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            Chapter 1

          

          
            The Summer Pass

          

        

      

    

    
      They had a sunny day for the funeral. It was nearly midsummer, the days long and warm on the slopes above the Spring Pass. The pyre lit well, a small piece of good luck.

      It was not traditional to light the pyre in the morning. Padunu had to point that out. Vanu could see him trying to resist and failing.

      “We should be lighting it at dusk and tending it through the night, especially for the funeral of an august personage. However—” Padunu held up a hand in a display of tolerance. “I am ready to accept the necessity of proceeding with the funeral expeditiously.”

      Which meant, as far as Vanu understood it, that the shaman was not going to make a fuss. That was another small piece of luck.

      They lit the pyre in the morning, Padunu chanted his chants and clanged his bell and threw his incense into the flames, and by evening the fire had burned down enough to be decently extinguished and covered over with dirt and stones. Vanu had built the pyre at the back of the great house so that they could raise the burial mound on the same spot and not have to wait for the ashes to cool and be gathered into a vessel for the burying ground. And in any case, the regular burying ground was outside the fortress wall where they couldn’t get to it. Even Padunu hadn’t suggested that they try.

      When the last stone had been laid on the mound, the remaining residents of Umtúshta gathered in the yard behind Vanu’s house, outside the door of the round hut. The animals—with the exception of Jin the dog—and most of the goods that they were taking with them had already been transported down the mountain to Sakka.

      Vanu looked at the members of his household standing there in the warm summer dusk. Khatu, Barda, Otoni, and Nomi stood together in a knot with Jin weaving between them and rubbing against their legs. Most of them were red-eyed from crying at the funeral. Even the dog had a sympathetic look. Gurti just looked tired. Tirtu stood awkwardly beside her, shifting from one foot to the other and looking like he wasn’t sure whether he should put his arm around her or not. Halza was doing something similar next to Susami, although in his case there was a clear answer to that question.

      Susami and her sisters had shed their own tears weeks ago when the decision was made to leave the Spring Pass. Now they looked much as Vanu felt—relieved that the long days of waiting were over.

      Padunu came jogging into the yard with a wooden cup in his hand.

      “One last thing, my lord.” He presented the cup to Vanu. “Water from the well. Drink but do not finish it.”

      Vanu took the cup, swallowed a mouthful, and passed it back to the shaman. Padunu tipped the cup and poured the remaining water out onto the ground of the archery range with a flourish.

      “May you return to Umtúshta. May you return home.”

      Home? Vanu looked up, but the shaman was already turning away, probably not thinking he’d said anything surprising. Maybe it was obvious that this fortress was Vanu’s home and that he did want to return here. He didn’t want to leave.

      It was the dispute between the villages of Dukka and Sakka, down the mountain in the Spring Pass, that had done it in the end. That had been going on since the spring, since the larger village raided the smaller, when Faru had first been wounded. There had been retaliations, hostages taken on both sides, herds stolen, and crops burned. The headmen of both villages had tried to negotiate a truce, but their own hearthmen had broken it. By the time Tirtu suggested casually one evening at dinner that what they needed was a strong outsider to enforce peace, Vanu had already made up his mind that he would have to get involved.

      He went down and summoned the leaders of the two villages, with their retainers, to meet on neutral ground. Tirtu brought the lion banner that had been rolled up in a cupboard for the last three years. With Mikhi as interpreter, Vanu told the headmen of Sakka and Dukka that their feud was making them easy prey for the lowland king’s armies and that if the Hawakhaba wanted to maintain control of the mountains, they had to stop raiding.

      They listened to him. The Lion of the Summer Pass was back. He had outwitted the invader king and escaped from captivity, and the men of the Spring Pass were ready to hear and follow him. They were even ready to hear him order an end to the raids, having got themselves stuck in a bloody cycle of raiding and counter-raiding that threatened to ruin both their villages.

      He’d figured he had a week at most before news of his return reached the guards outside Umtúshta’s gate and they broke in to find out whether it was true. So the residents of Umtúshta began making their plans to leave. They took care of the animals and began transporting goods down through the caves, converting their wealth into portable form and procuring horses and wagons and hired guards for travel.

      Then Faru, who had never fully recovered his health after he was wounded in the spring, fell ill. When the day came that they had set for departure, he was too sick to travel. For three weeks he lingered, showing no sign of improvement. The rest of Vanu’s household waited with fraying nerves for sounds of rocks being torn down from the gate or arrows flying over the walls. Everyone moved into the great house and Vanu’s house, hovering close by the entrances to the caves. There were daily arguments about who should go down the mountain to safety and who should nobly stay behind, and whether either would really be safe or noble.

      In the end, they stayed together, and Faru died with his wife and sons and daughter-in-law by his side, and no arrows had yet come over the walls or stones fallen from the blocked-up gate. But it was past time to be gone from Umtúshta now.

      Vanu held the lantern as the household filed down the stairs into the cavern below their fortress, into the network of caves that would take them to the villages of the Spring Pass, to the vehicles and men waiting for them below. They would travel together because it was the only safe option. No one would be secure inside Umtúshta once the king’s men found out Vanu had left it.

      And they would find out. The Lion of the Summer Pass was finally, truly returning to the world.
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      They called it the Summer Pass because some years, when there was heavy snow on the gaunt, grey peaks on either side, it was only in the height of summer that the road between them was passable. There was a river, the Rakhiri, running through the valley, and it would overflow its banks with dangerous force in the spring as the snow melted, washing away bridges and cutting off the settlements on either side from one another. In winter, it could snow heavily enough even in the valley to render travel difficult. Avalanches were always a possibility on some stretches of road.

      In the few months of good weather, though, the Summer Pass was the best place to cross the mountains—that is, if you could pay the tolls and avoid raiders.

      The pass was a steep cleft between the peaks, and the road leading to it zigzagged up next to where the river plunged down, in a long, free-falling cascade like a white horse’s tail or a sage’s beard. On one side of the waterfall, right up in the crook of the pass, was the fortress of Tagra Degra; on the other, further down the slope, the village of Tsuruva.

      Lill stood outside the door of a small house at the top of a meadow above Tsuruva and looked across the river at the towers of Tagra Degra. At the bottom of the meadow, the village forge stood quiet in the early morning light, no smoke yet issuing from the smoke-hole in its tiled roof.

      Tsuruva was the highest village on this side of the pass, with the mountains rising up starkly all around. Lill thought it was maybe the most beautiful place he had ever seen, and the little house above the forge was one of the best places to see it from. Every morning, he came out of his door and drank in this view and felt almost happy.

      A breeze moved across the meadow, ruffling the grass, and Lill felt as if it were blowing through him, as if his state of tranquility had made him porous like a wooden window lattice.

      The fortress of Tagra Degra was where Vanu had grown up. Lill had expected to like it better because of that. After all, he thought about Vanu every day, carried the memory of Vanu around with him like a treasure. But Vanu’s childhood home was ugly, an ungainly huddle of grey towers on the edge of a scree-covered slope, poised as if at any moment it might start lumbering down the valley to splash into the river below.

      When he looked down the meadow, Lill noticed that there was something going on at the forge. A cart was pulled up to the door, and he glimpsed Nakhana the blacksmith signing urgently at someone Lill couldn’t see past the edge of the roof. He started down the hill and was running through the tall grass by the time he reached the bottom of the steep meadow. He burst in the back door of the forge with the force of his descent, making a dramatic entry he hadn’t quite intended. But he was honestly a little excited about the prospect of visitors.

      There were three strangers inside the forge, along with Nakhana and a carter whom Lill recognized but did not know by name. A huge Hawakhaba man, as tall as Vanu, seemed to take up most of the space between the open front doors and the anvil. His straw-coloured hair was braided, his heavy jaw was unshaven, and he wore the gold jewellery and bold-coloured striped cloak that Lill had learned marked a man out as a successful raider—or at least someone who wanted you to think he was a successful raider. His clothes were covered in blood, fresh and dried, and he looked barely conscious. He was propped up on either side by two lowlanders: a tall, thin Zashian woman and a Chiddang man whose head came up to the raider’s armpit.

      The lowlanders and the carter looked up at Lill’s arrival with hopeful expressions, as if he might be able to solve their problems. The carter quickly dismissed the idea and went back to signing, badly, at Nakhana, something about wanting to be paid. The two lowlanders went on looking desperately at Lill. They were both bedraggled and clearly frightened. The man was wearing slippers and no shirt, with a shawl knotted around his shoulders that looked like it might have belonged to the woman. She wore a bright red headscarf that had come unwrapped, hanks of her dark hair spilling untidily out.

      “Who are they?” Nakhana signed angrily at the carter, jabbing his finger toward the lowlanders.

      “Know don’t!” the carter signed back. “Need paid!”

      “Hostages,” said the big man hoarsely.

      He waved his hands in a vague approximation of the sign and then slumped forward, slipping through the grasp of the two dismayed lowlanders, to land face down on the floor of the forge.
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      “May I offer you an account of myself, Son of a Noble House?” the Chiddang man said tentatively.

      Lill blinked at him stupidly for a moment. He’d never been addressed so formally in Chiddeng before, with folded hands and a very correct bow—or at least, if he had, it had been when he was a child too young to remember. But he was the son of a noble house, and though he was dressed for work in the forge, he still wore his hair in the long braids that suited his status.

      The Chiddang hostage was a commoner, to judge by his short hair. He had put on a borrowed shirt of Nakhana’s that was much too big for him. They were in Lill’s front room—or the front room of what Lill supposed was not going to be exclusively his house for much longer. The village shaman had come—Lill had run to fetch her—and was tending to the injured raider in the bedchamber. Nakhana was in there with them, leaving Lill alone with the two lowlanders.

      “Let me be the first to give an account,” said Lill, which was, as far as he could remember, the appropriate response to someone who was your social equal. “I am called Lillang-Ghan the son of An-Ghanill.”

      The man smiled, visibly more at ease. Lill’s introduction made it clear that he was not the legitimate son of a noble house.

      “You honour me with your account. I am called Shan-Dall.”

      “You honour me.” Lill switched to Zashian so that the tall woman could understand: “You seem to have suffered great hardship.”

      The woman puffed out her cheeks in a dramatic sigh. “It has been horrible! I can’t tell you.”

      Shan-Dall reached for her hand and squeezed it.

      “But we are so lucky to have met you, Lillang,” he said. The woman nodded fervently. “We don’t understand the language of the mountains at all.”

      “I think the tea is ready,” said Lill. “We could sit and drink.”

      “Oh, you’ve made us tea! You darling.” The woman folded herself onto the cushions on the seating platform and accepted a cup from Lill with a beaming smile.

      “We work at a hostel on the Torakand road,” Shan explained.

      “We’re musicians,” the woman added quickly. She nodded toward the bedroom door. “That man was a guest, and there was a misunderstanding—he thought we meant to rob him.”

      “Ruka did mean to rob him,” Shan muttered. “You stopped her.”

      “As I say, a misunderstanding. He doesn’t speak our language, nor we his—we still don’t even know his name. We all yelled at each other to no purpose.”

      Lill winced sympathetically. He could picture it.

      “Ruka got away in the confusion,” Shan added wryly.

      “I can’t be sorry for that, darling.” As Shan grimaced, as if he thought she was being altogether too sweet, she added, “Can you imagine how much worse this would all have been if we’d had to listen to her complaining the whole time?”

      They both dissolved into giggles at the thought.

      Shan took up the story. “We don’t know what the man meant to do when he took us prisoner—we have no one to ransom us, so perhaps he intended to sell us as slaves. He threatened our landlord and tied our hands and made us walk behind his horse. We were terrified for our lives.”

      “When we met a patrol from the Great King’s army,” said the woman, “we thought we were saved. It was just as we were entering the pass, and we thought they’d kill that man and free us. They certainly tried to kill him—they injured him and left him for dead, but then instead of untying us, they just took us!”

      “No!” said Lill. “How awful.”

      “Yes, and then—you can guess—he wasn’t as dead as they’d hoped, and he came and took us back.”

      “At that point they just let him go,” Shan added. “He’d already killed a couple of them. And of course he did untie us then, so we could help bandage him up, and … ” He looked at his companion as if he wondered whether she could explain this part of the story any better than he could.

      “I suppose one might think we should have left him for dead ourselves,” she said, “after everything, but we were quite far from home by then and more than a little lost, and he had rescued us from the king’s men … ” She shook her head, obviously unsatisfied with that explanation.

      “He tried to tell us where he was headed,” said Shan, “that he was going somewhere up in the mountains, but that it wasn’t far—at least that’s what we thought he was saying—and we could see he needed our help. The king’s men had taken his horse at the same time they took us. So … we went with him, and here we are.”

      “I understand,” said Lill. “I’m sure I would have done the same, in your position.”

      He wasn’t sure of that at all—in fact, he was pretty sure he would have abandoned the wounded raider himself—but he did understand doing something and not being able to explain afterward why you did it.
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      Nakhana came out of the bedroom where they had put the injured raider. The shaman had left a few minutes earlier. Lill and the other lowlanders looked up expectantly.

      “He’ll be all right,” Nakhana signed. “He’s tough, and Shaman Tati is a good healer.”

      “Is he a friend of yours?” Lill asked. He picked up the empty teacups and got down from the seating platform. Then he realized that with his hands full he wouldn’t be able to talk to Nakhana, so he hastily set down the cups.

      “My cousin,” Nakhana signed. “His mother lives in the village—I don’t know why he didn’t go to her, but maybe he didn’t want to alarm her. I’d better go see her now, give her the news.” He heaved a sigh. “She doesn’t sign worth shit. She’ll think I’m saying he’s dead. I’ll have to get Ma to come with me.” He looked across the room at Shan and the woman, who were sitting nervously staring at him and Lill as they communicated silently. “Who the fuck are those two, anyway? Did you talk to them?”

      “I did,” said Lill, and he gave a summary of the story the two had told him.

      The blacksmith groaned aloud. “Fucking typical. Hostages? When he wakes up, I’m going to knock him out again.”

      He stalked out, banging the door, and Lill turned back to Shan and his companion. It was clear from their expressions that they had begun to fear their ordeal was not yet over.

      “You were … talking about us, weren’t you?” Shan ventured.

      “Um, Nakhana—that’s the smith—he wanted to know who you were, and I explained what you told me. The man who took you prisoner is his cousin, and Nakhana doesn’t seem to like that he did it. I think he’s on your side, more or less.” He gave them what he hoped was a reassuring smile.

      “Oh,” said the woman, obviously doing her best to look reassured. “What is all this that he does with his hands? Is that how he talks?”

      “Yes, it’s hand language. Most of the people in the village speak it.”

      “Most of the people in the village?” She looked astonished. “You mean none of them talk?”

      Lill resisted the urge to point out that hand language was talking. “No, most of the villagers can hear and talk aloud, but some of them are deaf, like Nakhana, and so everyone—almost everyone,” he amended, remembering Nakhana’s complaint about his aunt, “speaks hand language too, for their sake.”

      “Ohh,” said Shan, with a thoughtful look. “He speaks it too, I guess.” He pointed toward the bedroom door. “He was trying to tell me something in gestures, early on, and he … did a lot of gestures, you know, some that I could understand, and some that were probably that, hand language. What’s his name, anyway?”

      “I don’t know,” Lill admitted. “People have different names in hand language. They give you a name sign when they get to know you—if they want to talk about you. Mine’s—” and he made the sign, little snake. He was used to introducing himself that way in Tsuruva.

      “So you must have lived here a while,” the woman guessed, “to get a—a hand name.”

      “I’ve been here for six weeks. But the villagers didn’t give me the name—I got it from my husband.”

      This wasn’t something he’d told anyone in Tsuruva. When they asked how he came to know hand language so well, he just said that he liked languages, that he’d learned it from friends. It wasn’t a lie. They would have been perplexed, at first, at the idea of his having a husband, but when they got over that, they’d have assumed his husband must have been from Tsuruva and would want to know who he was. It was a small place; he couldn’t pretend it was someone they didn’t know.

      Vanu wasn’t from Tsuruva, exactly, but they certainly knew him.

      But now Lill had said “my husband,” and it had the effect on the two lowlanders that he’d hoped and half-expected. They lit up a little. They glanced at one another and then back at him.

      “You have a husband?” said the woman. “You were a boy bride?”

      Lill nodded.

      “So was I,” she said, beaming.

      Lill found himself smiling back. He’d wondered if that was what it was that he sensed about her. He suddenly had many questions and no idea how to ask them.

      “Shan and I met when we were just kids,” she said. “I knew I wanted to be with him before I knew I wanted to be a woman.” She looked at her husband. “I think it was when I got dressed for our wedding that I was sure of that.”

      “You used to say you wanted to wear girl’s clothes, but you didn’t have a good excuse. The wedding was a good excuse. And then,” he went on, turning back to Lill, “we sort of pretended that I insisted after that. You know, because I’m such a traditional man.” He rolled his eyes, and they giggled.

      “But it was good enough for people,” said his wife. “Some of them felt sorry for me, having to live as a woman, but of course you have to do what your husband wants. Then we left the city and went on the road, and our new friends, some of them know that I used to be a boy, and some of them don’t—and that suits me well.”

      “I see,” said Lill, still at a loss for words. “And is … I never met any other boy brides. Is that how it usually happens?”

      “You mean, do most of us do it because we want to be women? No, no. There’s all sorts of reasons. We know a few other couples, don’t we?”

      “Yes, there’s Vash and Uditi—she was living as a woman before they were married.”

      “She wouldn’t tell you she was a boy bride, though.”

      “No, that’s true. She’d be upset with me for using her as an example. Forget I said anything.”

      “But my point was, we know others who aren’t like that. Bagadata and Karva are both men—do you even know which of them was the bride when they married?”

      “Um … it was Karva, but I think they drew straws or something. And Bagadata is the one who keeps house and looks after Karva’s sister’s kids. There’s your cousin, too.”

      “Yes, I was going to say. My cousin in Satasparsa, where boy brides are popular, he took one, along with his three regular wives—he’s from the wealthy branch of the family—and this ‘boy’ … I mean, there were some raised eyebrows in my family. He was taller than my cousin when they married, muscles like an ox—he’s certainly not going around in skirts and headscarves.”

      “And everybody calls him ‘he,’” Shan clarified.

      “Well—except for one of my aunts, but she’s just being rude. Anyway,” she said, turning back to Lill with a conspiratorial smile, “what I meant to say is that we boy brides are a varied lot. And I’m always happy to meet another of us.”

      “So am I,” said Lill. It was so interesting, in fact, that for a moment he’d forgotten that he wasn’t really a bride any longer. He’d given back the ring and everything.

      “Seeing as you’re one of us,” she said, “I should give you my name. I’m called Zaraz.”

      It was a Zashian woman’s name. She must have picked it for herself, Lill thought. His own shortened name was not of his choosing; it had been forced on him by the boys of the Order who didn’t find him worthy of an old-fashioned Chiddang man’s name like Lillang. But he had grown into it.

      “I usually go by Lill,” he offered.

      “Oh,” said Shan. “Interesting. Could be short for Lillang or Lillill, right?”

      “Ooh,” said Zaraz, and she sounded so much like someone who’d just spotted a new bird in the wild or seen a book in someone’s library that they’d always wanted to read that Lill had to put his fingers to his lips to keep from laughing.

      “Have you heard about the warrior souls of Hawakhaba?” he asked quickly, to forestall any further questions about himself.
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      Nakhana came back with food for dinner just as Lill was beginning to wonder what he should feed his guests. It was a relief to find that apparently they weren’t to be his guests, even if he did seem to be in charge of entertaining and explaining things to them.

      “Did everything go all right with your aunt?” he signed tentatively as Nakhana flung himself down on the seating platform.

      The smith gave the hand language equivalent of a grunt, a sign that, as far as Lill knew, was unique to him but was somehow very easy to interpret.

      “You’ll see her before long yourself. She says she doesn’t want anything to do with her son—something to do with his divorce, I can’t be bothered to remember the details—but my ma will talk sense into her.” He flapped a hand at Zaraz, who had been hovering over the basket of food, waiting for permission to begin unpacking it.

      “Here, I’ll help,” said Lill, popping up from his seat.

      They unpacked bread, cheese, cured sausages, and three different kinds of stewed vegetables pungent with spices and vinegar. Nakhana was a bachelor who could cook perfectly well for himself and never went to his mother’s house solely to be given food, but he did go to his mother’s house almost every day, and almost every day he came back with something incredibly delicious. Lill wasn’t sure why he didn’t just live with his mother, which would spare him the trouble of carrying the dishes back and forth.

      Now Nakhana was making up a plate for his cousin, and since Lill was already up—and because he was curious about the newcomer—he offered to take it to him.

      “What’s his name?” he asked before stepping down from the seating platform.

      Nakhana supplied a name sign that looked like a variation on “Big Lug,” and then spelled out F-I-R-U-D-U-N-A.

      Firuduna was awake when Lill entered the bedroom. He looked at Lill suspiciously. He was bare-chested—he was very hairy—with bandages wrapped around his ribs and shoulder. He had already been propped up with extra pillows, probably by the shaman who had tended him, and there was a jug and cup of wine next to him which he had obviously been drinking from.

      “I brought you some food,” said Lill, holding out the plate indicatively. “Nakhana’s mother made it.”

      The big raider grunted and reached for the plate in a way that suggested he knew all about his aunt’s cooking.

      “Who’re you?” he asked before Lill could turn to go.

      “I work for your cousin in the forge. My name’s Lill.” He made the name sign automatically.

      “Little snake?” Firuduna repeated around a mouthful of bread and stewed greens. “Why’d they call you that?”

      “I don’t know,” said Lill, which was true, to a degree. He knew why the name was appropriate; he didn’t really know why Vanu had given it to him.

      “You are little,” said Firuduna, scooping up more vegetables with his bread. “But I’d’ve thought Little Bird or something—y’know—prettier.”

      Lill stood paralyzed for a moment, waiting for this to turn into something he understood, waiting for an insult or a leer, but none came. It was just a compliment. How odd.

      “Well, some people like snakes,” he said, without stopping to think whether this made sense, and went back out the door.

      Dinner in the front room passed mostly in silence. Nakhana never paused in the course of eating to sign if he could help it, and though Zaraz and Shan struck Lill as the type of people to linger talking over a meal, they took their cue from their host and confined themselves to a few whispered remarks to one another.

      When Nakhana was finished eating, he got to his feet and beckoned for Lill to follow him.

      “I guess I needn’t have taken you away from your food,” he said when they were outside the house. “That lot don’t sign. Sorry about that.”

      “It’s all right.”

      “I wanted to say sorry about all this. You’ve had the house to yourself, and you will again—but I’ve got to put these people up for a bit. They’ve got nowhere else to go.”

      “Of course,” said Lill readily. “It will be nice to have the company.”

      For a moment Nakhana looked surprised. “I thought you liked your space, like me. I guess I assumed, because you came here all by yourself … ”

      “I don’t mind—it has been interesting, having a house all to myself, something I never experienced before. But on the whole, I think I do prefer having people around.”

      “Good then. I can spare you at the forge for a couple of days to look after Firuduna, till he’s back on his feet. Shaman Tati can tell you what to do. And maybe figure out how to get the other two home, or what to do with them?” He grimaced guiltily. “You’re sure you don’t mind?”

      Lill smiled. “I’m sure.”

      He watched Nakhana go back down the hill to his own small house behind the forge. The smith was a big man, with the muscular arms that his profession demanded—or gave you, if you didn’t have them already—his hair darker than his cousin’s and closely cropped, which he said was for comfort in the heat of the forge. He was a young man, in his early twenties.

      Lill could understand why Nakhana had thought they must be alike in craving solitude. Lill had shown up out of nowhere, looking for work in this remote village, and giving no explanation of who he was or where he’d come from. Nakhana hadn’t asked for any, which was why the job at the forge, exhausting as it was, had suited Lill well. But he was secretive, not solitary; it wasn’t quite the same.
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      When Lill went out to the well the following morning, there was an argument underway. Four of the village men were there, red-faced, hands flying. One of them was deaf, so they were arguing in hand language, except when the hearing men would curse aloud at one another. It seemed to be three against one.

      “Somebody needs to stand up to the invader king!” the lone combatant signed furiously. “I don’t see any of you doing it!”

      “We’re farmers, not raiders! Fuck off with that!”

      “They need to be smarter than that if they’re going to raise the king’s wrath against us again. Smart like our Lion was smart—this fucking Boar is a pale imitation.”

      “Has he done something new?” Lill asked casually, resting his bucket on the edge of the well.

      “Morning, Riru,” said one of the hearing men. When not signing, they all called him that. “No, nothing new. But Muntu will keep defending him, says he’s a hero for that damn stupid raid on the Tawa Protector’s Office.”

      “Oxcarts!” the pro-Boar party signed. “They took so much loot they had to bring it back in oxcarts. Destroyed the invader king’s outpost, and they say the bodies of the men they killed were piled as high as the gate.”

      “What do you think?” asked the deaf man, Ganda, cocking an eyebrow at Lill.

      What Lill thought was that he was an outsider, a lowlander who should not express an opinion. Ganda knew that too, but he was a known shit-disturber. All three of the men were looking at Lill now.

      “I think it was a strategic mistake,” Lill signed honestly. “How long had the Zashian king been ignoring the Summer Pass? A year or more? And to provoke him like that, now—to what end? Unless the Boar has mustered troops in Tagra Degra that we know nothing about … ”

      “If he was mustering troops, we would have heard!”

      “We would be the troops.”

      “I believe he has a plan,” Muntu said stubbornly. “He’s not a fool or a coward. He was one of the Lion’s inner circle, after all.”

      “Really?” said Lill, surprised. He’d never heard anyone say this before. “Who is he?”

      Then he was embarrassed to have asked. As if the name would mean anything to him. Vanu had had a whole life before he met Lill, full of people Lill had never heard of.

      But the villagers didn’t know the real name of the man who styled himself the Boar of Hawakhurta. It was only a rumour that he had been one of Vanu’s hearthmen. That in itself was curious, Lill thought. Was the man hiding his identity? In this sparsely populated part of the world, with its tight-knit communities, you’d have to go out of your way to do that.

      “I have a theory,” someone said aloud.

      Lill turned to look at the newcomer: another pale-haired Hawakhaba man, burly and barrel-chested rather than tall, with round, red cheeks and a sword belted at his hip, under his red and white checked raider’s cloak.

      “Enu!” the hearing members of the party exclaimed, while the deaf man lunged in to grasp Enu enthusiastically by the hand.

      “When did you get back?” Muntu signed.

      “This moment,” Enu replied, laughing.

      “Bring back anything good?”

      “Not much. We’re taking it easy. Just stopped a few travellers—no fuss, no muss.”

      Enu … Lill remembered now where he had heard the name. Enu was Susami’s other parent. The warrior soul friend of Vanu’s whom he’d accidentally got pregnant when he was fourteen.

      I have to introduce him to Zaraz was Lill’s first thought. She had been fascinated to hear about the warrior souls the day before and had peppered him with questions he couldn’t answer.

      “So what’s your theory?” Ganda prompted. “You said you had a theory.”

      “I think he’s Vanu,” Enu signed. The name sign was subtly different from the word “lion.”

      “The Boar is the Lion? Impossible!”

      “Vanu’s trapped in Umtúshta,” Ganda reminded everyone.

      “I think he’s dead,” said Dubo.

      Enu shook his head. “I don’t believe it. I don’t believe any of it. They can’t keep Vanu trapped forever. I think he’s out and retaken Tagra Degra and raining vengeance down on the invader king.”

      “Exactly,” said Muntu aloud, just as if he’d been the one to think of this. He went on in hand language: “And the only reason you lot think it’s bad strategy is because you don’t know what he has planned. None of us does.”

      “I’ll grant that if it’s the Lion, he can probably handle whatever the lowlanders throw at him in the way of revenge,” said Ganda grudgingly.

      “Probably?” Enu scoffed. “He can handle it, my word to the Blue Heaven. And he wants it. He’s angry.”

      Lill said nothing, letting them forget about him and his now opinion, which they were generously willing to do. They were much more focussed on Enu, who seemed to be popular. Lill told himself he was glad to see this; Vanu still carried some guilt for ruining his friend’s life, and it was good to know that actually, Enu was thriving. Of course Lill wasn’t jealous of him; that would be absurd.

      Could the Boar of Hawakhurta be Vanu? Lill knew well enough that Vanu wasn’t confined by the walls of Umtúshta, but he didn’t think Vanu had had any plans to leave. And even if he had, if he’d come to the Summer Pass and moved into Tagra Degra, his childhood home … Lill couldn’t help feeling that if Vanu were across the valley in that stronghold—had been there for more than a month, almost as long as Lill had been in Tsuruva—he should somehow have felt it. He had been imagining Vanu far away in the Spring Pass all this time; could he really have been so wrong?

      And that raid? Even supposing the oxcarts of loot and piles of bodies were an exaggeration, it seemed so rash and brutal. Lill simply could not believe that Vanu was the one who had ordered that. He wanted to tell the villagers how unlike Vanu it would be. Vanu who regretted the sack of the temples at Alazani, who had not ordered that but watched it unfold with horror. Vanu was thoughtful and tender, in spite of his reputation. These people, they didn’t know Vanu like Lill did.

      Lill had been married to Vanu for less than a month, during most of which time he’d been plotting Vanu’s murder. Enu had known Vanu since they were boys and had a child with him. Even the other men of Tsuruva had known Vanu longer than Lill. Who was Lill to say what Vanu would or wouldn’t do? He filled his bucket from the well and walked back to the house behind the forge, feeling empty and foolish.

      On his doorstep he thought of another objection to Enu’s theory. The Boar? Would Vanu really call himself that? The name Lion suited him so well, with his gold hair and powerful grace. Boar was a ludicrously bad substitute.
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      Before they set off further down the mountain, they stayed two nights at the great house in Dukka. It had suffered in the last raid by Sakka, and part of it was in ruins. Khatu joked, rather feebly, that it made him feel at home.

      “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about,” Vanu said.

      He had summoned Khatu after dinner, and they sat on the balcony at the back of the great house, with Mikhi to interpret. It had been easy to fall back into the habit of summoning and dismissing, where a few days ago he would just have walked across the village to seek out Khatu. Easy, and yet uncomfortable, like a garment that still fit but was stiff with dried blood.

      Khatu looked politely baffled.

      “Your father gave me the lordship of Umtúshta before his death,” Vanu reminded him gently. “Otherwise it would have passed to you now.”

      “Oh, huh. Yeah, I suppose it would.” He looked like he had truly no idea how to feel about this.

      “You’d still not be able to stay there, of course. I assume that Otoni understands how things stand.” He meant that as a question, but Mikhi rendered it aloud as a statement—which might answer the question, actually. Otoni and Mikhi had become good friends over the summer.

      “Yeah, probably,” said Khatu. “She’s smart, Otoni.” He beamed proudly.

      “I also assume that your family’s holdings on Korudukha will have gone to Barda as the youngest son.”

      “Nah, we don’t have anything up on Dukha anymore. Da lost all that.”

      “He did?” Vanu said aloud. He’d had no idea of this. That was why Faru had never mentioned it, then.

      “Yeah, that’s why we came down to Umtúshta in the first place. Da avoided the place usually. Hated it there.”

      “Is there … any unsettled business on Korudukha that I should know about?”

      “Unsettled business? Oh, you mean with his enemies? Yeah, no, I think they were satisfied with seizing his farm and driving us off the mountain.”

      Vanu nodded, not reassured. So neither of the Gukhártu brothers had an inheritance to speak of. When Faru, shortly before his death, had asked Vanu to “take care of Gurti and the boys,” Vanu should have asked him exactly what that meant. He’d been distracted by the thought of soldiers coming through their gate at any moment, but it had been foolish of him all the same. Or maybe not, because he would have given Faru his word anyway. He sighed.

      “I will speak to your brother later, but now I want to talk of your future. Will you serve as my hearthman?”

      Khatu gaped. “My lord, of course! I am honoured. I—Heart of the Blue Heaven.”

      Perhaps it struck him then, how much everything had changed and was still changing, how different their lives were going to be from now on. He became quite grave suddenly. Mikhi, who had heard Vanu say that he planned to offer Khatu this, showed no surprise.

      Vanu had no great hope that Khatu was going to be much use as a hearthman, but he had to offer something for disinheriting him. He had to look after the whole family. He would give Barda a title and a job too, and he would talk to Gurti about what she needed.

      “I plan to travel down into the Tawa Valley and assemble my allies at the stronghold of Ara Tawa. I do not plan to start a fight, but I want it known that I’m back and that the Hawakhaba will follow me.”

      “I would be honoured to stand by your side!” Khatu blurted, eyes shining, and Vanu recalled wearily that he was, after all, very young.
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      “Hegga from Korumundi has promised to bring all the men he can raise,” the lord of Tawakhura went on, “and my messenger says Hegga’s stronghold seemed well garrisoned and there are many more farms in the foothills there now. ‘All the men he can raise’ may be a good number.”

      Vanu nodded. He was trying to keep his attention on the lord of Tawakhura and not be distracted by what was going on in the yard below the balcony where they were sitting. But the lord of Tawakhura was an old man who spoke very slowly, and most of what he was saying Vanu already knew, having heard it from the messenger that morning. And down in the yard, Halza had come sidling up to sit on the bench opposite where Susami and Atari sat sewing. He was at it again.

      “I agree that these troops from the Steppes will prove a great advantage,” the headman was saying, scratching his beard thoughtfully, “provided we can get them through the pass safely.”

      Vanu tapped Mikhi on the knee to recall her attention, which had wandered in the same direction as his, only more fixedly. She started and sat up straighter.

      “They travel fast,” he signed. “With luck, they’ll be at the Dry Falls before the raiders down there hear that they’re coming. I’ll send word to Gurtmunu, all the same. He has influence in those parts.”

      “They, uh … ” Mikhi trailed off.

      Vanu frowned at her and repeated himself.

      “Sorry,” she signed when she had finished translating for the headman. “I just saw Halza … ”

      “I know. Ignore it. Your sister can handle him.”

      They went on to discuss how many horsemen to expect from the Steppes and how soon, how long it might take Hegga to raise his troops and how they would get to the Tawa Valley from Korumundi. Down in the yard, Halza had grasped Susami’s hands and was talking earnestly, while Atari, who could read lips a little, was clearly doing her best to translate. Vanu tried to follow his own advice and not watch, though he could have followed the whole conversation from here if he’d tried.

      Susami’s response needed no translation.
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      “Is it all right for me to keep refusing him like this?” Susami asked that evening.

      Vanu had gone to the girls’ room in the great house after dinner, the first opportunity he’d had to get away and speak to them alone, in the midst of all the campaign preparations.

      “Yes. Unless you want to marry him, it’s more than all right—it’s vital.”

      “I don’t want to marry him, but … ”

      “Then don’t marry him. I’ve already told him it’s up to you.”

      Halza had first declared himself as Susami’s suitor—not that anyone had needed him to do that—the day after Khatu and Otoni’s wedding. They had been drinking after the wedding dancing, and Halza had come swaying up to Vanu and made a little speech, and Vanu had already been annoyed to be sober under the circumstances, but this had made it nearly unbearable. He’d wanted simply to tell Halza to fuck off. But in fact he wasn’t unprepared for this situation. He’d always told the girls that if any man came asking for one of their hands, his response would be, “You’ll have to ask her.” So that was what he’d said, and that was what Halza had, eventually, done. Three times now.

      “Anyway,” Vanu added, “we don’t need any more people in this family making ill-advised marriages.”

      Susami looked at him sharply for a moment, and he thought he shouldn’t have said that. He was the one who had fenced off the topic of his own marriage. He ought to abide by his rules.

      Eventually, she said, “You never talk about Lill, but the rest of us do. Halza has apologized several times for bringing Lill into the stronghold.”

      He’d heard this one before too. “Halza likes to make things about himself when they aren’t. He followed Lill into Umtúshta because he thought Lill needed rescuing. And I’d be astonished to learn he had any idea what Lill came for.”

      “He didn’t. He’s said that several times too, and I don’t think he’s lying. He seemed more surprised than any of us when we learned.”

      Because he’s an idiot, Vanu thought.

      “He is a respectable young man,” Susami went on, signing slowly. “I could marry him and go to live with him in Radush or Bezevand or wherever he decides to settle, and … you wouldn’t have to worry about me. I could even take Atari with me. So it wouldn’t be as if I had no one to talk to.”

      For a moment Vanu had no response to that. It felt like hitting a rock wall, like all the breath had been knocked out of him. She was not wrong. Halza was respectable, as far as they knew, could probably provide for a wife, and Vanu would worry less if Susami and Atari were safely settled somewhere. But at what cost? They would be two deaf mountain girls alone in a lowland village or a city where they knew no one, and Susami would be married to a man she didn’t like.

      “If … ” he signed, and then stopped. If he told her to follow her heart, she would—she’d follow it right into self-sacrifice and never admit that’s what she was doing. “If I change my mind, I’ll let you know,” he said instead. “But for now, you don’t have my permission to marry him.”

      She looked at him for a moment, then she nodded. He didn’t believe she needed his permission—they weren’t a normal family—and he would never have withheld it if he thought she truly wanted this. But she’d just said she didn’t. He was trying to help. He hoped she could see that.
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      Firuduna was a difficult patient. Lill wouldn’t have known, as he had no basis for comparison; he’d never been involved in caring for wounded people in the Order. But Zaraz said Firuduna was difficult, and Shan agreed, and Firuduna himself lamented several times that he was afraid he was being difficult and explained that it was because he hated being laid up. Not a thing that needed saying, Lill would have thought. It wasn’t as if anybody would enjoy it. But it seemed important to Firuduna to insist, in between trying to get out of bed when he shouldn’t and calling for Lill to rearrange his pillows for the seventeenth time, that he wasn’t doing this because he liked it.

      Zaraz and Shan tried to help, but they couldn’t talk to the raider and were understandably nervous around him. Shan refused to let Zaraz go into his room alone, even to bring him food, and she took pretty much the same stance regarding Shan. Lill was eager to spare them both. He rather wondered why they didn’t leave, since it was obviously uncomfortable for them here. But he was glad they hadn’t; he liked having them around.

      They had interesting conversations in the idle moments of the day and the evenings. Shan and Zaraz talked about their friends—their family, one might almost have said, from the way they spoke of them—at the hostel where they worked. Zaraz brought the conversation around, quite naturally, to boy brides and warrior souls and other things to do with people’s genders so often that Shan teased her affectionately for it.

      At night they sat outside, and Zaraz and Shan would sing. Unsurprisingly, since it was how they got their living, they were very good. Especially Zaraz, who could hit high notes that made Lill’s eyes pop wide in amazement. She tried to explain to him how to do it—something to do with singing through your head, which made absolutely no sense to him. She could sing low notes too, though she said she didn’t like to. She had a facility for imitating other people’s speaking voices, the result of practicing to make her own voice sound the way she wanted. This interested Lill, who had often thought that if he wanted to infiltrate some place in women’s clothes, it would be his voice—by far the most mannish thing about him—that would give him away. But why, he asked himself sternly, would he need to infiltrate anything? He didn’t do that kind of thing anymore.

      The third day after Zaraz and Shan’s arrival, while the shaman was tending to Firuduna, Lill seized the opportunity to suggest that the couple come with him to pick berries up the hill behind the house.

      “It’s not a three-person job,” he admitted as they set off, “but I think you will enjoy the view.”

      “How kind of you,” said Zaraz. “You really like taking care of people, don’t you, Lill?”

      He laughed, thinking at first that it was a joke, but it seemed not to be. When—how—had he become the sort of person who could give that impression?

      “You’re a good host,” said Shan, as if to hammer the point home.

      The hillside was steep as they approached the forest that bordered the meadow, and Lill slowed his pace when he noticed that his companions were out of breath and had stopped talking. They stopped to rest at an outcrop of grey rock just below the eaves of the forest.

      “It is a beautiful view,” said Shan.

      “Magnificent.” Zaraz sighed, leaning back on her hands where she sat on the rock.

      The breeze moved across the meadow, rippling the grass in shimmering green waves. Lill looked across at Tagra Degra; they were almost level with it here. The brown banner flapped from its nearest tower.

      “Lill, we’ve been wondering something,” said Shan.

      Zaraz made a soft noise as if she might interrupt, and some silent communication passed between them, too subtle for Lill to catch. But she said nothing.

      “We wondered about your husband,” said Shan. “Is he all right?”

      “Is everything all right between the two of you?” Zaraz added quickly, and Lill thought they had two competing theories.

      “He’s well,” Lill said, although he didn’t know that. It was just a fervent wish. “He’s at home. He’s fine. I had to leave for a while—had to travel here … ”

      It felt so true when he said it. For a while. As if he was going back, as if he’d always intended to go back. But he hadn’t, and he wasn’t.

      “I miss him,” he said, and that at least was true. “I think about him all the time.”

      Zaraz and Shan smiled at him with such warm sympathy that it made him want to crawl under a rock with shame. It made him want to tell them the truth.

      “What’s he like?” Zaraz asked.

      “Oh. He’s one of these huge blond mountain men. Um … he’s very handsome. But I guess I would think that.” He tried to think of a detail they would like. “He has to bend down to kiss me, even if I stand on tiptoe.”

      “You said he gave you your name in hand language—so is he deaf?”

      “No, he can hear, but his daughter is deaf—well, two of his daughters, his daughter by blood and one of his adopted daughters. Oh, but he didn’t have a wife before me or a mistress or anything—he’s strictly, what they call it up here is a matchmaker’s ruin. Same as me.” How had that come out of his mouth?

      “We were a little worried,” said Shan. “The way you grabbed that wooden bowl, when I was going to give it to Firuduna to eat out of, and you said, ‘My husband made me that.’”

      “It’s nothing really,” said Zaraz. “It’s natural you’d not want him using your special bowl. It was just something about the way you said it. Made us think maybe … ”

      “I have an overactive imagination.” Shan grimaced.

      No you don’t, Lill thought. He tried to smile reassuringly. “It’s the only thing I have—that I have with me, I mean—that he made for me. I just didn’t want it to get broken if Firuduna didn’t like his breakfast and threw it at the wall again.”

      Zaraz laughed melodiously and got up from her seat on the rock.

      “What’s going on down there?” she asked suddenly, pointing down the valley.

      Lill couldn’t see what she was pointing at until he climbed up to stand on the rock. Down in the bottom of the valley, the bridge spanning the Rakhiri was swarming with tiny figures. Not crossing it, Lill realized as he watched.

      “They’re repairing the bridge,” Shan said, when he had climbed up beside Lill to look.

      “Are they?” Zaraz sounded doubtful.

      “I don’t think so,” said Lill. “I think they’re dismantling it.”

      “Why?”

      “To prevent the Great King’s men crossing the river, one assumes.”

      “They think the Great King’s men are coming here?” said Zaraz. “To that castle up there?”

      “They are,” said Shan. “Those soldiers we met on the road, remember?”

      “They were going in the opposite direction, and it was only a small troop.”

      “A scouting party on their way back to camp,” said Lill. “The rest of the army will be following.” Maybe in reprisal for that raid a week ago, or maybe the army had already been on its way. Certainly the raid had not helped.

      “Will that work?” Zaraz gestured down at the river. “Taking down the bridge like that—will it stop them?”

      Lill shook his head. “It won’t even slow them down.”
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      They travelled down into the Tawa Valley that first week, heading for the stronghold of Ara Tawa. After they left Tawakhura, they camped, pitching tents every night, and so moved at a snail’s pace. But it felt leisurely, like a holiday. The weather was beautiful, the land open and pleasantly green, different enough from the mountains to feel like a refreshing change after three years, although Vanu would not have wanted to live down here all the time.

      The Tawa River formed the current border of the Zashian king’s lands. They stuck to the north side of the river, which was still Hawakhaba territory. The lowland villages on the southern bank were not hostile, though. It was a region of small-scale trade and compromise, not raiding, a place where people spoke two or three languages for ease of doing business, and marriages that spanned the river were not uncommon.

      At least that was how Vanu remembered it. But as they made their slow way down out of the hills into the valley itself, they all quickly noticed that something was different.

      “People seem scared of us,” Atari observed after they passed outside one village.

      She had hit on it, exactly. Vanu remembered travelling through this valley before and the people being friendly. It was farmland, and there were always men, women, and children in the fields, tending flocks and planting and harvesting things, who would wave to travellers or run over to ask questions. He had of course been popular in this valley—on both sides of the river—for driving out the Order of the Sworn Defenders when he was seventeen. But he thought the friendliness was a trait of the place and the people, quite apart from him. And there was something dampening it now.

      Then after another day’s ride, the wind carried a faint scent of burning. None of them spoke of it while they were on the road, but all of them noticed it, Vanu could tell. And eventually they could see the source: blackened fields and buildings in the distance on the south shore of the river. Their mood was grim when they stopped for the night.

      They had heard no news that day, spoken to no travellers or locals who might have heard what happened on the southern shore, so as they made camp, Vanu sent Padunu to the nearest settlement, a small cluster of houses in the distance, to find out what he could.

      They were a large group by this time: Vanu and his household; the headman of Dukka and his hearthmen; the lord of Tawakhura and his retinue, along with new recruits from Sakka and others they had picked up on the road. Most were on horseback, some walking, some women and children riding in the wagons with the tents and provisions. Otoni had started out riding, but resorted to a wagon the day before, either because the stage of her pregnancy made it more comfortable, or, as Vanu thought more likely, because the lord of Tawakhura’s wife had badgered her into it.

      They had picked up a tail outside of Tawakhura: three riders travelling a cautious—but not cautious enough—distance behind them. Vanu could not be certain, but he thought one of them was a woman. They gave themselves away by stopping at the same time as Vanu’s party every evening, when they could easily have pressed on, being a smaller party, and passed them. Vanu had not mentioned them to anyone, though surely he could not have been the only one to notice them.

      Tirtu sighed as he sat down next to Vanu by the fire. “Did you ever imagine you’d miss Umtúshta, my lord?”

      Vanu looked at him. Tirtu was nursing a cup of wine, and Vanu wished he had one himself, not so much for the effect of the wine or even the taste, but because you should have a cup of wine in your hands as you sat by the fire in the evening on campaign. He felt suddenly angry that he had to deny himself that.

      “Yes,” he said aloud. “Knew I’d miss it.”

      “Oh.” Tirtu looked taken aback. “I guess … there were good moments there.” He took a swallow of wine. “A lot of good moments. I see that now—guess I sort of let them slip by while they were happening.” His face twisted with some complicated emotion. “I kept harping on getting out, wanting to go back to the old days. I thought it would feel better, being out. Being free.”

      We were free when we were in there, Vanu thought. Every so often he felt an awful dizziness, an urge to hide, to creep in a hole like he imagined a wounded animal must feel. Thinking about the distance he had travelled from Umtúshta could send him into a panic sometimes, his heart racing, palms sweating. It was absolutely vital that no one find out about that. They would think he was unfit to lead. Maybe he was.

      “Lonely there, sometimes,” he offered. That was true.

      Tirtu nodded. “I felt that sorely myself, until … ” He cleared his throat.

      Vanu waited for him to say more, and he didn’t.

      “How’s Gurti?” Vanu asked finally.

      “I doubt I know any better than you, my lord. She and I haven’t … since Faru was wounded … I didn’t think it was right.”

      “You didn’t think … ?”

      “Yeah. That was what caused the, uh—dunno if you’d call it a quarrel or what. She came over one night, after he was back in the great house but still laid up, and she wanted to fuck. You wouldn’t believe how frank she can be when she wants it, my lord—I’ve never⁠—”

      Vanu held up a hand. “She may be frank—you don’t need to be. She’s a woman under my protection—won’t have her dishonoured.”

      “No, my lord, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean … I like that about her.” He looked shifty, as if he was admitting something he’d never told Gurti. “Well, you see, it was just I felt bad about it, with her husband lying injured up at the house—I was surprised she’d think of such a thing, and I guess I said so, and she didn’t get angry with me or anything, but—maybe she did get angry, or … maybe I made her feel ashamed or something. She’s hardly said two words to me since then.”

      “Think you should apologize?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Yeah. You should apologize. She went to you for comfort, and you came over all scrupulous for some reason.”

      “I never thought of it like that. I guess I should talk to her. Thank you, my lord.”

      “Don’t mention it.”

      Tirtu looked into his wine cup thoughtfully for a moment. “Come to think of it, we were all upset around that time because of … well. That other business.”

      Padunu stepped into the firelight just then, returning from his visit to the nearby hamlet. He looked grim.

      “News?” Vanu prompted, trying not to look too eager for the change of topic.

      “My lord, I have asked the locals what happened across the river. The news is concerning.”

      “Sit,” said Vanu. “Tell me.”

      Padunu glanced at Tirtu as if he would have liked to suggest Vanu dismiss him, but he
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