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“Seventeen?” His law-father’s shock was understandable. The Raiders’ strange, double-hulled ships usually came in twos or threes, or sometimes as just one. Daimon had heard of a four-boat raid further up the coast once, nigh on a hundred screaming milk-faces descending with fire and their crude yet deadly blackstone weapons, but that had been an anomaly. The numbers of battle clicking through his head came to a standstill: Black Keep would be overwhelmed, overrun in short order. There were almost certainly more Raiders on those ships than there were people in the entirety of Black Keep town, and very few aside from Daimon, Darel and their father had any skill in battle.

“Find Malakel and open the armoury,” Asrel snapped at the two guards. “Arm anyone who can carry a weapon. Go!”
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Prologue: Tila

The Sun Palace, atop its mighty sandstone plateau, was the jewel of the city of Idramar. It blended beauty with fearsome defensive architecture, and had stood as the symbol of Narida’s unquestioned power since the God-King Nari rose from obscurity to conquer the lands between the Catseye Mountains and the ocean. From the mighty Eight Winds Tower of the central stronghouse the current God-King could look east across the waves that lapped at his city’s shore, follow the great River Idra west towards the Catseyes, hundreds of miles distant, or gaze north or south across the wide floodplain and its fertile fields.

Unfortunately the current God-King was doing no such thing, and Tila could feel one of her headaches coming on.

“Where is he?” she demanded. The servant, a scar-faced pox survivor, bowed and began to stammer a reply. Tila slapped him, and grabbed his tunic to haul him in front of her black veil.

“Let this princess make something clear,” she growled. “She knows His Divine Majesty likes to disappear and keep his advisors” – the word got mangled as it passed her teeth – “unaware of his whereabouts, but she will find him eventually. You can either tell her where he went, or she can put you through that window and do this the hard way. Where is he?”

“The Oak Avenue, Your Highness!”

“A thinker.” Tila snorted. “How remarkable. Congratulations on choosing to see another meal.” She released the servant, wiping her hand on her dress and ignoring his miserable bow. She never exactly set out to mistreat the staff, but she always had so much to do – or at least, there was always much that needed doing – and they inevitably slowed things down.

She did indeed find Natan, God-King of Narida, on a bench catching the winter sun slipping through the bare branches of the oaks lining one of the private avenues within the Sun Palace. He was enjoying a goblet of wine from his northern vineyards, and he was not alone.

Tila didn’t know his companion’s name, but the youth was a dragon groom; a strapping fellow, whose clothes did little to disguise his well-formed limbs. Such vigour was hardly surprising, since a groom had to be both strong and quick on his feet. Even the most amiable beast could accidentally crush a man too slow to dodge a swinging tail.

Any other member of the Inner Council might have awkwardly cleared their throat, or made some other discreet announcement of their presence. Tila didn’t bother with such niceties: she marched up to the groom and tapped him on the shoulder, causing him to hurriedly disengage his mouth from that of the God-King.

“You,” Tila snapped, clicking her fingers. “Leave. Now.” She eyed his half-unfastened tunic. Idramar had mild winters, but even so . . . “And cover yourself.”

The poor youth glanced desperately at the God-King, back at her, and fled away through the trees, presumably towards his duties. Tila folded her arms and shook her head at her monarch.

“Are you happy?”

“His Divine Majesty was happy,” her older brother replied sourly. “We need to talk about your propensity to interrupt his intimate moments.”

“Do not take that form of address with your sister,” Tila snapped. “And kissing a groom here is not ‘intimate’.”

Natan looked around ostentatiously. The royal guard stood in pairs some distance away, to intercept anyone intruding on their ruler . . . so long as that intruder wasn’t Princess Tila Narida, since they weren’t fools. Otherwise, there was no one to be seen.

“Besides, that is not the point,” Tila continued. “It is unseemly for you to consort with such a lowborn man.”

“And what do you know of his parentage?” Natan demanded, sipping his wine.

“It is clearly low enough for the stables!” Tila snapped.

“Your brother fails to see how it matters,” Natan said, running a hand through his hair, which was starting to thin very slightly on top. Not from stress, Tila doubted. Natan Narida would reach forty summers this year, and she could count the number of difficult decisions he’d made on both hands with digits to spare. “We are Nari’s blood. Everyone is lowborn, compared to us. It is just a matter of scale.” He looked at her, eyes suddenly sharp. “This is presumably some prelude to trying to make your brother court a woman, is it not?”

“No,” Tila said tiredly. She sat down next to him, in defiance of all convention that one should wait for the Light of Heaven’s permission. “Or at least, not a specific woman. Quite frankly, anyone would do.”

“You would be happy for the God-King to court a lowborn woman, then?” Natan asked in mock surprise.

“You need an heir,” Tila said bluntly.

“Oh Nari’s teeth, not this again.”

“You need an heir,” Tila repeated, even more firmly. “Preferably more than one, as well you know.”

“Your brother does keep fucking the men, but so far they have stubbornly refused to get with child,” Natan said, swirling his wine. “He supposes he will just have to try harder.”

“Would it kill you to pick a highborn woman, marry her, fuck her until her belly swells, then go back to your men?” Tila asked bitterly.

“Tila, your brother would not have the faintest idea what to do with a woman. He understands the theory, but could never bring himself to enact it.”

Tila closed her eyes and scrubbed her forehead with her hand. “Your sister cannot believe she is having this conversation with you, but Nari knows no one else will. What about if you were blindfolded? If you were only aware of the other person through touch, then—”

“Your brother is not some stud dragon for you to breed a prize calf from!” Natan snapped, hurling his goblet away. “He refuses to be held hostage to your notions of what he should be doing with his cock!”

“It’s not about your cock,” Tila said with a shudder, “it’s about the future of the nation! An unbroken line of male succession, may Nari help us all. Woe betide Narida if it suffers another Splintering!”

Natan rubbed at his right eye. “Tila, you know your brother would give up the throne to you in an instant.”

“Your sister knows,” she replied, trying to keep frustration out of her voice now he was at least attempting to be reasonable. “Although she thinks you underestimate how different your life would be, once you were no longer God-King. But that aside, it cannot happen, so there is no point speculating. The thanes would rebel against a woman’s rule in a moment.”

“You cannot know it would lead to another Splintering,” her brother said, and Tila sighed. No matter how many times they had this conversation, he never seemed to fully accept the truth.

“Yes, your sister can,” she told him bluntly. “And that, incidentally, is why she came to find you. You missed another Council meeting.”

“Resentful, power-hungry people your brother cannot stand, discussing things about which he has no interest,” her brother muttered. “And you, of course.”

Tila gritted her teeth. “So dismiss them, and choose others whom you like better, so long as they are competent. Your sister would not miss any of the current council on a personal level.”

Natan waved one hand gloomily. “It would cause too much trouble.”

Very briefly, Tila contemplated whether she would rather be remembered chiefly for regicide or for fratricide.

“More trouble than letting them run the country without you?” she said instead. “No, do not answer that. Your sister will just keep trying to control them in your name, and hope their respect for our bloodline wins out.” She took a deep breath. “But she needs your approval for something.”

“We both know you are a better ruler than your brother anyway,” Natan said. “Write the decree, and he will sign it.”

“No,” Tila said patiently. “This will not be written down. But your sister will not do this without your approval.”

Her brother’s thick brows narrowed suspiciously. “Go on.”

“The Council wants to move against the Splinter King again.”

Natan’s face hardened. “Remind your brother how many times assassins have been sent after that family, within our lifetimes?”

“Three times,” Tila replied neutrally. She didn’t need to. Her brother might be self-absorbed and uninterested in affairs of state, but he remembered these particular details.

“And how much success have we had?”

“The family is still there,” Tila admitted. “When we were children, our agents were intercepted before they could even make the attempt. Father tried sending agents again a few years later, during a festival, but the guards stopped them.”

“Alaban fighters are particularly deadly, your brother hears,” Natan commented. Tila raised her eyebrows in surprise: she honestly hadn’t expected him to know that.

“They can be,” she acknowledged. “In single combat, at any rate.”

“So you are suggesting we send sars on dragons?” Natan asked. “That is not in keeping with your usual preference for subtlety, Tila.”

She snorted. “As entertaining as the notion is, no. The third time an attempt was made, shortly after Father’s death, we had slightly more success. Archers killed the eldest male child, but both parents and the two younger children survived. The ruling Hierarchs take the safety of their poor foreign pets seriously, and limit opportunities for them to be seen in public.”

“It all sounds impossible,” Natan muttered. “Impossible, cruel and pointless.”

“All the attempts so far have been made on the family when they appeared in public,” Tila told him. “Yet most of the time, they are unseen. They live another life, unmasked, away from public view.”

Natan frowned. “And guarded, your brother would have thought.”

“Of course,” Tila agreed. “But less so, to avoid attention. Day to day, their safety relies on being seen as nothing more than a wealthy family of a minor Naridan bloodline.”

Natan’s eyes narrowed. “You are not speaking speculatively, are you?”

Tila smiled tightly behind her veil. “Your sister is not.”

“You know the family?”

“Yes.” She still carried a faint shadow of the excitement she’d felt when she’d read the final pieces of the puzzle from her agents, and drawn her conclusions.

Natan rubbed his chin. “How? It is a foreign city that knows we have tried to kill them . . . however many times, over the last two centuries. Your brother knows you are clever, Tila, but how have you managed this when no one else has?”

“No one else asked the right questions,” Tila told him simply. “They only thought of the Splinter King as a silver-masked imposter appearing in public, when he was an obvious target. They never asked where he was the rest of the time.”

“It appears His Divine Majesty’s low opinion of his Council is not inaccurate,” Natan muttered.

“This took your sister ten years!” Tila snapped, angry at having the success of her hard work dismissed as simply due to the incompetence of others. And Nari knew, there had been incompetence, but that didn’t diminish her achievements! “Ten years, Natan! Your sister infiltrated the City of Islands’ society with her own agents and, more importantly, with locals who have no idea the people they take money from for tasks or information take their pay from her! She knows that city very nearly as well as she knows our own!”

“Forgive your brother,” Natan said, scrubbing at his face to hide what might have been embarrassment. “He did not mean to demean your work. He had no idea . . . Ten years?”

Tila sighed. “Ten years. Your sister did not tell you, as she knew you would not be interested.” She snorted a laugh. “And after all of it, one man was the breakthrough. A former servant with a fondness for drink, and not enough money to buy his own. His drunken speculation might have gone unremarked in a city where gossip is rife, but one of your sister’s agents heard him, and provided further lubrication to his tongue. Not enough to be certain on its own merit, but when combined with what we already knew . . .”

Her brother actually had the decency to look impressed. “And would you make their deaths look accidental?”

“An extravagance we cannot afford,” Tila said firmly. “We will get one opportunity at this. Once the Hierarchs realise we have discovered the family’s identity, they will have no option but to guard their pets closely at all times, whatever the cost.”

“So it is perhaps not impossible,” Natan acknowledged reluctantly. “Your brother still feels it is cruel and pointless.”

“The older child, the male heir,” Tila said, deliberately avoiding looking at him, “has reached the age of majority. Hence the need to try again.”

Natan tapped his chin with a finger. “What if your brother were to adopt?”

Tila gave him the sort of look she usually reserved for impertinent servants. “What?”

“Your shadows can place a knife in any city in the known world, given enough time,” Natan pointed out. “Surely they could find a suitable candidate to become your brother’s heir?”

“We are the divine blood of the God-King!” Tila hissed at him. “Our family, alone in all of Narida, must continue by blood inheritance! The people will accept nothing less!”

“Your brother is the divine blood of the God-King, and we both know he is not a good ruler,” Natan argued. “The people would not know if any heir of your brother’s was truly his blood, in any case. They’d know what they were told. Find a young, sensible, intelligent man. Say, sixteen years or so; of an age where we could claim he was your brother’s bastard, fathered by laying with a woman in the depths of his low mood following Father’s death. An orphan would be ideal. Your brother can adopt and legitimise him, and you can teach him to run this country well. Once he is ready, your brother can abdicate, and you can worry less.”

“We cannot risk it,” Tila told him. “There are rumours that Nari Himself has been reborn. The foolish mutterings of country folk, undoubtedly, but even so—”

“If Nari Himself has been reborn, as prophesied, your brother’s rule is invalid anyway, doubly so the Splinter King,” Natan said lazily. “Not to mention that we’ll have bigger problems: the sun going out, dragons ravaging the land, and the ocean rising to swallow us all.”

“This is no laughing matter!” Tila hissed.

“Who’s laughing?” Natan responded, more sharply than she’d expected. “Tila, you have raged since we were children against the rules that bind us. Let us break them. Who is to say your brother’s blood-son would be any better at ruling than he is? You won’t live to guide Narida forever. Choose a competent heir, and we need not worry about the scions of our great-great-great-great-uncle, thousands of miles away in Kiburu ce Alaba.”

Her brother was actually making sense, which was enough to make Tila consider his words carefully. She also couldn’t deny the transgressive appeal of subverting the system that had held her back all her life. Even so, she’d always been cautious.

Well, apart from that one time. But she’d been wallowing in self-destructive grief, and it hadn’t turned out too badly. In the end.

“It could be done,” she said slowly. “But some nobles may suspect the ruse, and view the Splinter King as a viable alternative. Narida’s future is still at risk while that family lives.”

“They must be almost pure Alaban by now,” Natan objected.

“Even so.”

Natan slumped back on the bench. “This, then, is the choice you are giving your brother? Your king? Marry a woman and father children, or send assassins after distant relatives, despite all previous attempts having failed?”

“Your sister would prefer you did both,” Tila admitted. “But, yes.”

“Fine.” The God-King buried his head in his hands. “Go find your knife-men.”


PART ONE



 

 

 

Some may question whether Narida is indeed the centre of civilisation, as our scholars claimed in the days of Divine Nari. Arguments rage over whether the great buildings in Kiburu ce Alaba, the City of Islands, are more impressive structurally than the Sun Palace; or if the Morlithians’ ability to channel and harness their limited water to green the desert and grow crops makes them somehow more capable than our own farmers.

These arguments, while of interest to the scholars of those disciplines, are of no great importance. What truly sets Narida above foreign lands is our sense of self and, critically, our society.

Traders or diplomats who communicate in other tongues are always struck by their shocking looseness and laziness, in comparison to Naridan. Other languages refer to the self with no information about the speaker’s societal position, or how they perceive themselves in relation to the listener! A Naridan abroad, speaking a foreign tongue, finds himself unable to easily indicate his social standing, or have any idea whether the person to whom he talks addresses him as equal, superior, or inferior.

This lack of morality is not limited to rank. In Alaba, for example, even the simplest social structures are ignored. Alabans claim that concepts of “man” and “woman” do not apply, and insist they have either five or six genders, depending on how they are counted, between which these heathens will move depending on their whims. As a tonal language, the same sound with different inflections carries different meanings, so a Naridan must be very careful to avoid misrepresenting himself: for example, “mè” is “high masculine”, used by those in whom the fire of manhood burns strongly, while “mê” is “low masculine”, for in Alaban society it is no great shame for a man to admit to womanly character. The largely uninflected “me” is the gender-neutral formal, but “mé” is “low feminine”, favoured by women who lack the qualities appropriate for their gender, and “mē’ is “high feminine”, the only appropriate usage for any Naridan lady of decency. Even stranger is “më”, used only by those who insist they have no gender, even in the most informal settings. Such immorality is hardly surprising in a land that has provided succour to exiled pretenders since the Splintering.

Needless to say, Naridans should resist these pernicious local customs and only use the “high’’ forms for themselves when visiting this land, lest they cause themselves considerable embarrassment.

As for the wild Raiders from across the sea, we know nothing of their society – aside from the fact that both their men and women fall upon our coast each year, bringing death and misery . . .

Extract from On The Self by Yaro of Idramar, written in the six-hundred-and-seventyfourth year of the God-King


Daimon

“Raiders! Raiders!”

The cry jumped from throat to throat, spreading like one of the devastating Upwoods fires that swept through the pine forests in late summer. The bronze bell in Nari’s shrine was tolling a warning even before the first panicking fishermen were seen steering their skiffs back upriver, chased from the sea by their ancestral enemies.

“How many?” Daimon Blackcreek shouted, hurrying up the stone steps that led to the narrow rampart of the castle walls. He was already doing the numbers of battle in his head, and finding them unfavourable. It was still winter! The Festival of Life wasn’t for another two weeks! Besides, the Raiders hadn’t bothered attacking Black Keep for a decade, always going further north along the Black Coast for richer targets, so his father Asrel had neglected to hire any Brotherhood mercenaries for the last three years. But the accursed demon-worshippers never raided this early . . .

Daimon had trained with weapons since he’d been five summers old, but he was only two-and-twenty, and the Raiders had never struck since he’d been of an age to face them in battle. He’d hoped that should the day come, he would be filled with the courage and martial vigour that would befit a sar of Narida.

Based on how his stomach was churning and the cold sweat that was prickling beneath his clothes, it seemed unlikely that was going to be the case.

“How many?” he demanded again, reaching the top. Two worried faces looked around at him; Rotel and Ganalel, members of his father’s household guard, but not men he’d ever have considered soldiers.

“L-Lord?” Ganalel stammered nervously. He was an older man, with grey strands liberally sprinkled through his dark hair, and his teeth stained brown from the leaf the lowborn chewed.

“Tell me, boy,” Daimon’s father’s voice instructed, and Daimon turned to see Lord Asrel Blackcreek climbing the steps to join him. His law-father was shorter than him, as indeed was his older brother Darel, and the hair forming their warrior’s braids was an almost pure black. Daimon’s height and the reddish tinge of his own hair marked him as the adopted law-son that he was.

“How many ships?” Asrel snapped, shoving him aside to get a better view. It wouldn’t benefit him much: Lord Asrel’s eyes had never been the keenest, and now he was past his fortieth year they seemed to struggle with distances more and more. Daimon turned to the ocean to see for himself and save his father the shame of admitting in front of his own men that he couldn’t make out the details.

What he saw dotting the waves of the ocean turned his bowels to water.

“Seventeen,” he croaked, barely managing to prevent his voice from failing and unmanning him.

“Seventeen?” His law-father’s shock was understandable. The Raiders’ strange, double-hulled ships usually came in twos or threes, or sometimes as just one. Daimon had heard of a four-boat raid further up the coast once, nigh on a hundred screaming milk-faces descending with fire and their crude yet deadly blackstone weapons, but that had been an anomaly. The numbers of battle clicking through his head came to a standstill: Black Keep would be overwhelmed, overrun in short order. There were almost certainly more Raiders on those ships than there were people in the entirety of Black Keep town, and very few aside from Daimon, Darel and their father had any skill in battle.

“Find Malakel and open the armoury,” Asrel snapped at the two guards. “Arm anyone who can carry a weapon. Go!”

The pair bolted away to do their lord’s bidding, leaving the two Blackcreek men alone.

“Even the women and children, father?” Daimon said, startled despite himself. The Code of Honour, to which his father absolutely deferred, stated that battle was a man’s pursuit.

“We are not sending a levy to the Southern Marshal’s forces, Daimon,” Asrel said bluntly. “All we need them to do is stand on the walls and try to look like men, and hope the Raiders lack the spine to press an attack.”

Daimon looked to their left, towards the town. The walls were high and strong enough around the castle Asrel’s great-grandfather had built on and in a curve of the Blackcreek River, using its waters as moats. The town’s walls had always been of poorer craftsmanship, however, and the last few years had not been kind to them. The ramparts had crumbled here and there, leaving the footing atop the wall unsafe, and in one place the wall had half-tumbled down, leaving that point an obvious one to attack.

“Do you think it will work?” he asked dubiously.

Asrel looked at the sun, dipping in the northern sky but still well clear of the Catseye Mountains to the west. “Your father doubts it,” he admitted heavily. “Were it approaching nightfall we could bluff them, perhaps, by the time they reached us. We could give each peasant a torch and have them walk the walls, and we would seem well guarded. In daylight they’ll see we’ve no strength here, but what other option do we have? Our war dragons still slumber, and Tavi would need time to prepare the charms of waking. The three of us alone could not hold back even one ship’s worth of this vermin in the field. Our only hope is to feign strength of numbers and give the bastards pause, at least.”

“Then send Darel away,” Daimon urged. “Have him go north to seek aid.”

Asrel snorted. “From the woodcutters? It is a week to Darkspur, and Thane Odem holds no love for us, as well you know.”

“Lenby, then?” Daimon suggested desperately. He couldn’t bear the thought of his brother falling to the Raiders’ black-stone axes.

“Lenby is still three days away,” Lord Asrel said dismissively. “Sar Elzur and his men would answer our call, yes, but not in time. Besides, the demon-worshippers will surely head north next, because they’ll find little enough here. Elzur would achieve nothing other than leaving his home undefended.”

“Father,” Daimon tried again, “Darel is your heir.”

Asrel shook his head. “You know better, Daimon. Darel is heir only by the leave of the Marshal, and any thane’s son who breaks his vow to defend his people will never inherit. Your father would be sending him into a life of shame, for no purpose.”

“He would be alive,” Daimon replied quietly, but he had overstepped his bounds, for his law-father’s eyes flashed angrily and the familiar fires of his temper rose to the surface.

“Darel understands duty as you understand swordplay,” Asrel bit out. “Would that each of you were the other’s match!”

Daimon lowered his head, but the rebuke lashed at him nonetheless. The plague of twenty years ago that had swept across Narida had been triggered by Heaven’s upheaval at the violent death of the old God-King, according to the priests. It had taken not only Daimon’s family but many others in the town, and also his law-father’s wife, Lady Delil. Lord Asrel had adopted Daimon as an orphan, but it was not merely pity that had moved the Thane of Black Keep to such an action: he had wanted a second heir besides Darel, to guard against any other tragedies that might break the line of Blackcreek once and for all. Daimon had spent all of his life that he could remember trying to live up to his law-father’s decision, and prove himself worthy of the honour that had been bestowed upon him, coming from peasant blood as he did. To know that Lord Asrel still found him lacking cut deeper than any injury he’d taken on the sparring ground, or in falling from a dragon.

Lord Asrel’s mouth tightened as soon as the words had left his lips, and for a moment Daimon thought he caught a trace of regret, but his law-father did not take back what he’d said. After all, the Code of Honour required a sar or a thane to consider his words before speaking, and to apologise suggested that this had not been done.

“Enough,” Lord Asrel said, his voice clipped and emotionless. “Haul your brother’s nose out of whatever book he’s studying. Osred will have heard the bells and will be readying our armour. We can make these bastards pay a price of blood, at the least. If this thane is to die on a Raider’s weapon today,” he declared bitterly, “then he will die dressed for war.”

“Your servant obeys,” Daimon replied, bowing too low and turning to leave. It was petty of him, to take the obeisance and form of address of a servant instead of a son, but his father did not call him back as Daimon hurried down the steps to find Darel.

As he ran, he tried to puzzle out how their doom would come to them. Would the Raiders land downstream and circumnavigate the walls to attack the Road Gate, on the west side? Would they sail past the castle walls to try the River Gate, braving the arrows the defenders could send into the channel? Or would they just slog through the marsh to attack the walls from the east, trusting to weight of numbers and the defences’ disrepair to carry the day?

He realised, with a leaden sense of dread, that it barely mattered. If his count was true, their enemy would have enough warriors to attempt all three at once.


Saana

Saana Sattistutar had watched from the Krayk’s Teeth as the smudge of coastline grew steadily, and she could now distinguish the black mud of the beaches from the green flats of the marsh. These turned into fields, then into the dark trees of forest to the north, and west towards the distant mountains. The coast was strange, compared to the stony shores she’d left behind: the land was more open, flatter and far, far bigger. Even the mountains looked different, more angular and possibly even higher than the smoking peak above her home in Koszal.

No. Not her home anymore.

A headland jutted into the sea, the northern edge of moorlands that ran south towards the great ice ocean. The outcrop would have looked pitiful next to the cliffs where she’d raided nests as a child, but it loomed over the salt marsh to the north. And there, perhaps a mile back from the coast, was the settlement she’d seen once before, fifteen years ago, when she was still Unblooded. The memory was vivid: the roar of waves growing as they approached the shore, setting down her paddle as the keels hit the mud, taking up her blackstone axe in her right hand and dropping it again to hastily strap her shield onto her left arm while Black Kal roared at her for getting in the way, leaping over the side into the breakers and letting the salt water kiss her feet for luck before battle.

She registered a presence at her left shoulder, and looked around to see Otzudh. Her daughter’s father was tugging at the bone spur in the lobe of his left ear, as was his habit when agitated.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, facing the land again. She allowed herself a small smile in the brief pause before he spoke. Otzudh had never realised how easy he was to read, and seemed to view her perceptiveness as something not far short of witchcraft. Saana was increasingly glad she’d refused his offer of marriage. He’d been fun to lie with, and remained a dutiful father to Zhanna, but she could only ever marry someone who could match her in wits.

“Should we release the crows?” Otzudh asked, his tone deferential.

“No.” She didn’t look at him, instead studying the beach as though it would give up some strategic advantage if she looked hard enough.

Another pause, and she pictured his face rearranging into puzzled concern. “But—”

“No crows.” Now she turned to face him. “The Flatlanders know we bring death when the crows fly. If no crows fly, perhaps they’ll listen to us.”

“There’s never been a landing without crows,” Otzudh argued, although his tone belonged to someone already resigned to the outcome.

“Just because no one alive remembers one doesn’t mean it’s never happened,” Saana said shortly. “Pass word to the other ships: if anyone looses a crow, they go overboard.”

Otzudh nodded and picked his way across the wide deck of the Krayk’s Teeth. Saana looked at the curve of the woollen sail – a healthy wind carrying them to their new homes, surely a good omen – and then at the wooden cages lashed to the deckhouse where the crows sat, cawing from time to time.

Of old, the Tjakorshi had carried crows as a last resort in the face of the ocean’s challenges, releasing the birds if navigation failed, then following them to land. No one now could remember a ship going astray, but Father Krayk’s sacred birds had still been captured and taken on long voyages as good luck charms, and reminders of the need for humility in the face of the ocean. Upon reaching their destination, sailors would release the crows as thanks for safe passage, and the birds would head for shore.

Of course, when the Tjakorshi sailed to the Flatlands they raided and killed, so it was understandable that Flatlanders had come to associate the sudden appearance of crows with approaching death.

A flash of red hair caught Saana’s eye. Zhanna was sitting just off one of the paddlers’ positions and checking the teeth of her axe, fierce concentration on her face. Saana’s stomach tightened a little at the sight of her daughter, sixteen summers old and more beautiful and fierce than Saana herself had ever been. Her hair was like fire, a far richer shade than it had any right to be given Otzudh’s muddy red. Saana wished she could hold Zhanna to her and keep her back from the fighting, but she had no right.

Her daughter would stand with the Unblooded, and what was more she wanted to stand with them, to earn the thick stripe of black down her forehead that marked an adult. A fighter had no higher status than shipwright, fisher, or even herder, but every hale adult was expected to be Blooded, even if they never again took up a weapon in their life. Saana had been almost shamefully late to it at twenty summers, and had sworn to herself she wouldn’t restrain her own daughter as Satti, now three years with the Dark Father, had done with her.

However, Saana was finding – as was so often the case – that there was a great difference between swearing something to yourself and carrying it through. She snorted in wry amusement while Zhanna exchanged good-natured jibes with Tsennan, a long-jawed lad of seventeen who’d raided through the islands already. Saana had uprooted her clan and brought them across the ocean to the Flatlands, leaving Tjakorsha behind forever. They would disembark onto a foreign shore, not as plundering raiders but as settlers fleeing disaster, bringing everything they could carry with them, and that little enough. Their way of life was irrevocably changed, and she’d endured long hours of argument with and amongst the witches over whether Father Krayk would even recognise them as his children anymore once they’d lived on the Flatlands for a season. Would they then find the seas as hostile as the Flatlanders did?

She’d taken the most momentous decision of any chief in history with consideration, but with certainty. Yet she was still blown in the wind about her daughter bloodying her teeth.

She’d looked too long. Zhanna glanced up and caught her gaze, then carefully set her axe down and stepped across the deck towards the prow. Saana felt the urge to turn back to the approaching land, as though she were a guilty child and Zhanna her parent, but resisted the impulse. She smiled as Zhanna reached her, the clan chief greeting her daughter.

“You were looking at me,” Zhanna said. Her tone was largely neutral, but held faint hints of question, and accusation. She was starting to test boundaries, and Saana was still navigating through how to relax as mother while maintaining the authority of chief.

She nodded calmly, trying to mask her doubts. “I was. Are you ready for the landing?”

Zhanna clearly thought the question idiotic. “I was checking my axe.”

“Your axe’s teeth can be as sharp as Father Krayk’s,” Saana replied, a little more harshly than she’d intended. “It won’t help you if your swing is off.” She sighed, and moderated her tone. “You know we don’t intend to fight today, don’t you?”

“You think the Flatlanders will just move aside and let us settle, with no arguments,” Zhanna said. A twist to her lips indicated her opinion.

“I don’t think that,” Saana said, “but I hope for it.” She leaned a little closer, lowering her voice. “I need you to do something for me.”

“I won’t stay out of the fight,” Zhanna said defiantly, “I won’t!”

Sanna tried to control her frustration. “I’m not—”

“You said you’d let me—”

“Zhanna Saanastutar!”

Her shout caught the attention of the entirety of the Krayk’s Teeth, and probably carried across the water to several other ships as well. Zhanna’s mouth snapped shut, although her eyes still blazed. Saana wanted to shout at herself for losing her temper so quickly, but she felt like she’d been dancing on coals for days now. Given everything that depended on her, it was a miracle she hadn’t snapped and ordered anyone thrown overboard yet. She composed herself, straightened, and put on what she thought of as her most chiefly expression.

“If you won’t listen to your mother, listen to your chief,” she said flatly. “I do not expect the Flatlanders to step aside for us, but I won’t have a battle unless there’s no choice. How many Unblooded do we have?”

“Nineteen,” Zhanna responded immediately, “unless the Dark Father took anyone in the crossing.”

Saana nodded. She’d known the answer, but she liked to make sure her daughter was paying attention. “That’s eighteen others as eager to prove themselves as you are. I want you to take command of them.”

Zhanna’s expression slipped from defiant to stunned. “I . . . what?”

“I can’t ask a Blooded fighter to lead you,” Saana explained, “but this is no ordinary raid. I need the Unblooded to hold until we know a fight’s inevitable; you can’t just charge the moment we reach the shore. You’re the chief’s daughter. I need you to hold them until I give the word.”

Zhanna was doing a creditable impersonation of a freshly landed fish, judging by the way her mouth was opening and closing. “But . . . but what if they don’t listen to me?”

Saana snorted. “I ask myself that question every night and morning, and have done so since the witches named me chief.” She turned and sat cross-legged on the deck beside the fearsome figurehead, a likeness of the black-scaled Father Krayk himself, and beckoned Zhanna down to her. After a moment her daughter joined her, staring out towards the dark shore from the other side of their god’s carved neck.

“I remember what it’s like to be Unblooded,” Saana said, loud enough to be heard over the kiss of the waves against the hulls, but not enough to carry to the rest of the crew. “You’re full of fire on the ship, but the closer you get to shore the more your stomach starts jumping, like you’ve swallowed a live eel.”

Zhanna said nothing, but judging by the set of her mouth, she wasn’t disagreeing.

“You won’t be alone,” Saana continued. “They’ll all feel the same, near enough. Some will hide it better, and the ones who boast the loudest will probably feel it the worst, and there might be one who genuinely won’t have a drop of fear in them. Normally the one you’d least expect, at that.” She sighed. “What I’m saying is, when it comes down to it, there’s very few who want to run into a fight. They all want to be Blooded, right enough, but if there was an easier way, most would take it. And that gives you what you need to know to hold them.”

Zhanna looked at her, understanding dawning. “If they get told not to fight, it’s not their fault if they don’t fight?”

“Exactly,” Saana replied, smiling slightly as she leaned across to look her daughter in the eyes. “Yell at them to hold. Curse at them to hold. Make it obvious you think they’re on the verge of ignoring you and charging the Flatlanders. Use my name, and curse that too. The louder you shout, the less their courage can be questioned, and the more you curse me the less yours can be.”

Zhanna nodded. “And while I’m yelling and cursing, what will you be doing?”

Saana grimaced. “I’ll be trying to talk to whoever I can talk to.”

“And if that doesn’t work?”

Saana sighed. “You’ll be blooded.”

They sat there together for a time, rocked by the swell and watching the land grow larger. Saana was just about to suggest they should make their final preparations when Zhanna spoke again.

“What are they like, these Flatland fighters?”

“You’re better off asking one of the raiders,” Saana said. “You know I only came—”

“I have asked them. Now I’m asking you.” Zhanna’s voice wasn’t aggressive, merely firm.

“It depends,” Saana admitted. “There shouldn’t be many real fighters here. They’ll have metal weapons, but probably won’t know how to use them. There could be a couple of hunters with bows, perhaps. But the proper warriors, the sars . . .” She tasted the foreign word on her tongue and grimaced. “They’re monsters wrapped in steel and sorcery.

“Even when they’re not riding those dragons of theirs, they’re incredibly dangerous. The one time I came here, I saw one of them fighting on foot. His beast had been brought down, but he kept going. He shrugged off javelins and axe blows as though they were nothing, then swung his sword and opened a lad up, crotch to ribcage.” Her mouth twisted as images flashed up unbidden into her mind, and the salt on her lips suddenly tasted like blood instead of seawater. She’d been near the front of the charge. “They’re dangerous even if their swords are sheathed, remember that. They can draw and cut in one move, and their blades are sharp enough to take your head clean off.”

“But they’re slow?” Zhanna asked. “In all that steel?”

“Not as slow as you’d want,” Saana said grimly.

“And what about the dragons?” Zhanna asked, her voice suddenly small. “Is it true they can fly?”

Saana laughed with sudden relief. “No! Not the ones they ride, anyway. No, their dragons are huge, and terrifying, but they walk on land like us.” She pointed ahead of them. “That’s why we’re approaching through the marsh. They won’t take their dragons into the soft ground, they’re too heavy. If we have to take the town by force . . .” She grimaced. “Dragons at close quarters are horrific, but it’s more dangerous for them too, penned in between buildings. They can’t turn easily, can’t build up so much speed, can’t cover each other’s backs. You can get close and take them down, if you’re brave, and lucky. No, the place you don’t want to be against dragon riders is on firm ground, in the open. Then, you’re dead.”

“But—”

Saana held up a hand to forestall further questions. “Get your axe and shield. We have no more time.” She put one hand on her daughter’s shoulder as Zhanna turned to go and leaned close again, her stomach clenching, because no matter how long she’d known what this day would mean it was only now that she truly understood. “I know you’ll do yourself proud. Just remember . . .” She hesitated, reluctant to voice the words, then pushed them out. “Remember, that doesn’t have to include dying on a sar’s blade, or a dragon’s horn.”

Zhanna just rolled her eyes and shook Saana’s hand off, then returned to where her axe lay. All around, the Brown Eagle clan were readying their weapons and shields. Thankfully, the less experienced were taking their lead from seasoned raiders, and everyone was moving purposefully.

Saana caught the eye of Ristjaan the Cleaver, who was shrugging his barrel chest into his armour. He settled the shirt of sea leather in place and greeted her with his usual insouciant grin as she made her way to where he stood by the deckhouse. “Still can’t keep your eyes off me, eh chief?”

“Someone needs to make sure you don’t fall into the water, sheep-brain,” Saana laughed. She and Ristjaan had been friends since childhood, and she thanked the winds he’d never steered wrong since she’d been chief. She wouldn’t have enjoyed confronting him.

“Sheep-brain?” He wrinkled his nose at her, and the darkened scars on his lumpy, battered face pulled at his features. “I’ve clearly gone up in your thoughts. You called me a ‘pestilent goat-fucker’ before we set off.”

Saana nodded gravely. “I did. I was . . .” She paused, trying to verbalise the sheer strain of organising the migration of an entire clan; adults, children, animals and supplies, as well as dealing with the final, desperate arguments of those who wouldn’t or couldn’t accept it had come to this. “Busy,” she said finally.

Ristjaan’s ripping laugh sounded mean and mocking, even when it wasn’t. “Busy? You were trimming the sails on the greatest damned voyage the clan’s ever taken! No one’s done anything like this, Saana, no one. Not since the Great Voyage, if that even ever happened.”

“Which means there’s uncountable ways we can still fuck it up,” Saana muttered. She slipped past him into the deck-house where supplies were stored, and reached for her cured sealskin wrapping. The layers folded away under her hands to reveal her own sea leather jerkin, dark grey and scaled, and the precious steel sword her father had brought back from one of the great cities to the east.

“Still trusting to that dagger, eh?” Ristjaan asked from the doorway. His tone was jovial, but it held a serious note that Saana knew well. Ristjaan’s huge, straight-bladed steel axe, with a cutting edge a foot and a half in length, had given him his name. Nalon had said it reminded him of the tools his Flatland kin used to butcher meat, and Ristjaan had taken that description to heart. There were a few steel weapons scattered here and there through the clan, proceeds of trade or raids, but most used more traditional tools of war. Javelins and slings did for ranged work. Up close, the trusty black-stone axe, the flat length of wood with a deep groove around its edge into which were inserted shards of blackstone, darker than night and sharper than the dawn. However, the sword was all Saana had left of her father, Uzhan.

“How I choose to fight is none of your concern,” she told him, trying to match his tone, but she could hear her own defensiveness.

“How my friend fights may be her business,” Ristjaan conceded, lowering his voice, “but how my chief fights . . .” He squatted down beside her as she unfolded her sea leather. “You shouldn’t be fighting at all, but if you do, why use a sword? Swords are for people who know how to use them. With all the love I bear you, Saana, you are not one of those people.”

She glared at him. “You of all people should know better than to tell me I can’t do something.”

“Saana, this crossing is your doing,” Ristjaan said earnestly. “Every one of us is here because of you. If we reach this shore and then you fight and you die . . . Any clan can lose a chief, but this clan cannot afford to lose you, not now. If we lose your vision before we’ve settled, we’ll splinter like a cheap shield.”

Saana stood up, her armour in her arms. “The sars rule here, and they all use swords once they’re off their dragons; they seem to think the sword is a leader’s weapon.” She raised her arms, letting the krayk hide slide down over her. “Since women don’t rule in the Flatlands, and I have no dragon, I need something to make them think I speak for our clan.”

“The Flatlanders are mad, Saana,” Ristjaan said sadly. “Even Nalon thinks so, and he was born there.”

She snorted. “Well, I never said this was going to be easy, did I?”


Jeya

The Court of the Deities on Grand Mahewa was rammed with people despite the heat, and the storm clouds brewing to the south. Stone columns carved in honour of the gods looked down from four of the court’s five sides, but today was sacred to just one: Jakahama of the Crossing, shē who’d lashed hēr boat together from the bones and tendons of the dead, and transported the first souls from the Grey Lands to the Garden, where the worthy could finally rest. Not everyone in Kiburu ce Alaba worshipped hēr, but enough did that the huge space was filled with a hundred hundreds, or so Jeya thought.

This many people clustered together would normally be perfect targets for theft, but Jeya knew better than to do such a thing where all the gods were watching. Hér chance would come later, when the celebrations finished and revellers streamed back homewards.

“Can yóu see, little one?” Nabanda asked. Hê used the low feminine tone to hér, which was the one shé usually preferred.

“Not really,” Jeya admitted, scrutinising the wall of backs in front of hér. Shé’d always been small for hér age, and it seemed shé wouldn’t be growing any taller. That came in handy for thievery, but had drawbacks, such as trying to see the temple occupying the entire fifth side of the Court.

“Up yóu get, then,” Nabanda said. Hîs tone was grudging, but Jeya knew hê wouldn’t have made the offer had hê not been genuine about it. Nabanda half-squatted and shé scrambled like a monkey onto hîs back, so when hê stood up again shé could see over hîs shoulder. Shé heard a murmur of discontent from behind, but ignored it. The Court of the Deities was no place to start a squabble, and it was very unwise to start a squabble with Nabanda in any place.

“Are yôu sure yôu’ll be able to hold mé up?” Jeya asked, hér legs around his waist and hér arms loose around hîs neck. Shé used the low masculine tone to hîm, hîs usual preference, which shé knew would have confused many foreigners who came to the sea docks where Nabanda worked. A lot could understand Alaban, but not the meanings behind the words: they tended to assume a certain size or body shape – or societal position – always correlated to a particular gender. They almost always thought Nabanda was high masculine, and even addressed hîm as such without permission. But that was foreigners for you. How could they think to tell someone’s gender just by looking at them?

“Yóu weigh nothing, little one,” Nabanda laughed, hîs deep voice vibrating against hér chest. “Î’ve carried heavier loads for a mile when the ships come in.”

“Yôu’re strong as an ox, Nabanda,” Jeya said in hîs ear.

“And twice as smart!” hê replied jovially. Jeya was about to make a joke in return, but a ripple of noise ran through the gathered crowd.

“Hush now!” shé told hîm. “They’re coming!”

Sure enough, there was movement on the third level of the temple’s five-tiered walls of dark stone, carved into bas-relief depictions of the deities. A bright splash of colour appeared: the High Priest of the Hundred, clad in a sky cape of shimmering feathers from the birds of the forests that cloaked the high places of the archipelago, and the mainland on either side. Following them were all seven Hierarchs, in scarlet maijhi and vivid blue karung. Jeya chewed hér lip and eyed the brilliant clothes enviously. Such colours!

And then, a respectful distance behind, came the Splinter King and hìs family.

They wore the impractical, ground-trailing robes of Naridan royalty, the tails held up by young Alabans following gracefully. Each one – the king, the queen, the adult masculine child and the younger feminine child – wore masks that caught the light even at this distance. Jeya had never seen one up close, but they were rumoured to be breathtakingly intricate silverwork inlaid with mother-ofpearl, and studded with precious stones. A few years ago shé’d hatched an idiotic plan to steal one, until Ngaiyu had pointed out the obvious flaw: no one knew who the Splinter King’s family were. If they wore those masks away from the public events, no one had ever seen them. “And do yóu think yóu could take one from their faces in front of the Court of the Deities?” Ngaiyu had asked, with a throaty laugh.

There was little hope of that. Even had Jeya not been wary of offending the deities, or of thieving in front of a hundred hundred people, the Splinter King was guarded at all times by at least four of the Hierarchs’ best warriors. They took up their positions now, and Jeya saw a hookbill axe, a pair of crutch blades and the glint of double crescent knives. It had been years since the last Naridan assassination attempt, but the Hierarchs still took the safety of their guests very seriously.

“Look at them,” Nabanda said quietly. “Foreign beggars in fancy clothes, standing next to our leaders.”

“The Naridans think the Splinter King is a god,” Jeya pointed out.

“Most Naridans think hè’s an imposter,” Nabanda retorted. “That’s why hè’s hiding here, instead of ruling there.” Hê used the high masculine tone for the Splinter King because, with typical foreign crudeness, the genders of the Naridan royals were common knowledge.

Someone made a shushing noise. The Priest of the Hundred was raising their arms, and the crowd did the same. Jeya didn’t join in, for fear of falling backwards, but Nabanda did. It wasn’t a requirement to clap, but was considered good manners. Folk at the back of the Court would be hard-pressed to even see the priest, let alone sing in time, and the prayer to Jakahama should begin as much in unison as possible.

The priest brought their hands together, and the Court of the Deities did the same, with a reverberating boom as loud as any of the storms that regularly battered the Throat of the World. The crowd lurched into motion and song, and Jeya slid off Nabanda’s back to give hér friend greater freedom of movement. Hê plunged into the crowd, hîs hands coming together in another clap as the next great beat emerged. Jeya didn’t follow hîm. Everyone found their own way in the prayer dance for Jakahama, so shé turned and dived into the press of bodies around hér, hér voice raised in song and hér eyes searching for the path that would open for hér through the crowd.

The storm washed Grand Mahewa with sweeps of blood-warm rain. Jeya danced under the roaring sky until the god reached out from the Garden and took hold of hér, guiding hér steps, and shé was throwing hér head back to catch great fat drops on hér tongue and letting them soak hér to the skin, plastering hér maijhi to hér body.

Shé didn’t know how long it was before Jakahama released hér again, but suddenly hér calves were burning and hér voice was hoarse, and hér steps, so certain mere moments before, were clumsy and ponderous. Others kept moving and clapping and singing, either still being ridden by Jakahama or still hoping to achieve it, but Jeya knew hér dance was done. Shé wove her way to the edge of the Court on slightly unsteady legs, then out into the streets beyond.

There were plenty of people who hadn’t been worshipping, of course. Kiburu ce Alaba was the great melting pot of the world, or so Jeya had always heard it described, and more than a hundred deities had been brought here by its peoples. There were dark-skinned Morlithians from the far west beyond the Catseye Mountains, who marvelled at all the rain, and even darker-skinned Adranians from the deserts of the east who complained about it, since it washed away the colourful powders with which they painted their faces. There were the leather-skinned sailing tribes of the northern seas and the small, lithe-bodied fishing folk from the islands to the south, the kind that were highly prized as slaves by the wealthy. There were sober-faced Naridans with their coppery skin and their strange man-god, and even a few of the tall, salt-pale savages from the far south, who suffered the most when the sky was clear and the sun was fierce. People said the sea sometimes turned white, cold and hard where they came from, and the sun disappeared for days at a time, although Jeya was sure that was a spirit tale for children.

Then there were the Alaban tribes themselves, as varied as the trees in the forest. Jeya’s môther had been a tribesperson and hér fàther an Adranian, although hè’d been born in the islands and so had been Alaban by any standards that mattered, including the one that said hè could never be a slave. There were tens of hundreds of people like Jeya across Kiburu ce Alaba, shé was sure; people whose parents had melted together to create something new. Even one of the Hierarchs apparently had Morlithian blood in them.

This all meant there were plenty of people in the streets with money in their pockets on this festival day, so Jeya still had a chance of getting enough together to sleep under Ngaiyu’s roof tonight without dipping into hér meagre stash of coins.

Shé ignored the usual markets with their displays of fruit, vegetables, and fish, and instead tried hér luck around the stalls set up especially for the Festival of the Crossing; the puppet shows, sweetmeat vendors, sellers of sticky pastries, and fortune tellers. The richer revellers wouldn’t be buying basic foodstuffs: they had servants for that. The regular markets offered slim pickings, and the marks there knew the dangers of pickpockets and cutpurses. No, the wealthy of Grand Mahewa would be paying over the odds for a honeyed scorpion on a skewer, or chortling as puppets performed plays peppered with innuendo.

That didn’t mean Jeya’s task was easy. Not all rich people were careless with their money, even if they weren’t used to looking after it in public. Shé lurked around a puppet show that was performing a farce and surreptitiously studied the crowd, looking for the right sort of clothes. Shé considered a tall person with a nasal laugh and the tight-twisted, bell-and-bead-decked hair of an Adranian, but decided at the last moment that they looked a little too alert, and the war-sickle at their belt a little too sharp.

A youth near them, though, looked more engrossed in the play. Jeya sidled closer, nudging people aside as though angling to get a better view of the garishly painted wooden box where the puppets squawked and tittered. Another crude joke rang out and the crowd laughed, and Jeya took the opportunity to approach right up behind the youth, slightly to their right.

Their cheeks were smooth, they were a little taller than hér, and their dark hair was pulled back in a tail under a conical straw hat that dripped with rainwater. Their maijhi and karung were dyed a deep indigo, with delicate green hem-stitching, a sure sign of wealth. Shé watched their cheeks crease and dimple as they laughed at slapstick violence. They were thoroughly engrossed: good.

Shé waited for the part shé knew was coming, the calland-answer routine where Kangkang the violent puppet was held to account for hìs actions by Nyoi of the Watch. It kept the attention of any children in the crowd, lest they persuade their parents to leave before the show concluded (when money was traditionally left), and it maybe also helped some of the cruder innuendo sail over their heads. However, watching adults would invariably join in as well, harkening back to their own simpler days.

“Oh no Ì didn’t!” Kangkang squealed, in response to Nyoi’s stern accusation.

“Oh yes yòu did!” the audience chorused joyously. Jeya joined in.

“Oh no Ì didn’t!”

“Oh yes yòu did!”

The Kangkang puppet turned fully towards the audience, as though to menace them with hìs stick. “Oh no Ì didn’t!”

“Oh yes yòu did!”

And, as the traditional trio of exchanges was completed and everyone in the close-packed crowd shouted as loud as they could, with appropriate waving of their arms, Jeya swiftly but delicately coaxed a purse out of hér mark’s pocket.

Sa, god of thieves and tricksters (amongst others), must have been smiling on hér: it was a small cloth pouch, secured with a drawstring, and shé experienced a brief thrill of triumph as it came free. Triumph because the mark didn’t twitch, despite their damp clothes sticking to them and making it more likely for them to feel what shé was up to. Triumph also, because the pouch was reassuringly heavy, and promised possibilities beyond just a roof and food for the night: perhaps she could even buy into a crew . . .

Brief, because as shé stepped casually away a hand grabbed hér arm, and shé found hérself hauled around by the Adranian shé’d decided not to target in the first place.


Saana

The Krayk’s Teeth cut through the low surf and hit the black mud with an undignified squelch. Saana leaped off the flat deck and onto her clan’s new home before her yolgu had even stopped moving. The salt water splashed her boots, but she didn’t linger in the breakers, pushing on up the beach with her alder roundshield strapped to her left forearm and sea leather helm on her head. However, her father’s sword remained sheathed. Instead she carried a stick with the clan’s whitest sheepskin bound at one end, to be unfurled when necessary: the white flag she hoped would open the way for parley.

Behind her she heard the rest of the Krayk’s Teeth crew following her lead, and then the hulls of the other ships making landfall. There were seventeen; seven taughs, weather-beaten veterans of long fishing trips, and no less than ten mighty yolgus, the great ships in which her people crossed oceans to raid and trade. Five were on their maiden voyage, with new sails spun over the long, dark winter, and between them they’d carried the Brown Eagle clan and as many possessions and supplies as possible.

Saana looked dubiously at the marsh, still scattered with patches of snow and undoubtedly riddled with bogs and streams. The sleds would struggle over this terrain, but it would be better than hauling everything by hand. She just needed to ensure they stayed behind the shieldwall.

They’d been seen, of course; the local fishing skiffs had fled as soon as her fleet had come into view, back to the town on the shore of the wide tidal creek that cut up through the salt marsh, away towards the distant mountains. She could see the tiny shapes of defenders on the walls.

She looked over her shoulder at the semi-organised chaos, and scanned it until she found the person she wanted. “Nalon!”

The Flatlander looked up, then kissed Avlja on the cheek and made his way towards her. Saana studied him as he approached, wondering again whether this was the best course of action, whilst also knowing that it was the only one available. Behind Nalon, Avlja fixed Saana with a glare promising retribution if her husband got hurt.

Nalon was the only Brown Eagle who hadn’t been born on Tjakorsha: he was from these Flatlands, which he called Narida, although considerably further north. Some twenty years previously, Iro Greybeard had chased down and boarded the Flatlander ship on which Nalon had been a passenger. Normally that would have ended badly for Nalon, but Avlja Ambastutar had been on the Greybeard’s crew that day and had stepped in, somewhat smitten. Nalon had been given a choice, courtesy of Iro’s very rough grasp of the Flatlander tongue and, Saana suspected, some emphatic hand gestures; go with them, or go over the side. He’d unsurprisingly chosen the former, and once Avlja had some time to work her charms
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