What you thinking?” Darshmir asked and sat beside him.

“I was thinking that nobody’s complaining,” Tierndraal said.

Darshmir chuckled. “Bishmir would never complain, but the women... Well, we expect it from them, and they won’t disappoint us.”

“...and Gentraar is the son of a blacksmith and so not accustomed to travelling the wild,” Tierndraal finished. “Tell me, if Ulflings are looking for us, how come they didn’t find us? If the Ulflingen are so strong in the ways of the Otherness, then finding us should be simple.”

“They have their ways but...” Darshmir shrugged. “Gnarntarsh will search because Aldazai will insist he must.” He looked at the stars. “Just because he must...” He glanced back toward the camp where Jazoasarch sat in Enktaar’s arms. “He must search but he doesn’t need to find.”

“And Runiers from the Blutling stronghold?”

“It’ll be some days before they’ll be sent after Poravarch,” Darshmir said. “And even if Tjuligmir’s body is found, and they learn that it was Jazoasarch who killed him...” Darshmir shook his head. “If she was on her own, or even with her Darklander man, they’d know she’d use the Otherness to get as far away as she can as fast as she can.” Pashale came and sat beside him. “What brings you here?” Darshmir asked her.

“I came to be with my man,” Pashale said as Darshmir put his arm around her.

“What are the others doing?” Darshmir asked.

“Quorash is with Liearsmir,” Pashale told him. “They’re in his bedroll already. Quorash found night-shine.”

“So they’re humping?” Darshmir asked.

“Don’t say that,” Pashale scolded.

“Well, what are they doing?”

“They’re humping,” Pashale said softly.

Darshmir laughed and pulled her close. “Did you find some for us?” he asked.

“You don’t need it,” she said. “I’m already carrying your child. I can’t get pregnant again until this one’s free.” She turned to Tierndraal. “I’m sorry,” she said and wriggled free from Darshmir.

“Sorry for what?” Tierndraal asked.

“Your loss...”

“Why should somebody not enjoy the good fortune another has lost? Don’t ignore your good fortune. It can’t bring back my Eniarmaine any more than if you enjoy it. It would be small of me to want you to hide your pleasure in each other for my sake. Knowing my loss may push you to enjoy each other more.”

“How can that be?” Pashale shook her head.

“Because one of you will experience the same loss one day.”

Pashale sighed and looked at Darshmir and smiled sadly before turning to Tierndraal. “What caused you to speak so rudely to Fieshtar?”

“Rudely?” Tierndraal asked.

“You told her to keep quiet because a woman shouldn’t speak.”

“She said it was an evil night because Saldra is due.”

“And you don’t believe this?” Darshmir asked.

“Saldra empowers the Otherness,” Tierndraal said. “We understand this where I’m from.”

“How do you know this?” Pashale asked. “And why shouldn’t a woman speak of it?”

“It was Darklander women from near my village that discovered the Otherness before the Ulflings took it. A Darklander woman should respect her sister.”

“Sister?” Fieshtar asked.

Tierndraal’s gaze snapped toward the others. Fieshtar was standing no more than five paces away from them. “How long were you there?”

“Long enough,” Fieshtar said. “Who is this sister I should respect?”

Tierndraal looked to the sky. “There she is,” he said and pointed to a slightly bigger star. “Saldra comes. She is a little late, again, but she comes. She’s the ancient sister who loves you and your sisters, more than she loves us men.”

Fieshtar looked to where Tierndraal pointed. “I don’t see her.”

“You will. She’s not as big as her brother, but she’ll grow.” He looked at Fieshtar. “The only evil night will be when she doesn’t come at all.”

“I never knew it was Darklander women who discovered the Otherness,” Fieshtar told him. “I knew it was a Darklander woman who found the secrets of the whitojan.”

“Another thing stolen by the Ulflingen.” Tierndraal looked at Darshmir. “Not the Blutlingen though. Why do you think that is?”

“What’s that light?” Pashale asked before Darshmir could answer. She was pointing to a glow in the south.

“It’s campfires.” Darshmir was already on his feet. “A lot of them.”

“We should move,” Tierndraal said.

“I think Liearsmir and I should investigate before we stumble on through the darkness.”

“I agree,” Tierndraal said. “How long will it take you?”

“Looks no more than five miles. Perhaps thirty minutes.”

“Thirty minutes.” Tierndraal shook his head. Ten miles in thirty minutes. Five days before he’d have been certain that Darshmir was lying, but that night, he knew Darshmir was telling the truth. “I’ll ready everyone else to travel as soon as you return.”

Darshmir strode toward the others. “Liearsmir! Get off your woman and prepare your armour!”

Bishmir came to them. “There you are,” he said to Fieshtar. “Did you get any?”

“Not tonight. They have none,” Fieshtar told him.

“I’ll ask Quorash,” he said. “Or Jazoasarch.”

“I said not tonight,” Fieshtar said.

“If one of them has night-shine, then there’s no reason to say no.”

“Fieshtar said no because she knows we should be moving soon,” Tierndraal said. “You see the glow on the horizon?”

“What is it?” Bishmir asked.

“Darshmir and Liearsmir are about to investigate.” 

“How long’s that going to take?”

“Thirty minutes.”

Bishmir looked at Fieshtar. “We have time.”

“No you don’t,” Tierndraal said. 

“What’s this to you?” Bishmir’s voice held a hint of hurt.

“Is Fieshtar your woman now?” Tierndraal asked. “I don’t think she is. She came with us to escape a Blutling claim to her sex. We need to move when your two Runier friends return, and we’ll not wait for you to pack your bedroll. You’ll pack it now. Fieshtar will pack hers, Pashale will pack hers and Darshmir’s, and Quorash will pack hers and Liearsmir’s. I don’t want to fight you, I like you, and I want you to live, along with everyone here.”

“What’s happening?” It was Enktaar. He and Jazoasarch came as Tierndraal spoke.

“The Runiers are gone to investigate those campfires south of us,” Tierndraal told him. “We may be leaving when they return. Prepare to travel.”

“What’s the hurry?” Enktaar asked. “They look miles away.”

“Darshmir says about five miles. He says they’ll take thirty minutes.”

“Alright.” Enktaar looked at Bishmir. “Help me with the water skins.”

Bishmir nodded and followed Enktaar.

“Thanks,” Fieshtar said to Tierndraal. “He won’t accept no.”

“Then stay close to me,” Tierndraal told her.

Fieshtar shook her head. “I don’t—”

“I don’t need another woman,” Tierndraal said, “and you don’t need to be anybody’s whore to be safe while I’m here.” He looked at Pashale. “Make sure your man knows about this but tell him he’s not to shame Bishmir. He is a man worthy of respect. Just... Tell him I don’t want fighting among us.”

Pashale nodded. “Come with me,” she said to Fieshtar. “I see Jazoasarch has gone.”

Tierndraal looked to see Enktaar busy packing a bed-roll. Pashale was right; Jazoasarch was gone. Tierndraal went to pack his own.

***
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“THIRTY MINUTES?” TIERNDRAAL looked at the starry sky. 

“Sauilin isn’t here and Thiuhian is still not risen. How can we know how long they’ve been?” Enktaar asked. 

“The big moon Thiuhian might not be here, but Saldra has grown,” Tierndraal said softly.

“She’s unreliable,” Enktaar said. “Perhaps Fieshtar is right. Perhaps her nights are now evil, and she no longer deserves her honour.”

“Or perhaps we still don’t understand her,” Tierndraal said. “Perhaps we never did.”

“You still believe she holds the fates?” Enktaar asked.

Tierndraal shook his head. “I believe the fates aren’t interested in us. I believe they play their games, and we can do nothing to sway them. I believe we’re only entertainment for them.”

“So honouring Saldra will do nothing?”

“Dishonouring Saldra and her fates will merely draw their attention. Attention we neither need nor want.”

Enktaar breathed deeply and looked to their small camp. “Will we no longer honour Saldra?”

“We watch her closely,” Tierndraal said. “We watch, but we make our own destinies now.”

A noise from the shrubs caught Tierndraal’s attention. He readied his axe in case it wasn’t friendly.

“Relax your axe hand.” It was Darshmir.

Liearsmir and Jazoasarch appeared beside him.

“I don’t care how many times I see you do that, I’ll never not be bothered by it,” Enktaar said.

Jazoasarch smiled and went to him. “Does that mean you want me close?”

“Of course, it does,” Enktaar said and put his arm around her.

“Then you’re not a wise man.” Liearsmir chuckled.

“It’s Deristrazi, at least two hundred of them, nearly all warriors,” Darshmir declared.

“Is it a raiding party?” Tierndraal asked.

“No,” Darshmir shook his head. “They are bringing carts of grain and other foods with them. Enough to feed ten times their number. And they have arrows, cartloads of them.”

“Traders?” Enktaar asked.

“We can hope,” Tierndraal said. “But I don’t think our Blutling friends here believe that.”

“They’re heading for the Giestaine River, like we are,” Darshmir said. “Their route is less direct, probably to somewhere I know where it’s easier for carts to cross.”

“What’re you saying?” Enktaar asked.

“He’s saying the supplies are probably for an invasion, not a raid,” Jazoasarch said. “It appears that war is coming to the Drokart Darklanders.”

“Is that like the Deristrazi?” Enktaar asked her. “I remember you said they were a disorganised group of fools.”

“Then someone organised some of them,” Darshmir said. “United two, maybe three tribes.”

“And looking for land away from the other tribes,” Liearsmir continued. “Somewhere they can defend against other disorganised fools.”

“Why do they think they can defeat the Drokart?” Tierndraal asked. “If there’s only two thousand of them, tell me how.” 

“We need to move west, but not until morning,” Darshmir said.

“I want to know why you think two thousand warriors is enough to defeat the Drokart Darklanders,” Tierndraal pressed.

“They won’t,” Darshmir declared. “We’ll go straight to Karshdaliard and—”

“No!” Tierndraal snapped. “I trusted you and now I believe I was wrong. Now tell me, why would someone think they can defeat the great Thiuda of the Drokart with a mere two thousand warriors before I take my friends and the woman Fieshtar and continue south.”

“So you do like Fieshtar?” Darshmir asked.

“I told her I would stop her from being whored. Now answer me.”

“The Thiuda of the Drokart is strong and easily defended. It’s between two big rivers with limited crossings to the east and west.”

“And to the south?”

“Plains that are easily garrisoned.”

“Plains are never easily garrisoned,” Tierndraal said.

“You know about these things?” Darshmir asked.

“Tell me the truth or we’re leaving,” Tierndraal snapped. “It’s no threat, I know this. I have seen what Runiers can do, but I’ll not—”

“It’s a small Thiuda,” Darshmir said. “It’s small, but it’s safe.”

“And can be invaded by two thousand disorganised Darklanders.”

“I’m sorry,” Darshmir said. “I never told you they were big, so I didn’t lie. I told you they were strong, which is truth.”

“Don’t deceive me again,” Tierndraal said.

“What’ll you do?” Darshmir asked.

“I’ll bring my bedroll and sit.” Tierndraal said. “I believe your companion will return to humping his woman, and perhaps you’ll hump yours. I expect Jazoasarch will hump Enktaar. I’ll take the first watch, until Thiuhian is high, or you have finished humping your women, then I’ll go to my bedroll and sleep while one of you watch until Sauilin returns to the western sky. Then we’ll travel.”

“Agreed,” Darshmir said.

“We’ll remain this far from the Deristrazi, keeping hidden, until we know what they’re doing,” Tierndraal said.

“I already told you what they’re doing.”

“And you may be right. You also may be wrong.” Tierndraal looked to the south. “I don’t want to go to the halls of a strong Thiuda with stories of an invasion from a group of traders they might be expecting.” 

“I told you they were mostly warriors.”

Tierndraal turned to Darshmir. “I’d send warriors with such a large number of carts with food and arrows and armour for sale. How much of that gold coin you carry can they sell these goods for?”

“And if Varlidia is expecting them, how foolish will we appear?” Liearsmir asked Darshmir. “Your lands are about to be invaded by a group of traders bringing you food for winter.”

“And arrows? Thousands of arrows?” Darshmir asked.

“It’s why we’re going to follow them,” Tierndraal said.

“And what will that tell us?” Darshmir shook his head. “If it’s to feed an invasion then time is important.”

“Maybe we learn nothing. Do you speak Deristrazi?”

“I do but not with the accent to pass as one of them,” Darshmir said.

“But you can speak it?”

“Yes.”

“Good, then it’s settled. Go hump your women and come back. We move in the morning.”
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​2. Unguarded Wagons
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IT WASN’T MUCH. THE fires they’d seen in the night belonged to a small group of Deristrazi, smaller than the group they were searching for, and smaller than the fires of previous nights. This was probably why Kaurand allowed Gourdia to go with the scouts without an argument. 

“It’s a small group of wagons,” Gourdia declared as he returned with the three scouts. He stopped his horse beside the horse of an older man who was away from the rest of the party behind a hillock. Gourdia wriggled himself comfortable. “Well, war leader Kaurand? There’re five men and three women. Shall you lead us into this battle?” He glanced over his shoulder to where the scouts had joined the others. 

“If they are only five then they aren’t the ones we’re interested in.” Kaurand ran his fingers through his long black hair. It was one of the cruelties of the fates that a man of Kaurand’s age should have a youthful head of hair on an old head. He was the oldest and most trusted of Gourdia’s father’s war lords or, as the old man preferred to be called, weiganfraujan. The word fit Kaurand. It was an old word that described an old man. At nearly fifty winters Gourdia often wondered why Kaurand hadn’t outlived his usefulness.

“It’s a small band, and we’re many compared to them,” Gourdia said.

“We’re twenty.” 

“And they’re only five, and they’re Deristrazi.”

Kaurand shook his head. “You’re young. You have the reckless head of a young man. A head which lacks wisdom.”

“And has courage,” Gourdia added.

“They’re Deristrazi, and they’re in Deristrazi territory,” Kaurand said. “We’re not here as raiders, but spies. To attack them will make us raiders, which isn’t what we are here for. If there are only five, then their fires are not the fires your father wants to know about.”

“I heard you the first time, but they’re five who might send word that we’re here.”

“And what’ll they say?” Kaurand asked. “They saw a group of twenty mounted Deristrazi somewhere near a much larger group of... whatever the fuck they are. We’re dressed as Deristrazi to avoid trouble. Why would they suspect we are anything other than a hunting party unless we raid?”

“You said it yourself,” Gourdia said. “There are twenty of us.” 

“Then we’re a long way from home and looking for a big kill.”

“I say we attack,” Gourdia declared. “What do you say, weiganfraujan?”

“I say we send scouts to see what else is near.”

“We already scouted and only found five,” Gourdia said. “If we scout again we risk discovery, and they may run away before we can attack.”

“Then leave them alone.”

“I’ve already told you we’re going to attack. Will you lead or shall I?”

Kaurand huffed. “Tell me how they are.”

“It’s a small group of wagons. They’ve trees to the left of them, the river to the right and a narrow path behind them. We can send half our men behind them to—”

“We can send three of our men behind them to deal with any who flee,” Kaurand corrected.

“We’ll send five then,” Gourdia said. “The rest of us will strike from the path they’re on.”

“Some men will stay back here; in case we’re ambushed.”

“I said we’ve scouted. I want a quick and deadly strike, and I want to see what’s in those wagons.”

“So this is a raid.”

“No.”

“Tell me why you think there’s something valuable in those wagons since there’re only five men guarding it.”

“I don’t,” Gourdia said. “I’m just tired of the same dried food. Now let’s move.”

“Iestar, Tichan, and Frensiat!” Kaurand called.

Three horsemen nudged their mounts to him.

“Find your way through the trees and wait on the other side of the wagons. Kill any Deristrazi who try to escape. We’ll wait half an hour.” Kaurand glared at Gourdia. “Ready the others,” he ordered.

“I said five men,” Gourdia said.

“And I’m sending three,” Kaurand told him.
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​3. Darklander Attack
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THEY’D WALKED NEARLY two days before abandoning the idea of following the Deristrazi carts and moved north. The carts moved slowly. Darshmir and Liearsmir had stolen four bows, fifteen clutches of arrows and two swords from them before insisting there was time to warn Karshdaliard. The Drokart could investigate for themselves. Tierndraal agreed so they headed to the river and then north. 

It wasn’t yet mid-meal when Tierndraal’s band heard screams from near the river. Leaving the others to protect the women, Tierndraal and Darshmir ran ahead. 

The screams stopped some ten minutes before Tierndraal and Darshmir came upon its cause. What Tierndraal saw made him almost vomit.

“Deristrazi,” Darshmir said with disgust. “It’s what they do.”

“It’s sickening.” Tierndraal watched as four men busied themselves pushing a barely-conscious naked man upright. Even from their hiding place Tierndraal could see the man had a long wooden pole through him. It looked like it had been pushed through the man’s arse and had come out through his shoulder, just beside his head.

“It’s pushed in through his arse,” Darshmir said as if he’d heard Tierndraal’s unspoken question. “What they do to women is worse.” 

There were two other men slumped upright with similar poles through them.

“There’s only four of them,” Tierndraal said. “It looks like there were more.”

Darshmir nodded. “There’s probably a group ahead somewhere. It doesn’t look like they camped here. Might be an ambush for somebody. Those men were wearing Deristrazi greens. Might be just a feud between two tribes.”

“But you’re not sure of that?”

“I think I recognise one of the dying men.”

“We’ll get the others before—”

“There are only four of them,” Darshmir said. “And they’re distracted.”

“And the others aren’t close?”

“I’ll be quick. And I’ll be quiet.”

Tierndraal huffed.

Darshmir closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “I’m about to save a life,” he said softly and disappeared.

The next thing Tierndraal saw was Darshmir behind the men who were busy with the unfortunate man with the pole through him. They were pushing the pole upright into a hole in the ground. Two men quickly and silently fell dead before the other two realised something was wrong. They probably didn’t realise what it was before they also fell dead. 

“It’s clear.” Darshmir wiped his swords on a dead man’s tunic before returning them to their scabbards. 

Tierndraal stepped cautiously into the clearing.

“You are called Iestar?” Darshmir said to the man on the ground with the pole through him.

“I am,” the man said, clearly finding it difficult to breathe.

“What happened here?” Tierndraal asked the man.

“We were to stop Deristrazi escape...” the man drew a painful breath. “Varlidia’s son Gourdia is with them.”

“Seems you were right,” Tierndraal said to Darshmir.

“There are nearly fifty,” the man said. “Less than twenty of us.”

“Horses?” Darshmir asked.

The man nodded.

“We’ll deal with them,” Darshmir told him.

“We’ve an Ulfling healer with us,” Tierndraal said.

“Don’t,” the man said and looked at Darshmir. “You know me. I think I remember you. Please, help us with your sword.”

Darshmir drew a deep breath and looked about.

Tierndraal noticed laboured breathing from one of the others.

“Please,” the man said. “It’s not fair those bastards...” he drew another pained breath “...so fast and we...”

Darshmir drew one of his swords. “We’ll share vernarch in the outer halls of Hauhisti.” 

“I’ll wait for you with a dozen jugs.”

Darshmir smiled sadly and swiped his sword across the side of the man’s neck, opposite the protruding pole. He went to the other two and swiped open their throats also. Then he turned to Tierndraal. “I need Liearsmir’s help with this,” he said coldly.

“You won’t be able to keep Jazoasarch from this fight, and you’ll have my help as well,” Tierndraal said. “Also Enktaar and Gentraar.”

“Someone needs to stay with the women,” Darshmir said.

“Two Runiers won’t beat fifty mounted warriors.”

“Neither will three Darklanders.”

“Three Northern Darklanders and an Ulfling,” Tierndraal said. “Remember that.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Darshmir said.

“You intend to take your friend and die? Then what’ll I do with your women? Give them to Bishmir?”

“Bishmir’s a good man,” Darshmir said. 

“I’m not going to argue this with you. The longer we argue the more likely this Varlidia man your friend was concerned about will die. You’ll accept help from our bows and not die stupidly. I don’t think this man wants to see you, or the man Varlidia in a tavern outside Hauhisti today.” Tierndraal strode back into the trees.

“Gourdia!” Darshmir called. “He said Gourdia, Varlidia’s son.”

“Him too!” Tierndraal snapped.

“Who made you leader?” Darshmir asked once he’d caught up with Tierndraal.

“You did. In Kirscharchia. When you followed me,” Tierndraal told him.

They rushed to find the others.

***
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IT WAS FORTUNATE THAT the Runiers had stolen a good supply of arrows. They were well made; better than the arrows they’d have put together as they travelled. 

Although Tierndraal was sure where they’d left the women was safe, Enktaar wasn’t, and neither was Gentraar. Neither was happy to go along to attack a group of Deristrazi warriors who might be preparing to attack a group of Drokart. Bishmir was more than just happy to go with them. As a hunter, he was skilled with the bow, and even more impressed with the arrows than Tierndraal. Jazoasarch was in front with Darshmir and Liearsmir with typical Ulfling eagerness for battle.

Tierndraal was sickened as they passed the impaled corpses before the main camp, as he imagined the others should have been. Hoof prints showed where the rest of the Deristrazi had gone. They’d been in no hurry for some reason, but Darshmir was. Although he tried to hide his impatience, Tierndraal could sense it in Darshmir’s gait and voice.

Their haste was wise. They came upon the Deristrazi attacking a group of aihwass mounted warriors in another small clearing beside the river.

Tierndraal pulled seven arrows from their quiver. He held six in his bow hand and nocked one.

“They’re all wearing Deristrazi greens,” Darshmir said. “Kill the ones behind. Liearsmir and I will deal with the ones in front as they turn.” He glanced at Jazoasarch. “And don’t shoot our Ulfling.” He smiled.

“Look after yourself, Runier,” Jazoasarch said.

“What about the ones attacking the Drokart?” Bishmir asked.

“We have to hope their warriors are skilful enough,” Darshmir said. “Now start shooting.” He looked at Liearsmir. “There are horses on the other side. The reason they waited was so they could get behind the Drokart. We need to deal with them first.”

“I’ll come with you,” Jazoasarch said to Darshmir. “That way the only arrows I need worry about are Deristrazi ones.”

Darshmir went to say something, but she disappeared, presumably into the Otherness.

“Hurry up and shoot!” Darshmir snapped at Tierndraal and the others before disappearing with Liearsmir.

Tierndraal raised his bow and shot his seven arrows. The others did the same. They’d thinned the number before their arrows were exhausted and they fled for the trees.

Tierndraal, Enktaar, and Gentraar readied their axes for the fight. Tierndraal wasn’t sure what happened after that. Some riders followed them into the trees, but it was no place for a warrior on an aihwass to fight. He saw Bishmir standing over a dead Deristrazi holding what he assumed was the dead man’s sword. Two mounted warriors lunged toward Bishmir and Tierndraal ran to Bishmir’s aid. By the time Tierndraal was close enough, Bishmir had somehow pulled one man from his aihwass. Tierndraal was close enough to slice at the other man’s leg, leaving a cut that a butcher would be proud of. The man twisted to turn on Tierndraal, but the wounded leg wouldn’t hold him on his aihwass. He fell and Bishmir ran the sword through the man’s eye, pinning his head to the ground.

“This way!” Tierndraal snapped at Bishmir. The men fled to the relative safety of the trees. Once they were away from the battle, it was over. Darshmir, Liearsmir, and Jazoasarch were standing among a group of warriors, many of whom had dismounted.

Tierndraal, Enktaar, Gentraar and Bishmir strode toward the Runiers.

Some of the warriors prepared their swords as the group approached.

“We’re friends,” Tierndraal said.

“They’re friends,” Darshmir echoed. “They’re the ones who used their bows to take down the men from the back. They’re the ones who distracted the Deristrazi from the real fight. They’re the ones who gave you victory.”

An old man with a warrior’s face and long black hair stepped toward them. “You have my thanks,” he said. “I am Kaurand, weiganfraujan to the Drokart.”

“Weiganfraujan?” Tierndraal said. “Is it usual for the Drokart to attack an unarmed wagon without first sending scouts to see if it isn’t a trap?”

“No it’s not,” Kaurand said solemnly. “I heard what happened to Iestar, Tichan, and Frensiat.” He looked at Darshmir. “Our friend here did a good thing for them.”

“What happened?” a broody dark-haired lad of perhaps seventeen winters strode past the old weiganfraujan.

“They died from poles being shoved up their arses,” Tierndraal snapped. “The filthy bastards shoved the poles so deep they came out of the shoulders of two, out of the throat of one.”

The lad swallowed.

“This is Gourdia,” Darshmir said. “He is the son of Varlidia, the Thiudanas of the Drokart Darklanders and ruler of their lands. Gourdia here will become Thiudanas one day.”

Tierndraal nodded, then looked at Kaurand. “The Deristrazi wounded need to be killed. It needs to be done quickly. With swords, not poles. We need to get away from here. There’s a large group of these Darklanders further south and some of them may be following us.” Tierndraal looked about. “If they find this they’ll be after you.”

“Why kill them?” Gourdia asked.

“Because the bastards who fled probably believe there are more of us than there is. The men who aren’t dead here will know we’re few. If the Darklanders come here, we can’t let them know we’re so few.”

“Won’t that frighten them?” Gourdia pressed.

“It will give them courage,” Kaurand said. “I’ll get some men to make sure they’re all dead.”

“We’ll fetch our arrows.” Tierndraal looked at Bishmir. “Go and fetch the women.”

Bishmir swallowed and nodded a little too fast. He was pale.

“Gentraar will go with you. You’ll be quick?”

Gentraar nodded. “We’ll be quick.”

“I hope what’s in them is worth it.” Tierndraal nodded at the wagons. “You can’t take the wagons with you. They’ll slow you too much.”

Kaurand nodded. “We’ll gather some of your arrows for you,” he said and left them. Young Gourdia tagged along behind him.

“Be careful how you speak to the pup,” Darshmir said to Tierndraal.

“I was speaking to the weiganfraujan. It’s his saival that’ll bear the saivalvahm of the deaths of those three men. He was the one who failed them.”

“He’ll bear the responsibility, Gourdia ordered the attack. He told me before you came.”

“Then he failed the lad by allowing it.”

***
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BISHMIR AND GENTRAAR returned with the women as the Drokart prepared to leave.

“We took them around the murdered Darklanders,” Gentraar told Tierndraal.

“No need to apologise,” Tierndraal said. “I’d do the same.”

“We came upon their camp,” Gentraar continued. “It didn’t look like they all stayed there.”

“What makes you think that?”

“The three dead men,” Gentraar said. “The ones with the poles through them?”

“What about them?”

“Those poles would have taken some time to prepare. I didn’t get close to the corpses, but... were the poles smooth? And greased?”

Tierndraal nodded. “They were smooth. I don’t know about greased. Why?”

“There were three more poles at the camp, about the same length, very smooth and covered with bairas grease, or something similar.”

“Thank you for telling me this,” Tierndraal said. “Have the women prepare to leave.”

“We have a problem.” Enktaar called as he walked to Tierndraal.

“What problem?” Tierndraal asked.

“What’re we going to do with their slaves?” Enktaar turned and strode toward the carts.

Tierndraal followed. 

Darshmir was among a group of Darklanders standing about something. Tierndraal saw what it was when he arrived. Two boys and two girls were huddling around two women. All were bound to the cart, and all looked frightened. Jazoasarch was tending to the children. The Darklander weiganfraujan named Kaurand was there with the boy leader named Gourdia.

“Well,” the weiganfraujan named Kaurand said. “What do you propose we do?”

“Hurry up and kill them so we can go,” Tierndraal snapped.

Jazoasarch glared at Tierndraal.

“They are women and children, lord,” Kaurand said.

“They are women and children who can talk,” Tierndraal answered. “And don’t call me lord. I am Darklander, not Otherlander.”

“Kaurand is right,” Jazoasarch said. “When you kill a warrior, you kill a man who has come to kill. You kill a—”

“You want slaves? You can’t have them,” Tierndraal snapped. “They can’t travel with us, and I haven’t the stomach to make a slave.”

“They’re slaves already,” Jazoasarch said.

“How do you know?” Tierndraal asked.

“Look at their arms,” she answered.

Tierndraal looked at the forearms of the women. They had large welts shaped like two arrowheads pointing in opposite directions.

“The Deristrazi burn these signs onto slaves,” Kaurand said. “It means they’ll be killed if they’re found without a master.”

Others gathered around them.

“Then they’re dead already,” Tierndraal said. “Kill them quickly and let’s go.”

“I have stomach to take a slave.” The boy Gourdia pushed past Kaurand and strode toward the frightened group. He pointed to a defiant looking woman with long blonde hair wearing a torn tunic. She looked no more than twenty winters, probably less. “I’ll take this one,” he declared and turned to Tierndraal. “You and your men have earned the rest. My men will take what you don’t want.”

“Herding a group like this will slow us,” Tierndraal declared. “There may be warriors enough to kill us all easily if we don’t move fast.”

“I can hide them,” Darshmir said.

“How?” Tierndraal asked.

Liearsmir walked up to them. “We can do that,” he told Tierndraal and looked at Jazoasarch.

She nodded.

Tierndraal looked at Gourdia. “Let your men choose who they will,” he said.

“They can’t take slaves,” Kaurand told him. “They’re bound to protect Varlidia and are to have no household until their service is fulfilled.”

“Then kill them,” Tierndraal said. “It’s the kind thing to do.”

“Wait,” Fieshtar said. 

Tierndraal turned to her. “This is not your place to talk, woman,” he snapped.

“I’ll have the boy.” She pointed to the young brown-haired lad beside the woman Gourdia had claimed, He would have been seven or eight seasons. “What’s your name, boy?” Fieshtar called.

“My name is Vinomar,” the child said with the pride of one much older.

Tierndraal shook his head at Fieshtar. “You can’t have him.”

“Why not?” Fieshtar asked.

“For the same reason these men can’t have him. You have no household.”

“Then I’ll have him,” Quorash said from behind Fieshtar. 

“You have no household either,” Tierndraal said.

“I don’t?” Quorash looked at Liearsmir. 

“She does,” Liearsmir said. 

“And you’ll go along with this?” Tierndraal asked.

“I will,” Liearsmir said while looking at Quorash.

“Your thinking is sickened,” Tierndraal said.

“I’ll have the girl,” Bishmir said.

Tierndraal looked at the girl Bishmir was eyeing. “No, you won’t,” he said. “You will have the other woman. She is strong and attractive and a fitting reward for a man with the courage you showed. You should have a woman, not a child.”

“What does that mean?” Bishmir asked suspiciously.

“That means I saw you in the fight,” Tierndraal said. “You haven’t the abilities of the two Runiers here, but that didn’t stop you fighting with at least as much stomach.” Tierndraal looked at Darshmir. “Perhaps more stomach?”

Darshmir straightened.

“Perhaps at least as much?” Tierndraal asked.

“Perhaps more,” Darshmir said flatly. “Take the woman,” he said.

“Who’s going to take the girl?” Fieshtar asked.

Tierndraal looked at the girl. She was sobbing, and she was thin, and her dark hair was matted and filthy. “I’ll take her.”

“She’d be no more than fourteen winters,” Fieshtar said. 

“If that,” Tierndraal said. “You’ll help me with her.”

“Why?” Fieshtar asked.

“Because you wanted her, and you’d know what a girl that age needs to know about being a woman. I don’t.” 

“I said I wanted the boy,” Fieshtar said.

“Well, you have the girl.” Tierndraal looked at Darshmir. “Will you take the other?”

Darshmir shook his head.

“I’ll take her if it means we can go before we’re massacred,” Enktaar said. “And I’ll take the other boy too.”

“What will you do with two?” Tierndraal asked.

“I don’t know,” Enktaar said. “Maybe breed them. Make a farm.” He looked at Darshmir. “You can get us away unseen?”

“You’ll do nothing of the sort!” Jazoasarch stood. “They’re brother and sister and we’ll raise them as our own.”

“Our own?” Enktaar said warily. “Does this mean?”

“It means I’m saying yes,” Jazoasarch told him. “I want our arrangement to be a permanent one. We’ll bond tonight.”

Darshmir nodded.

Tierndraal shook his head. “Can we go now?” he said uneasily.

“I think we should,” Kaurand said. “I’ll make sure your woman has a horse,” he said to Gourdia.

“She’ll travel with us,” Darshmir said. “Take the aihwass with you. We can’t travel hidden with a beast, but we can travel faster without them.”

“Spread out as you travel and reveal as many hoofprints as you can,” Tierndraal said. 

“Where shall we meet you?” Kaurand asked.

“We’ll wait for you opposite Karshdaliard,” Darshmir said.

“That’s half a day’s ride,” Kaurand said. 

“Then you best move quickly.” Darshmir smiled.

Kaurand shook his head. “We’ll see you there, with your slaves, and Gourdia’s slave.”

***
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IT WASN’T THE FIRST time that Tierndraal had travelled in the embrace of the Otherness. Poravarch had taken them from Horinondia to Kirscharchia a few times, but each time they could only go a few miles before dropping out for their safety. Darshmir said something about the Ulflings and the Otherness and how it was now unsafe to use her to travel too far. Tierndraal didn’t understand and didn’t want to understand as much as Darshmir wanted to explain. 

This time they’d spent a couple of hours under the warm, green skies of the Otherness, dropping out on a path alongside a river.

“Where are we?” Tierndraal asked Darshmir.

“Where I told Kaurand we’d meet him,” Darshmir told him.

“Half a day’s ride north of where we were?”

“We’ll find somewhere that can’t be seen from the road and wait there,” Darshmir said.

Tierndraal looked at the others. The slaves still had their hands bound and looked as confused as Tierndraal felt. “Do that,” he said.

Liearsmir nodded to an animal track beside the path. “This way.”

“And if what we find is bairas?” Enktaar asked.

“Then we have roast bairas for end-meal.” Jazoasarch smiled at him.

“Will it take them that long to get here?” Tierndraal asked.

“It will,” Darshmir said. “Kaurand will be careful. He nearly lost Varlidia’s son to the Deristrazi. I doubt even the headstrong young pup will persuade him away from caution.”

They made their way among the trees along the animal track until they found a small area that was mostly clear of the shrubs that lined the path through the forest. They didn’t find bairas for end-meal, but Bishmir found a gaiten which was enough for the sixteen of them, and a welcome change from meagre meals of dried meats and hard cheeses for Tierndraal.

The Darklander women skinned the animal with the help of the two woman-slaves. None of those they’d taken appeared interested in escaping. Even the children seemed happy to help set up their little campsite. The only exceptions were Enktaar and Jazoasarch who had gone into the forest on their own.

They waited for Sauilin to set before making their fire. Tierndraal was content to leave the cooking to the women. Something else bothered him. The Deristrazi slaves were bound again and tied to a tree near the camp. 

Tierndraal went to see Bishmir who was cleaning his knifes.

“Do you speak the language of the Deristrazi?” Tierndraal asked him.

“Of course I do. Why?” Bishmir asked.

“I want to question your woman,” Tierndraal said. “Will you fetch her and ask her some questions for me?”

Bishmir looked at his three knives. “Alright,” he said and strode to the tree where the Deristrazi slaves were tied. He returned with the dark-haired young woman Tierndraal had given him. “This is Fraupean,” Bishmir said.

“You know her name?” Tierndraal asked.

“Of course. What do you want to ask her?”

“Why were they tied to the Deristrazi wagon?” Tierndraal asked.

Bishmir said something in some tick-tick-tack-tack language that he assumed was Deristrazi. She answered him using similar tick-tick-tack-tack words.

“They were tied so they don’t escape,” Bishmir said.

“Then ask her why they were sentenced to death,” Tierndraal said.

“To death?” Bishmir said.

“Six greased poles, six slaves tied to the wagon.”

Bishmir turned to the woman and said something to her.

She answered.

Bishmir said something else.

She bit her lip and nodded gently.

“What did she say?” Tierndraal asked.

“She said they were to be left as a warning to others. She said their master’s tribe was at war with another.”

“Then why kill slaves?”  

“Because their owners died,” Bishmir said. 

“Why not just sell them to another?”

Bishmir clicked the question to his woman. She answered him. Bishmir said something else, and she smiled sadly.

“Well?” Tierndraal asked.

“The children are offspring of dead masters. She’s the mother of a child to her master and her master’s bond wants her killed for that. And she doesn’t know why the healer should be killed.”

“Fifty men bring six slaves to murder them where they can’t be seen. This doesn’t make sense.”

Bishmir said something to the woman again. She answered. He said something else. She said something quickly and he said something to sooth her.

“What’s happening?” Tierndraal snapped.

“The land where their bodies were to be left belonged to the other tribe. She believes they were there to look like it was Drokart raiders who had come and killed.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know,” Bishmir said. “They’re Deristrazi.”

“So they all knew they were going to die?”

“Yes.” 

“By having a greased pole shoved up their arses?”

“They push it someplace else for women.”

“I don’t care, did they all know?”

Bishmir nodded.

“And they know we saved their lives?”

Bishmir spoke to the woman again. She said something, he said something, and she said something again. “They understand,” Bishmir said.

“Tierndraal!” Darshmir called as he came to them. “Did you know that Gourdia’s woman is a healer?”

Tierndraal looked at Bishmir. “Your woman said something about a healer?”

“She did,” Bishmir said.

“No, I didn’t,” Tierndraal called back. “I should have.”

“What’re we going to do about that?” Darshmir asked.

“Tell your weiganfraujan friend when he arrives and let them deal with it. They have wounded. It’s up to the lad to help them if he’s to lead them one day. There’s something else about the slaves though.”

“What’s that?” Darshmir asked.

“Did you know that they were to be killed with poles pushed up their arses?”

“How do you know?” Darshmir shook his head. 

“There were six prepared poles, there are six slaves. Bishmir and Gentraar came across the other three poles as they were returning with the woman.” Tierndraal looked at Bishmir. “Bishmir asked his woman, and she knew what their fate was going to be.”

“And so do the others?” Darshmir asked.

“I believe so. If we can explain to them that we saved their lives then they’ll probably stay with us willingly.”

“I thought you wanted to be rid of them?” 

“I did, but that was when we had a half a day’s ride to travel on foot. Now I’m happy if they flee now, or on the other side of the river, in that city you spoke of.”

“Karshdaliard?”

“Yes, that place.” 

Darshmir nodded. “Gourdia’s woman needs to remain bound. She must be here when he arrives.”

“If I understand, he was the one responsible for the deaths of the three men we came upon, and the others who died in the attack.”

“He is.”

“Well he shouldn’t be rewarded with a woman slave for that.”

“No, but the wounded men will need a healer and Gourdia has one. That’s if they’re not dead from their wounds already.”

“If she’s a healer then she’ll stay to help them. If she needs to be tied to a tree to see them then she won’t heal them.”

“I’ll fetch Liearsmir. He can get his boy.” Darshmir looked at Bishmir. “You get your woman.”

“I have her here already,” Bishmir said. 

Darshmir glanced at the woman sitting on Bishmir’s bedroll and nodded. He looked at Tierndraal. “Fetch your girl and tell Enktaar and Jazoasarch to fetch their children. I’ll speak with them. Enktaar and Jazoasarch can use Pashale’s bedroll for the children. She’ll sleep in mine.”

“Where is Enktaar?” Tierndraal asked. “Is he back with Jazoasarch yet?”

“No,” Bishmir said.

“What’re they doing?”

“She said something about bonding.” Bishmir shrugged.

Tierndraal huffed. “Where’s the healer going to sleep?” he asked.

“I’ll find something,” Darshmir said.

“I’d fetch the girl, but I don’t speak their language.” Tierndraal said.

“I’ll come with you then,” Darshmir told him.

Tierndraal went to the tree where the slaves were tied. They were still eating gaiten meat.

“Which one?” Darshmir asked.

“The older one.” Tierndraal nodded to the grubby dark-haired girl. “Ask her name.”

“What?”

“I want to know her name.”

Darshmir ticked some words at the girl. She muttered something back that Tierndraal didn’t hear.

“There,” Darshmir said.

“I didn’t hear it.”

Darshmir clicked something at the girl.

“Shieshestar,” the girl said.

“And what does that mean?” Tierndraal asked.

Darshmir chuckled. “It’s her name.”

“Shieshestar,” Tierndraal said softly and crouched beside her. “Then you’re coming with me.” He took some gaiten meat from her bound hands and untied her. He then gave the meat back and stood.

She looked confused.

Darshmir said something to the girl, and she nodded. 

“She’ll go with you,” Darshmir said. “Fieshtar knows their language if you need help.”

“I’ll find her,” Tierndraal said and held his hand toward the girl.

She cautiously took it. Her hand was covered with grease from the gaiten, and she nearly fell as she stood. Tierndraal caught her arm with his free hand.

“It’d be better if I found Fieshtar,” Darshmir cautioned.

“I’ll find her,” Tierndraal said and led the girl toward the camp. His bedroll was beneath a tree away from everyone else. He led the girl to it and pointed. 

She sat.

“You wait here,” he said slowly, using his hands to say stay.

The girl looked confused.

“Stay here.” He spread his hands out and then motioned to himself and then to her. “I’ll come back and look after you.”

The girl nodded like she understood.

“Good,” Tierndraal said and went to the big fire in the centre of their little camp. 

Fieshtar was easy to find. She sat with Enktaar and Jazoasarch and the other two women staring into the fire. She smiled at him as he approached. “You’ve heard the good news?” she asked.

“Good news?” Tierndraal asked.

“Enktaar and Jazoasarch are now a bonded couple,” she beamed.

Tierndraal looked at Enktaar and Jazoasarch. “Bonded?”

“Yes,” Enktaar said. “We bonded.”

“How...?”

“Ask your friend Darshmir,” Jazoasarch said. “I’m sure he’ll tell you how it all works.”

“He’ll give me more details than I’ll want,” Tierndraal said. “I know you both, remember?”

Jazoasarch laughed and put her arm through Enktaar’s. “We’re now bonded,” she said. “No Ulfling will doubt that and even your Blutling friends see it.”

“Umm, congratulations?” Tierndraal said. “I...” he shook his head and looked at Fieshtar. “Come with me please,” he said to her. 

“Where?”

“My bedroll. I need some help with... I need some help.”

The women laughed.

“Do you need night-shine?” Quorash asked her cheekily.

“No.” Fieshtar looked at Tierndraal. “What do you need help with?”

“You’ll see,” Tierndraal said.

“Take some night-shine anyway,” Quorash said to her.

“No.” Fieshtar shook her head and followed Tierndraal back to his bedroll.

The girl was there, inside the bedroll.

“What’re you doing?” Tierndraal asked.

She lifted the top of the bedroll. She was naked.

“By the gods,” Tierndraal snapped. “Get some clothes on girl!”

“What help do you need?” Fieshtar giggled behind him. “From what I heard there’s nothing here you can’t handle. I was told you were good at these things.”

“I was told you speak her language,” Tierndraal said. “Tell her to dress.”

“What did you claim her for?” Fieshtar asked.

“Not for this,” Tierndraal said. “I didn’t want her whored to Bishmir.”

“And so she thinks she’s to be whored to you?”

“By the gods on Thiuhian, please tell her to dress please?”

“Why?” Fieshtar asked. “How am I to explain this to her?”

“Tell her something.”

Fieshtar looked at the girl and started speaking to her. She spoke slowly, carefully, and for a long time. Though Tierndraal couldn’t understand what she was saying there were some words he thought he heard that bothered him. Words like bruths, aba and dauhtar. It couldn’t be though. These ancient words were from the far north. Why would a Darklander language so far south have the same words for wife, husband, and daughter as the ancients of the far north?

The girl smiled, took her tunic, and dressed herself, talking to Fieshtar the whole time. It sounded like the girl was asking questions and Fieshtar was answering them. This went on until she was fully dressed. Then she stood in front of Tierndraal and said something to him. He couldn’t understand her, but he heard one word very clearly. 

He looked at Fieshtar. “Sinisatta?”

She smiled.

He looked at the girl. “I though your name was Shieshestar?” 

The girl nodded
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