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Chapter 1: Born in the Rains

The wet season had the valley by the throat.

Five weeks of it now, since the night Kaya and I watched a thin column of smoke stand against the northern rain. Five weeks of rivers gone brown and loud, of high routes drowned, of a world shrunk down to firelight and thatch and the endless hammer of water on new-lashed roofs.

I had built a lot of things in two years. I could not build a road through this.

Nobody could. That was the point.

The compound smelled of wet grass and cook smoke and the herb Amara burned to keep the damp out of Maya’s chest. Five moons old and already loud about everything, Maya slept against Amara’s shoulder in the sling, one silver-streaked strand of her mother’s hair wound tight in her fist.

I was mending a bark tube by the fire, sealing the seam with pine pitch so the dried fish inside would keep. Quiet expedition math, running under everything I did lately. Rope. Salt. Fish. How much a hard walk costs a starving man.

Across the fire, Kaya stood over the cook pot.

She had refused the stool for a month. Nine moons heavy and she still stood like a spear planted in the ground, weight balanced, spine straight, one hand pressed flat to the low curve of her belly the way she pressed a hand to a wall to feel for a weakness on the other side.

She went very still.

I knew that stillness. I had seen it before a fight.

“Sela,” Kaya said. Flat. Her command voice, the one that did not repeat itself. “Now.”



The healing hut was warm and close and full of women.

Tallow lamps threw yellow light up the walls. Rain drummed the roof so hard I could barely hear the voices inside, which was maybe a mercy, because I was on the wrong side of the door and staying there was the hardest thing anyone had ever asked me to do.

Tua sat on her stool in the corner, small and folded, her splinted left arm bound to her chest where the quake had broken it two moons back. Eighty summers in her face and none of them in her hands anymore. She did not touch the work. She only watched, and spoke, and her voice was the whole reason the room did not shake.

“Slow,” she said. “Let her body do it. You are not pulling a stump.”

Sela knelt where the work was.

I saw it through the gap in the hide door before Amara sent me out. The girl who had trembled behind a support post the first day I met her, who had whispered and fled and hidden behind her hair, knelt now with her sleeves tied back and her hands sure and her long hair bound off her face with a strip of red cloth. No curtain to hide behind. No glance over her shoulder for someone older.

“Breathe with the pain, not against it,” Sela told Kaya. Her voice did not shake. “It is close. You are doing everything right.”

Kaya, who commanded fifteen warriors and had killed men with her hands, obeyed a girl of twenty-three without a word.

Amara knelt at Kaya’s head, murmuring low, one broad hand smoothing sweat off the war-chief’s brow. Naia moved through the lamplight with a jar of boiled water and a stack of cloths, imperial and unhurried, as if a birth were one more thing she administered, no different from the grain stores. Claire kept to the edge, feeding the lamps, carrying more water the instant a jar ran low, saying nothing, missing nothing.

“Out,” Amara told me, without turning. “There is nothing in here your hands can fix.”

She was right. That was the whole horror of it.

I went out into the rain.



Kiru found me at the corner of the hut, hunched under the eave with a spear he did not need and a face trying very hard to look like a man’s.

Fourteen now, and taller by a hand than he’d been at the last dry season. Once he had thrown pebbles at me. Then he’d fought other boys for the right to pump the forge bellows. Now he stood watch outside a birth he had appointed himself to guard.

“Nobody asked you to stand here,” I said.

“Somebody should.” He set his jaw. “You are inside your own head. A man in his own head does not watch the treeline.”

He was not wrong. I let him stay.

We stood together in the rain, the boy and I, and I understood that this was a kind of gift, this refusal to leave me alone with the sounds through the wall. The village had learned me. They knew what I could not fix and had decided, without a council or a word, that no man should hear his son born by himself.

Across the compound, other shapes waited under other eaves. Lira, arms folded, pretending to inspect a bowstring. Old Sena, who had never once in two years missed a chance to be present for anything. Two of Tira’s forge girls, huddled and whispering.

They were all listening to the same door I was.



Raku’s rule came back to me while I stood there.

The quake, two moons ago. The healing hut collapsing, Tua trapped under a beam, and me trying to crawl in after her while the ground still moved. Kaya had hauled me back by the collar. Don’t crawl in after them, she’d said. You die, and then who pulls the next one out?

Now the door was a hide flap and a war-chief’s labor, and I could not crawl in after either of them.

I could build a forge. I could set forty stitches. I could put an arrow through a running man at thirty paces and I could stand between my family and a steel blade.

I could not do one single thing about the sounds coming through that door.

So I stood in the rain and I listened, and I learned the lesson the valley had been trying to teach me for two years, the thing that did not come in a manual: how to stand down. How to be useless with your whole heart and not go crazy from it. The rain ran off my hair and down my back and I let it, and I counted my own breaths the way Claire’s children counted for the quake drill, all the way to thirty and back again.

Somewhere in the black middle of it, Amara pushed the flap back for a breath of cool air and I caught a slice of the room. Sela’s hands. Naia pouring water in a thin steady line over them. Claire holding two lamps at the exact height Sela needed, adjusting a hand-span when Sela leaned, reading the work and feeding the light before anyone asked. Tua on her stool, one arm bound, running the whole room with nothing but her voice.

A drilled team. I had trained the tribe to fight and fortify and evacuate, and here was a thing they did that I had nothing to do with, older than me, older than the walls, and they did it like a machine that loved what it was making.

Then Amara let the flap fall and I was outside again.

Kaya cursed once, short and vicious, in the old tongue.

Kiru flinched. “Is that bad?”

“That’s normal.”

“It sounds bad.”

“It’s her telling the pain what she thinks of it,” I said. “When she stops telling it, then it’s bad.”

Then a long time of nothing but rain.

Then she cursed again.

Twice. That was all. In eight hours of storm-night labor, the war-chief of the Vanu swore exactly twice, and the second time it broke off in the middle.

Because the middle of it was a cry that was not hers.



The baby came near dawn.

I heard him before I saw him. A furious, ragged, world-ending howl, the sound of something that had not asked to be dragged into the cold and rain and intended to file a complaint at full volume.

Big. You could hear big in it.

The hide flap pushed back and Sela came out into the grey light. Bloody to the elbows. Steady as stone. She looked at me, and the girl who used to check a plan against Amara’s eyes before she trusted it was gone from her face for good. She had learned in the long night that her own hands were enough.

“A son,” she said.

Then, quieter, because she was still Sela under the steadiness: “He is very loud. And very angry. And he has all his fingers, and Kaya is fine, and you can come in now.”

I have been told, since, that I said thank you. I don’t remember it. I remember the doorway, and the lamps, and my wife.



Kaya lay back against the furs, wrecked and glowing and furious with exhaustion, and on her chest, red and squalling and impossibly small against a body I had watched fight men twice its size, lay my son.

She was looking at him the way you look at a live blade.

I had worn that look myself, once. It was not fear of the baby. It was fear of the size of the thing you now had to lose.

“He is here,” she said. Her voice had gone to gravel. “He is breathing. Look at him breathe.”

“I’m looking.”

“I did everything right,” she said, and I understood she was not talking about the last eight hours. She was talking about a boy named Kito, dead of a fever eight years gone, whose name she had carried like a stone. “I did everything right that time too. And it did not matter.”

“I know.”

“So I am going to hold him,” she said, “and I am not going to be able to stop. And you are going to let me.”

“I’m going to let you.”

He stopped crying then. Not because anything had fixed him. He simply ran out of complaint, went slack and heavy against her chest, one fist uncurling against her scarred skin, and slept the way only the newly born and the very old can sleep, all the way down at once.

Kaya’s throat worked once, silent.

I watched the fiercest person I had ever known come apart in total silence, no tears, no sound, just her whole body going still around the small weight of him, holding on and holding on and refusing to break the surface of it with a single word.

I put my hand on her shoulder. She let me, and kept her eyes on the boy, and neither of us reached for a word.

Amara wrung out a cloth and wiped the sweat from Kaya’s throat and did not say anything, because sometimes the healer’s oldest medicine is to be in the room and keep her mouth shut. Naia gathered the used cloths without being asked. Claire had gone quiet by the lamps, watching the baby breathe with the concentration she gave to instruments, as if she could read his rhythm and confirm it against some inner scale.

Sela washed her hands in the last of the boiled water. Tua watched her do it from the stool.

“Ugly knot on the cord,” the old woman said. “But the child lives, and the mother lives, and that is the only grade that counts. Tomorrow I will tell you what you did wrong.”

“Tomorrow,” Sela agreed.

She was smiling. She had earned the smile. Nobody in that hut, or in the village waking to the news through the rain, called her apprentice ever again.



Rena came down off the eastern rim at first full light, half drowned, and found me at the hut door with a newborn’s cry still in my ears.

She had taken three bowwomen up the flooded high routes to answer a question that had stood on the north horizon for five weeks.

The smoke column. The fire where no Vanu fire should burn.

“We found his crossing camp,” Rena said. Rain sheeted off her shoulders. She was too tired to soften anything and would not have bothered if she weren’t. “On the bench above the gorge, our side of the water. Abandoned. Flood-gutted.”

“Raku.”

“Raku.” She wiped her face. “He tried the crossing in the rains. The smoke was him trying to signal his own scouts across the water, or dry a fire in a wind that would not let him. The mountain answered. We found two of his men dead in a wash channel below the camp, tangled in the flood-wrack. Drowned. He pulled the rest back to wait.”

I turned that over.

“So he’s alive.”

“He’s alive. He lost men to the weather, and he learned what we already knew.” She looked north, toward country that was drowning the same as ours. “Nobody crosses until the river drops. Not us. Not him. He is penned this side of the gorge same as we are, waiting for the same water, same as everyone.”

Both of us waiting on the same river to fall.

There was something almost restful in it, and I did not trust the feeling for a second.

“How many men does he have left?” I asked.

“Fewer than he had. More than we would like.” Rena weighed it, turning over what she’d read in the mud like sign on a cold trail. “The camp held maybe a dozen sleeping hollows. Two dead below. So ten, give or take. Gaunt ones. We found their cook pits scraped down to nothing. No bones. No scraps. Men who have eaten everything a man can eat and started eyeing the leather of their own sandals.”

“Starving.”

“Starving,” she agreed. “Which is the most dangerous a wolf ever gets. A fed wolf has something to go home to. This one has nothing left but teeth.”

I filed that with the rope and the salt and the fish.

“Get warm,” I told her. “Get fed. You did well.”

“I always do well.” She was already walking. “Is it a boy?”

“It’s a boy.”

“Good. The tribe can always use another mouth that grows into a spear.”

She said it in the same flat tone Kaya would have used, and I understood, standing there in the rain, exactly what kind of women I had thrown my life in with.



Later, when the rain had softened and the household had folded in around the fire, the wives came to meet him one at a time, each of them approaching the basket like something they had decided to love and were a little afraid of.

Amara came first, because she always came first, and because she had lost a daughter, and knew exactly how heavy a new child sits in arms that have buried one. She did not say any of that. She looked at the boy for a long moment, then at Kaya, and put her palm flat to the war-chief’s cheek.

“He is perfect,” Amara said. “And he is loud, which means he will live. The angry ones live. Tua said it of Maya and she was right.”

Kaya’s arm tightened around the small weight of him. “He is angry.”

“He is yours. Of course he is angry.”

Naia arrived with an assessment already prepared. “Good lungs. Good color. Large for a first, which explains the noise you made, Kaya, I heard it three huts away and I have decided to forget it.” She tilted her head, studying him. “He has your scowl. Poor child. We will teach him to smile before it sets.”

“He will scowl,” Kaya said.

“He will do both. Everyone in this family does both eventually. Even the sky-man learned.”

Sela crept close last, still in her red cloth, still carrying the steadiness she had earned in the dark. She had held him already, bloody and screaming, an hour into the world. Now she just looked, and her eyes were wet, and she did not hide behind her hair.

“I caught him,” she whispered, the words meant for no one but herself. “My hands. I caught him and he lived.”

“You did,” Kaya said. From the war-chief, that was a decoration pinned to the chest.

Maya woke against Amara’s shoulder, took one look at the small red creature getting all the attention that was rightfully hers, and lodged a formal objection at the top of her five-moon lungs.

“There it is,” Naia said. “The first war of his life. He will not win it.”

Amara bounced Maya, unbothered. “Two of them now. In one household.” She looked around at all of us, at the crowded firelit hut, at the rain thinning outside. “When I was young, this valley was burying more children than it named. Now look.”

The fire popped and the rain thinned on the thatch, and that was answer enough for all of us.

When the others had drifted to their platforms, I sat with Kaya and the baby.

He nursed and slept and woke and complained and slept again. Kaya watched him do all of it with an attention she had never once given me, and I found I did not mind being second in that ranking. Not even a little.

“He needs a name,” she said.

“He does.”

“You will give it. That is the custom. The mother names the daughters. The father names the sons.” She traced one blunt finger down the impossibly small line of his nose. “So. Sky-man. What is my son called.”

“I’ll have it in a day or two,” I said. “A name is a thing you carry your whole life. I’m not going to hand him a bad one because I was tired.”

She almost smiled. Almost.

Then the smile went somewhere colder, somewhere out past the rain and the drowned passes to a starving man held back by the same water she was, waiting to cross it as badly as she wanted to follow.

“He needs a name,” Kaya said again. Quiet. Exhausted past pride, past armor, down to the bare iron underneath. “And when the river drops, I need a war.”


Chapter 2: The Negotiator’s Terms

Two babies changes the arithmetic of a household.

We learned this fast. Maya woke twice a night on a good night. My son, three days old and already legend, woke the whole compound whenever the mood took him, which was often, and loudly, and with the outrage of a warlord denied tribute.

So we ran shifts. Naia organized them, because Naia organized everything, and because she had discovered that a sleep roster was a form of power and she liked power.

“Amara nurses. Kaya recovers. Sela sleeps because she saved a life this week and I have decided she has earned it.” Naia moved a clay marker like a general repositioning troops on a map. “Daniel walks the floor with whichever child is screaming. Claire holds the one who is not.”

“Why do I hold babies,” Claire said, from the corner where she was drying instruments. “I have no relevant training.”

“You have arms and you do not panic. It is more qualification than most mothers begin with.”

Claire looked at me. I shrugged. She had learned, by now, that arguing with Naia was a way of losing more slowly.

Kiru had appointed himself the baby’s war-tutor.

He crouched over the sleeping basket and delivered lectures to a three-day-old on the proper grip of a spear, the discipline of the wall, and the importance of never leaving your post. The newborn slept through all of it. Kiru took the sleeping as attentiveness.

“He is a natural,” Kiru informed me. “He does not interrupt.”

“That’s a newborn.”

“A disciplined newborn.”

His little sister, who was six and afraid of nothing, had opinions of her own. She had decided the baby needed protecting from the mountain just as she had decided I did, and she wove him a charm of grass just as she wove them for me before I did anything dangerous. She tucked it into the corner of his basket and told him, gravely, that the mountain would take the grass instead of the boy.

Kiru told her that was superstition. She told him he was a superstition. I stayed out of it. Two years in the valley had taught me which fights were mine, and none of the ones between those two ever were.



The rain broke long enough, on the fourth day, to show me the lower terraces trying to wash into the lake.

The diversion channels I’d cut two years back were doing their job too well. The swollen river dumped its overflow into them, and the channels, running full and hard, had started to eat their own banks. One more storm and the water would jump the wall and take the lower fields with it, the fields we needed to feed all the new mouths the valley had taken in.

I was standing in the mud working out how to shore a hundred feet of failing bank with the labor I had, when Kesa put a hand on my arm.

“Move,” she said. “You are about to do it wrong.”

I moved.

The Koru had lived on harder ground than we did, in a country of flash floods and undercut banks, and they knew water the way I knew steel. Kesa called her people up from the eastern shelters, Koru and Vanu both, and put them in the mud together.

They packed reeds into the undercut banks in tight bound bundles, wedged so the current pressed them tighter instead of tearing them loose. Then they cut relief grooves at intervals along the top of the diversion wall, shallow channels that bled the pressure off sideways before it could build to the point of collapse.

“Your wall wants to hold everything,” Kesa told me, wrist-deep in reeds. “A wall that holds everything breaks all at once. A wall that lets a little go, in the places you choose, holds forever.”

I have built defenses my whole adult life. I wrote that one down in my head.

We worked until dark. Vanu and Koru in the same mud, up to the knees in the same flood, and by the time the light failed the lower terraces were still there, held up by hands that had stopped keeping track of which tribe they belonged to.



The next workable day, we planted the new fields.

We had cut them during the recovery after the quake, terraces stepped up the eastern slope to feed the mouths we now had. Mixed crews put them in, Koru double-knots binding the seed rows, Vanu hands setting the drainage, a Koru boy and a Vanu boy racing to see who could turn a row faster and both losing to Dala, who was old and slow and had never lost a planting race in her life.

We named the field. The tribe likes to name things it means to keep.

They called it the Two-Hands field, and I thought that was on the nose until I remembered that on the nose is exactly what a people wants from the name of the ground that feeds it.

The festival at the end of the season would bring in that planting. I knew we had put something in the ground that both peoples would eat from, and that felt like the truest wall I had ever built.



Naia came to me that evening with a document.

She called it a document. It was a rectangle of scraped bark, covered edge to edge in the tally marks and pictographs the tribe used for trade counts, and she carried it the way a chieftain’s daughter carries anything: as though the rest of us were fortunate she’d made time.

“I have prepared terms,” she announced.

We were alone in the sleeping half of the hut. The others had taken the children to Amara’s fire so the war-chief could sleep, and Kaya, three days out from a birth, was doing exactly that, dead to the world behind a hide screen.

“Terms for what,” I said.

“For the conceiving of my child.” Naia settled herself across from me, cross-legged, spine straight, the bark held up between us like a treaty. “You did not think I would leave a thing this important to sentiment.”

“I did not think that, no.”

“Good. You are learning.” She cleared her throat and began to read. “Item the first. The father will provide, throughout the carrying, a foot rub upon request, the request to be honored regardless of the hour or the father’s stated exhaustion.”

“That’s slavery.”

“That is prenatal care. Item the second.” She did not look up. “The father will compose and deliver a formal apology to my ancestors for the length of time he made their daughter wait, said apology to be witnessed by at least one elder of my choosing.”

“Your ancestors can get in line. I waited too.”

“Noted and dismissed. Item the third.” Now the corner of her mouth was fighting her. “Naming rights for the child shall be contingent upon the child’s hair. If the child has my hair, I name it. If the child has your unfortunate flat coloring, you may name it, as a consolation.”

“My hair is fine.”

“Your hair is the color of wet bark. We are hoping the child does better.” She turned the tablet over as if there were more, though I could see the back was blank. “Item the fourth, regarding the frequency of attempts required to guarantee conception, which I have calculated generously in my own favor and which I will now read aloud in detail.”

She did not read it aloud in detail.

She sat there with the blank back of the tablet toward me, and I watched the performance run down, a fire burning through its show wood to the coals underneath.

She set the bark aside.

“I am done negotiating,” Naia said. The smooth voice had gone quiet and level and true. “I have negotiated my whole life. Every man I ever took, I took as a move. Every offer I ever made was a trap with a person standing in it.” She looked at me, and the calculating eyes had nothing left in them but the want. “I am done. I want them. Yours. Now. No clauses. That is the last term, and it is not a term, it is the truth.”

I reached across and took the tablet out of the space between us and put it on the floor where it belonged.

“Come here,” I said.



She came.

Naia never simply moved. Every motion she had ever made was staged for an audience of at least herself. But when she crawled across the furs to me and put her mouth on mine, there was no stage in it, no angle worked, just heat and the small desperate sound she made when I fisted a hand in the elaborate braids and tilted her head back as she liked.

I unwound the wrap from her shoulders. It came away, and there she was, oiled and glowing in the low light, the rich deep brown of her skin catching the fire. Medium breasts, dark nipples already tight, a body kept smooth and perfect by a lifetime of knowing exactly how she looked.

I laid her back and took my time first, because she expected me not to. That was the thing Naia had never gotten from any man before me: patience she hadn’t priced.

I kissed down the flat of her stomach, over the smooth oiled skin, and settled between her thighs, and she went still and then not still at all. My mouth found her, wet already, and I worked her slow, tongue on her clit, one hand spread flat over the low curve of her belly where she wanted a child.

“That is not,” she started, in the clipped voice she used to set a price, and lost it. “That is not on the tablet.”

“No,” I said against her. “This part’s free.”

Her hands came into my hair. Her hips lifted to my mouth. The narration she ran on everything gave out into a long unguarded breath, every practiced cadence gone out of her, and she was wet and open and shaking before I’d taken anything at all, which was exactly how I wanted her: undone before she got to the part she’d planned.

When her thighs started to close around my head I lifted off her, and she made a sound of pure outrage at being left on the edge, and I enjoyed that too.

But my gaze skipped the rest of it, dragged down as it always was with Naia to the part of her that made men forget their own names. She turned, deliberate, up onto her knees, and offered me the sight she had been offering since the day I met her, the massive round swell of her ass, straining nothing now because there was nothing left to strain against, just bare and full and impossibly heavy, oiled to a sheen.

“You know how I begin,” she said over her shoulder, not asking so much as stating a preference, flat and certain, a thing already decided. “This is mine. My way. My opening.”

“I know how you begin.”

I ran a hand over the curve of her, gripped, watched the flesh give and spring back, watched her arch into it. This was hers, this act, the thing she had given me first at her claiming as the surrender of the last thing she’d ever kept from any man, and she had decided, since, that she liked owning it. That it was not a surrender anymore. It was a signature.

She reached back for the small clay pot of oil she had, of course, brought with her.

She rose over me and took me as she wanted, facing away, reaching back to guide the head of my cock to the tight pucker of her ass and sinking down onto me by degrees, and I felt her asshole clench tight around me, the resistance and then the slow give, her whole body working to take me. Her breath went ragged. Her hands braced on my thighs.

“Slow,” she got out. “I set the pace. That is the one clause I keep.”

“Set it, then.”

She set it. She rode me facing away, that magnificent ass filling my hands and my sight, rolling her hips down onto me in the deliberate rhythm of a woman who had planned this and meant to enjoy every measured beat of it. The oil-slick clench of her was almost too much. I gripped her hips and let her work, watched the flex and give of her with every stroke, the sheen of sweat starting through the oil down the long line of her back.

The performance held for a while. She narrated, because she was Naia, because she narrated everything.

“This is what you wanted the first time you saw me,” she said, riding down. “Everyone wants this. But no one gets to keep it. You get to keep it.”

“Mine,” I said, and slapped a palm across the full curve of her, watched it ripple, heard her gasp break in the middle.

“Yours.”

Then the clauses started falling out of her.

The rhythm she’d set for herself slipped. She rode faster, harder, and the smooth voice cracked and lost its shape, dissolving into sounds that had never once been calculated. She braced forward, changed the angle, took me deeper, and whatever plan she’d read off the bark was gone, burned to nothing, and what was left was the thing under the negotiator, the woman who wanted and had stopped, at last, pretending she didn’t.

“Turn me,” she gasped. “Now. The other way. Turn me over.”

I lifted her off and turned her and laid her back on the furs and she pulled me down between her thighs and locked her legs around me and her hands came up to my face, and there it was, what she had asked me for at her claiming and made me promise, paid back to her now word for word.

“The other way,” Naia said, staring up at me, her braids wild across the fur, her whole polished mask finally gone. “Give me the child I stopped scheming for and started wanting. Put it in me. Fill me up and hold it there.”

I drove into her, into the tight wet heat of her pussy, and she cried out and pulled me deeper, heels locked at the small of my back, refusing me any distance.

“That’s it,” I told her. “That’s what you get when you stop negotiating. You get everything.”

“Everything,” she echoed, her voice come apart at last, begging now, no angle, no armor, nothing but the need. “Please. Deep. I want to feel it. I want to keep it.”

I held her stare and I let go, buried to the root, and felt myself pulse into her, my cum spilling deep where she wanted it, filling her while she clenched around me and held on and would not let go.

“Take it,” I said against her jaw. “Every drop. Keep it.”

She kept it. She held me inside her long after I was spent, legs still locked, hands pressed flat over mine where I’d laid them low on her belly, breathing hard, the two of us pinned together in the low firelight while the rain came back on the roof.

“There,” she whispered. Fierce and soft at once. “That is the only thing I ever truly wanted, and I made it a joke for twenty-eight years because I was afraid to ask for it plain.”

“You asked plain.”

“I did.” She almost sounded surprised. “It did not kill me.”



The afterglow lasted the length of time it takes Naia to remember she is Naia.

She lay against my chest, cooling, one hand still holding mine to her belly, and then I felt her think.

“The child will need the corner platform,” she said. “It has the best draft. We will move the grain jars. Amara nurses better on the north side, so the child’s basket goes there, and Maya’s stays where it is, and we will require a second water shift in the mornings, which Claire can take, she is awake anyway, she does not sleep like a person.”

“You said you were done negotiating.”

“I said I was done negotiating the child.” She lifted her head, and the smile was back, the whole imperial machine humming again, warm now underneath in a way it had not been before. “Everything else remains on the table. I am with child, sky-man. My leverage has never been higher.”

I laughed. She let me feel her belly under our joined hands, flat still, holding nothing anyone could see yet, holding everything.



Kesa came at dawn.

She stepped in ahead of the cold, gray and unreadable as ever, and stood in the doorway without asking to enter, because that was how she gave news she did not like to carry.

“My cousin’s boy slipped out to the east rim against every order,” she said. “Against mine, which is worse, because I will have to be angry at him after I thank him. He came back with eyes like moons.”

I was already up. “Raku.”

“Raku.” She wiped the rain from her face and did not blink. “He is going for the sky-people’s camp. The old one, beyond the gorge, where the diggers left their leavings.” She held my eyes. “The moment the water lets him across he means to build something out of what they left. Stand it up in the open. Something big.”


Chapter 3: A Name From the Same Fire

By custom the mother names the daughters and the father names the sons.

I had known that for two years and never once had to use it. Now I had a son, and the whole village came out under the dripping eaves to hear what I would call him, and I found that a name is a heavy thing to set down in front of two hundred people who will use it for the rest of a life.

I had turned it over for six days. I had one that would not leave me alone.

The whole household turned out ahead of the crowd. Amara with Maya on her hip. Sela in a clean wrap, the red cloth still binding her hair, standing where a healer stands now instead of where a girl hides. Naia arrived last and arranged herself at the front with the serene entitlement of someone four days into knowing she carried a child and already certain it made her the most important person at any gathering.

“You are glowing,” I told her under the noise.

“I am with child,” Naia murmured back, eyes forward, regal. “I am permitted to glow. It is practically an obligation. Do not distract me, this is my nephew’s naming and I intend to weep at the correct moment and no earlier.”

They carried Yara out for it. That was rare enough that the crowd went quiet when her litter came, the chieftain of the Vanu, half a working mouth and a whole iron mind, wrapped against the damp. She looked at the baby in Kaya’s arms with the pale, merciless attention she gave everything.

Her eyes moved, once, to her own daughter at the front of the crowd. To Naia, and to the hand Naia had rested, not quite by accident, against her own flat belly. The chieftain’s ruined face tightened, old and fierce, then smoothed over like water closing above a dropped stone. She said nothing. She filed it away to be spent later, the same as I would have.

“A loud one,” Yara said. Her words came slow and lopsided since the stroke, but they landed like verdicts. “Good. The quiet ones the mountain takes first. Bless him and be done, sky-man, my litter grows cold.”

So I took my son, and I held him up, and I gave him his name.

“Kano,” I said.

The word settled. I heard it move through the crowd, tasted and passed along.

“He is born of Kaya,” I said, because the reasoning is part of the gift and I wanted them to have it. “So he carries her fire. But a name should carry more than one.”

I looked at Kaya when I said the rest. Only at her.

“There was a man who taught her to laugh, before I ever came here. Before the raids took him. His name was Tano.” Kaya’s face did not move. That was how I knew I had it right. “I will not name my son Kito. Kito was hers and Tano’s, and he is remembered, and his name stays with the boy who wore it. That is his. But Kano comes from the same fire. The same hearth. A living child carrying a lost man’s flame forward instead of letting it go out.”

The valley was quiet under the rain.

“Kano,” I said again. “Son of Kaya. Of the Vanu. Of me.”

The foot-stamping started slow and built to thunder, two hundred people driving their heels into the packed wet earth, the Vanu way of tearing the roof off a thing they approved of. Kano, who had slept through his own naming, woke and joined the noise with the fury of a warlord whose nap had been interrupted, and the stamping turned to laughter, and the laughter did not stop for a while.

Mura spoke the old blessing over him, the one the eldest gives a new name, and I understood perhaps a third of the archaic words and the sense of all of them: that the child was seen, that the tribe took him as its own, that his fire was lit from the tribe’s fire and would burn as long as the tribe did. Yara added one line of iron from her litter, some old chieftain’s benediction, short and merciless and kind all at once, and then she waved her ruined hand for her bearers because her strength was spent, and they carried her back in before the celebration could ask anything more of her.

Kesa was there, at the edge, with her people. A Koru woman watching a Vanu naming, and no one thought it strange, and that was its own quiet marker of how far the season had already carried us.

Kaya took her son back from me. She did not thank me. She would have died first.

But she pressed her forehead to his, and when she straightened, her throat moved once, hard, on something she would sooner take a blade than admit to, and she looked at me over the small dark head, and that look said everything a warrior cannot.



That night, in the dark, with Kano asleep in the basket between our platforms, Kaya let the fear out.

“I keep waiting to do everything right,” she said, to the roof, not to me. “And then to lose him anyway. Because I did everything right before. It did not care.”

I did not tell her it would be different. She would have heard the lie in it. Nothing about a fever cares how right you did anything, and she and I both knew it.

“Then we don’t do it alone,” I said.

She turned her head toward me in the dark.

“That’s the new part,” I said. “You did it alone last time. War-chief, no husband, a sick boy and a tribe that needed you hard. This time there’s a whole household with their hands out. Let them hold him. Let them help. That’s not weakness. It’s just more people between him and the dark.”

She was quiet for a long time.

“That is difficult for me,” she said finally.

“I know.”

“I will try it,” she said, the way another woman might agree to walk into fire. “Once.”



Amara made the offer formally the next morning, in front of witnesses, because a thing done in the open can never later be called strange.

She came to our fire with Maya on her hip and stood where the household and two of the elders could hear her, and she said it plainly.

“I am nursing,” Amara said. “I have milk for two and to spare. In the Vanu this has always been true and always been shared. A mother whose milk runs dry, a mother who must travel, a mother who falls sick, her child is fed by the milk of the tribe. It is not shame. It is not favor. It is how a valley that once buried its children decided to stop.”

She looked at Kaya.

“So I am telling you, Kaya, in front of witnesses, that Kano is fed. Whatever comes. If you are here, you feed him. If you are not, I feed him, the way I feed Maya, as the women before me fed the ones who came before us. He will not go hungry because his mother had somewhere to be.”

Kaya’s hands closed at her sides, knuckles pale. She hated needing this. She hated it as she hated being pinned, which is to say she hated it and it was also, somewhere under the hating, exactly what she wanted.

“Say it back to me,” Amara said gently. “So the elders hear you accept it and no one argues later.”

“Kano is fed,” Kaya said. “Whatever comes.”

“Whatever comes,” Amara agreed.

Old Sena, one of the witnesses, nodded to herself with enormous satisfaction, as though she had personally arranged the whole thing, which she would tell people later that she had.

Amara shifted Maya to her other hip and let the front of her wrap fall open enough to make the point in the flesh: heavy, full, dark-nippled, a body built to feed the tribe’s children, with milk enough now for two and to spare. She was not being shy about it. Amara was never shy about it. Her breasts were an argument she won by presenting, and the argument this morning was simple.

“Two babies,” she said, almost to herself, pleased. “My milk came in stronger the day Kano was born. The body knows. It always brings more when there is more to feed.”

And that was the wet-nurse custom set down in front of the tribe, six days after my son was born, so that when the season turned and Kaya went east to finish an eight-year war, no one in the valley could ever call it a mother abandoning her child. The milk was shared. It always had been. That was the whole point.



The rest of the wet season, I worked.

I rebuilt the flood gates on my old channels, this time with Kesa’s relief-groove trick built into the design, so the water had places I chose to lose it before it could take places I didn’t.

The first gate I tried failed. I had cut the relief groove too deep and it bled off so much pressure the main channel silted up behind it, which taught me the same thing Kesa’s wall had: you let a little go, not a lot, and you choose the amount as carefully as the place. I recut it shallower and it held, and I made a note to tell Kesa she had been righter than she knew, which she would enjoy and never let me forget.

I raised a drying shed against the coming harvest, a long open frame with a steep thatch to shed rain and a slatted floor to let the air move. Tira hammered me the brackets. A Koru boy who had spat at me a season ago carried the poles, and by the third day was arguing with a Vanu boy about the right way to lash a joint, which is the sound integration actually makes.

And under all of it, the same low pull kept working at me.

Rope, coiled and counted. Salt, in bark tubes. Dried fish, more than a village needs, laid up against a walk that would not feed the men who took it. I caught myself weighing the long shape of a pursuit while I sealed a shed seam, and I knew the season was turning in me before it turned in the sky.

The valley did its own turning around me. Kiru had appointed himself the baby’s armorer now, and spent his evenings whittling a spear no longer than my hand, which he presented to a sleeping Kano with the gravity of a war-gift and then guarded jealously from Maya, who wanted it. Maya, five moons and territorial, filed loud objections every time anyone held her new rival, then insisted on being held next to him so she could keep an eye on the competition. Tevi’s weaving circle was half Vanu girls now, learning the Koru double-knot. Dala taught a Koru boy the fish-trap lines and pretended not to be pleased when he got them right.

The Two-Hands field came up green.

I stood at its edge one grey morning and watched the first shoots push through the mud, Koru and Vanu planting both, and I thought about how you cannot make two peoples one with a speech. You do it with a field. You do it with a shared fire and a shared baby and a hundred small hands in the same wet ground, and one day someone says the word and everyone realizes it happened a season ago.



The evenings folded us all in close.

Rain on the roof, two babies in the middle of the floor, and the household arranged around them in the shifting order Naia’s roster had by now beaten into everyone. Kano fed and raged and slept. Maya supervised. Claire, who did not sleep like a person, held whichever infant was between crises and had stopped pretending she minded it.

One night I watched Kaya do the hardest thing I had ever seen her do.

She handed Kano to Amara. On purpose. Without being asked. And then she sat on her hands, visibly, so she would not take him back, while Amara settled him to nurse alongside Maya.

“Look at you,” Amara said, low, not teasing. “Letting go of him.”

“I am not letting go,” Kaya said, forcing her eyes to stay on the fire and off the baby. “I am practicing.”

“For what.”

Kaya did not answer. But her eyes went east, past the wall, past the rain, and I saw the shape of the season in her, the same one that ran under my own counting of rope and salt.

Amara saw it too. Two mothers, one who had buried a daughter and one who had buried a son, holding each other’s courage without once naming the thing they were afraid of. Amara simply nursed both babies and let the war-chief sit on her hands and learn, one evening at a time, how to trust the valley with the thing she loved most.

Sela came in late from the healing hut, wet through, the needle case at her belt, and reported that a Koru child’s fever had broken clean. She said it plain and sure, no whisper left in it, no glance for someone older to confirm her, and Amara’s whole face lit at the sound of her apprentice who was not an apprentice.

“Eat, Healer,” Naia said, and put a bowl in her hands, and the household closed another ordinary night around two sleeping children while the rain thinned toward the turning of the year.



I found Kaya at the training post at dawn, near the end of the rains.

She had waited six weeks she was not supposed to wait for. Somewhere behind me Tua was going to have opinions about that. But there she was in the grey light, striking the post one-handed, slow, controlled combinations, remembering her own reach.

And on her back, snug in a woven wrap, Kano slept through the whole thing.

I had seen this before. Not the baby. The rest of it. The first year I came to the valley I had watched this same woman strike this same post in the pre-dawn dark, alone, in a silent fury that had frightened me a little, a warrior beating her grief into wood because she had nowhere else to put it.

This was that image, turned all the way around.

Her face was not furious now. It was calm. The strikes were practice. She was taking her body back, one careful combination at a time, with her living son asleep against her spine.

She caught me watching. She did not stop.

“You are staring, sky-man.”

“I am.”

“Say what you are thinking or go away.”

“I’m thinking that’s the same post,” I said. “And you’re not the same woman standing at it.”

She threw one more strike, clean and slow, and lowered her hand, and adjusted the wrap so Kano settled deeper. And she gave me one of her rare full smiles, the whole scarred, sharp face breaking open into something you would follow off a cliff.

“No,” Kaya said. “I am not.”



Claire caught me at the eastern edge of the fields as the light came up, crouched over her rain gauge, the notched stick she read the season by.

She had a soot-marked jar in one hand and a pale band on her wrist where the broken field watch used to sit. She’d given the dead thing to Maya to keep. Now she read the season off a notched stick and kept time by things that still ran, as she always did.

“Numbers,” I said.

“Numbers.” She stood, brushing wet earth from her knees, and looked north toward the drowned passes with the plain, honest attention she gave everything she could not soften. “The rain’s slackening. The river’s still a killer, but it’s cresting, not climbing. I’ve been marking the gauge morning and night.”

“How long.”

“Three weeks of river,” Claire said. “Maybe four. Then it opens, and it opens both ways at once, ours and his.” She pressed the notched gauge-stick into my hand, the whole season’s countdown cut into a length of wood, and folded my fingers shut around it. “You keep the count too, from here. I’ve decided I don’t much like being the only one who knows the number.”


Chapter 4: The Surge

Amara’s body answered the demand of two babies without being asked, milk rising to meet the need the moment the need appeared.

By the second week she was overfull by mid-morning and leaking by noon, and she was completely, gloriously shameless about whose problem that was.

I watched her all through one grey morning and got no work done. Her wrap, thin as all the wraps were, went dark with damp across the front before the sun cleared the rim. She would be grinding herbs, or settling Kano to feed, or bent over a child’s scraped knee, and the heavy sway of her would strain the fabric until it clung, dark nipples pressing through, a spreading circle of wet that she made no move at all to hide.

She caught me looking around the third time.

She did not blush. Amara had not blushed at anything in twenty years. She straightened slow from the herbs and held my eyes a beat past comfort, letting the look do all the work a word would have, and that was a summons and we both knew it, and then she went back to her grinding and left me to think about it for the rest of the morning, which was the cruelest thing she could have done and she knew that too.

She bent to lift Kano from his basket a while later, and the front of her wrap fell open with the motion, no accident in it, and I got the full weight of her hanging free for a moment before she settled the baby and covered up again. She did not look at me while she did it. She did not have to. The corner of her mouth had gone up, and she hummed something to the baby, and I gave up on the bracket entirely.

“You are a distraction,” I told her.

“I am a healer tending a child,” Amara said serenely. “If a grown man cannot govern himself around an honest morning’s work, that is a matter for the grown man.” A pause. “Come to the hut at midday when the patients are gone. We will discuss your discipline.”

It was not going to be a discussion. We both knew that too.

But the milk was not only for me, and neither was the woman.

Between the herbs and the babies she found Kaya, and did the quiet work she had done all season, the work no one thanked her for. She never named the fear. She just put herself beside it. She would settle Kano to her breast alongside Maya and say, to no one, in that low steady voice, “See how they eat. Greedy. Alive. The greedy ones live,” and Kaya, sharpening a blade she did not need to sharpen, would let her shoulders come down a finger’s width. That was the medicine, the only kind Kaya would ever swallow. Not comfort spoken aloud, which the war-chief would have refused. Just two babies eating like they meant to live, and a woman making sure Kaya saw it every day until she believed it.



The healing hut was Sela’s now, in fact and not just in name.

Tua sat on her stool in the corner, splinted arm bound to her chest, and corrected nothing. Eighty summers of finding fault with everyone’s work, and she watched Sela run her hut and held her tongue. From a woman who had never once let a sloppy stitch pass unremarked, that silence landed on the girl like a hand set square on her shoulder.

I saw the girl earn it again while I was there mending a shelf bracket.

A Koru mother brought in her boy with a fish-hook wound in the meat of his thumb gone bad, three days old, swollen tight and hot and streaked red toward the wrist. The mother hovered in the doorway with the particular wariness of a Koru woman still not sure the Vanu healers would spend their skill on Koru blood.

Sela did not notice the wariness, or did not let it slow her.

“Sit him here. Lamp closer.” She had the boy’s hand open before he could pull it back. “This will hurt. I will be fast. You may yell. Yelling is allowed.”

She lanced it clean, pressed the corruption out, flushed the wound with boiled water and the herb-wash Amara had taught her, and packed it with a poultice, talking the whole time in the trade tongue so the mother followed every step.

“The red line means the badness is trying to travel. We stop it here.” She bound the thumb. “Boiled water on the cloth twice a day. If the red climbs past this mark by tomorrow, you carry him back to me at once. It will not. But if it does, you come, and I fix it again. That is what I am for.”

The Koru mother’s wariness had nowhere to stand against that. It dissolved. She pressed her palms together and bowed her forehead toward Sela, the old thanks offered to a healer, and Sela accepted it without once glancing around for someone older to approve.

Two bloods, one hut, no hesitation. Integration in miniature, done by a girl who once could not give an instruction without checking Amara’s face first to see if she was allowed.



The compound ran on Naia’s word now, and Naia’s word had grown a full size since the morning she started counting a second heartbeat as her own.

She was perhaps three weeks along and behaved as though she were carrying the tribe’s entire future, which, to be fair to her, she partly was. She directed the babies’ baskets, the water shifts, the drying of wraps, and the exact placement of every grain jar, from a seated position, because she had decided that a woman in her condition directed and did not fetch.

“Amara nurses on the north side, the draft is kinder,” she announced to the household at large, moving a basket. “Maya’s stays by the fire, she runs cold, she gets it from Daniel. Kaya, you are not to lift the water yoke, do not argue, I saw you eyeing it.”

“I have carried water since before you could walk,” Kaya said, not looking up from the copper blade she was working back to an edge.

“And now you will let others carry it while you make yourself a weapon again. Different seasons, different chores.” Naia laid a hand, serene and deliberate, against her own belly. “I am told I glow. I intend to glow usefully.”

Across the compound Kaya rose and went to the wall circuit and ran it at a hard jog, Kano riding her back in his wrap, and came back barely winded, and I watched her clock her own recovery with a soldier’s cold satisfaction. Coming back. Faster every day. The war-chief was reassembling herself one dawn run at a time, and the whole village watched her do it with the same steady, unspoken attention they gave a blade being honed back to true.



Claire’s instruments were falling asleep.

She had two of them now, the twin seismoscopes she’d built from salvage and river-clay and patience, soot collars on fine-balanced arms that trembled when the mountain trembled. She checked them morning and evening and marked the readings on a length of knotted cord that only she could fully read.

“The collars stay clean,” she told me, crouched at the eastern station, and there was something careful in how she said it, a professional refusing to overclaim even when the news was good. “A full moon of clean, now. The swarm that scared us all through the quake is over. The system’s venting slow and steady now, the right kind of quiet. It’s going back to sleep.”

“You’re sure.”

“I don’t say sure.” She stood, dry as ever. “I say the data has been telling the same story every day for a moon, and I’ve stopped waiting for it to change its mind.”

The village called her the woman who hears the mountain. Her weather postings had become routine, as anything becomes routine once it has saved lives. And she and I worked the river numbers together at the end of each day, heads bent over the gauge marks, colleagues first, as we had been since the crisis, two people who trusted each other’s arithmetic more than they trusted anyone’s comfort.

That evening we knelt at the gauge together in the last light, her knotted cord in her hands, my tally scratched on bark, comparing the fall of the river hand by hand.

“Dropping,” she said. “Slow. But it’s turned. Look, the notch here, and here.” Her finger traced the marks. Her voice was all business and her ear-tips had gone faintly pink, which had nothing to do with the river. “Two weeks it holds a man back. After that it’s a hard swim, not a drowning. After that the whole thing opens.”

“The mountain and the river both,” I said. “Sleeping and dropping. Same season.”

She stopped, the knotted cord going quiet in her hands. She knew exactly what I was circling. She looked at the cord and not at me.

“Yes,” she said carefully. “Same season.”

Neither of us finished it. The promise she had set two seasons deep and I had honored sat between us at the gauge, enormous, waiting. Ask me again when the mountain sleeps. The mountain was going to sleep. We both knew it, and neither of us said it, and the not-saying was its own kind of touch, the most words we had ever not-said to each other.

She rubbed a thumb across the pale band on her wrist where the field watch used to sit, the old habit she reached for when a thing had no fix. Then she gathered her cord and stood.

“Soon,” was all she said, and walked back toward the fires before I could answer, her stride longer than it used to be, the fieldwork gait, a woman who had finally stopped bracing for the ground to open under her.



At midday, with the patients gone and the babies fed and asleep across the compound in Naia’s charge, Amara barred the healing hut door.

She turned to me and stated the problem like any medical matter, with authority and no shame at all.

“I am too full,” she said. “It aches. You are going to help me with it, and you are going to enjoy the help, because I have watched you fail to work all morning and it is frankly insulting to my dignity.”

“That so.”

“It is so.” She was already unwinding the damp wrap. “Lie down.”

I lay down on the layered furs.

The wrap came away and there she was, the primary sight in any room she had ever entered, the heavy dark fullness of her freed and swaying with the motion, silver-streaked hair falling loose around her shoulders, the deep brown of her skin gone to a sheen in the warm close air of the hut. Her breasts were fuller than I had ever seen them, taut and heavy with the double demand of two babies, and a bead of milk already stood at one dark nipple, waiting.

“Look at that,” she said, low, following my eyes down. “Look what feeding your children does to me.”

I reached up and took the weight of her in both hands before she could climb over me. She let me. She stood over the furs and let me draw her down toward my mouth, and I closed my lips around one aching nipple and eased, slow and steady, as she needed, and the milk came warm and sweet across my tongue.

Amara made a sound I had heard only from her, half relief and half want, and her hand came into my hair to hold me there.

“Yes,” she breathed. “Like that. You have no idea how it aches. Take some of it. Ease me first.”

I eased her. I drank from one side and then the other, my free hand kneading the fullness, and her breath went ragged above me, her thighs pressing together, the nursing itself winding her tighter and tighter until she was rocking against nothing and could not stand it anymore.

“Enough,” she gasped, pulling my head back. “You have taken the edge off my aching and put an edge everywhere else. Now the rest. Now.”

She climbed over me and settled astride my hips, upright, her weight sinking down warm and sure. She took my cock in her hand and guided me to her and lowered herself, and the wet heat of her pussy closed around me in one slow motion, all the way down, until she was seated fully and we both breathed out.

“And you still get what is left,” she murmured. “After the babies. After the whole tribe. There is always enough of me for you. Remember that.”

She rode me slow.

Amara never hurried anything. She set a deep, rolling rhythm, rising and sinking, her hands braced on my chest, and above me those heavy breasts swayed and hung and moved with every stroke, close enough that I could reach up and take their weight in both hands, feel the taut ache in them, thumb the beading nipples until she gasped.

“Yes,” she breathed. “There. Ease it. They are so full.”

I worked her while she rode. I cupped and kneaded and let the surplus come, milk welling at my touch, running warm over my fingers, and Amara’s slow rhythm broke into something less controlled, her head falling back, the silver in her hair catching the lamplight.

“Harder inside,” she said. “Deeper. I want both at once. Fill me while you empty me. That is the whole of what I am, do you understand. Both at once. Always.”

I planted my heels and drove up into her, meeting her downward roll, and she cried out and rode me harder, and I felt her start to come apart around me. Amara came as she always came, the way no one else did: eyes wet, breath breaking, a low weeping sound of a woman who spent eight years untouched and still could not fully believe she got to feel this. Her walls clenched around me in long pulls.

And at the peak of it she leaned forward over my face, took her own heavy breasts in her hands, and expressed the milk down onto me.

It fell warm across my chest and throat, and she guided one dark nipple to my mouth and I drank, the milk thin and rich and sweet with that faint almond warmth, and above me she was coming and weeping and pouring herself over me all at once, feeding me while she rode me, the surplus running down my chin and chest in warm rivulets while her body milked my own.

“Take it,” she gasped. “All of it. Everything I have. There is always more. I always make more.”

That undid me.

I gripped her hips and buried myself and let go, my cum spilling deep into her while she ground down to keep me there, and she pressed her breast to my lips and I drank and pulsed into her and the two things were the same thing, giving and taking, filling and emptying, the two halves of one act with no seam between them.

We stayed like that a long time. Her folded down over me, warm and heavy and spent, milk cooling on my chest, me still inside her, neither of us in any hurry to be two people again.

Then she lifted up, unhurried, and wiped the milk from my mouth and chin with the pad of her thumb, gentle and matter-of-fact, exactly the way she wiped Maya’s mouth after a feeding.

“There,” Amara said. “All cleaned up.”

“I’m not one of your babies.”

“No?” The warm brown eyes crinkled. “You drank from me and fell apart and now you are lying here fed and useless and content. I have raised enough of them to know the signs.”

I pretended to mind. She let me pretend. That was Amara to the bone, right there.



Rena came in from the north rim two days later, wind-burned and short of breath, and did not sit down.

“His whole pack,” she said. “Massed at the gorge crossing. Every gaunt one of them, camped on the near bench, staring across the water at the diggers’ camp like it owes them. I saw it myself this time, from the ridge.”

“Doing what.”

“Waiting. Readying. Ropes, a sled, everything a man needs to haul a fire’s worth of the sky-people’s leavings the moment he can reach them.” Her voice had gone flat and hard, the dry edge burned clean off it. “The instant the river drops he will be across and standing his fire up in the open, where anyone above the rim can see it burn.”

She looked at me, and for once there was no dry edge on her at all. She crouched at the hearth, dragged a fingertip through the cold ash at its lip, and drew a single upright stroke on the stone: a fire standing alone in open country, lit on no one’s invitation but its own.

Then she pressed her thumb flat and wiped it out, as if she could not stand to leave the sign drawn even in ash.


Chapter 5: The War-Chief’s Body

Tua cleared Kaya for the war at six weeks, and made it sound like an insult.

“You tore nothing in the birthing,” the old woman said, prodding at her with her one good hand while Kaya sat rigid on the healing-hut stool. “You heal like something that resents being hurt, which you are. Your blood is back. Your belly has drawn in. You may fight.”

“Good.”

“You will tear him, not yourself.” Tua’s dried-riverbed face cracked into something that was not quite a smile. “One thing. Take the baby off your back when you spar. I have one arm. I can splint a warrior or I can splint an infant. I cannot do both at once, and if you make me choose I will choose the one who does not talk back.”

“He does not talk back.”

“He will. He is yours.”

Kaya stood, cleared, and did not thank her either. The women in this family did not thank the people who loved them. They just went and did the next hard thing, and the doing was the thanks.



She reclaimed her body the way she’d retake ground from an enemy: with discipline and no mercy, and most of the mercy she withheld was her own.

Dawn runs on the wall circuit, first slow, then not slow. Lira’s bowwomen feeding her arrows at the practice butts until her shoulder remembered the draw. The copper blades again, the ones Tira forged, in her hands from first light while the mist still sat on the lake.

The body that came back was not the body from before.

Her body told the truth and I loved it more for the telling. Softer here, across the belly and the hips, where a child had grown and been born. Stronger there, in the shoulders and the grip, in ways I could not account for except that fury builds muscle. Milk-heavy in the mornings until she fed or was eased, which changed her balance and made her swear. A warrior re-learning her own reach, missing a strike she used to make, then making it, then making it again without thinking.

I put myself to use where I could. I could not give her body back to her, but I could hold pads and read her openings, so I did, morning after morning, calling the gaps she left when she overreached with the right hand and dropped the left.

“You’re carrying the left low,” I told her the first morning. “You never did that.”

“My arm is stronger and slower than it was. It has opinions now.”

“Then argue with it.”

She argued with it. By the third morning the left came up where it belonged.

I watched her lose the first full-speed spar.

She went against Rena, who was quick and did not care about Kaya’s rank, and Rena put her in the dirt inside a minute. Kaya lay there a moment, breathing hard, absorbing the loss like a lesson she meant to keep.

“Again,” she said.

She lost that one too, but slower. The third time Rena caught her with a hook that Kaya, a season ago, would have slipped in her sleep, and Kaya went down cursing, and got up, and made Rena show her the hook again so she could learn the move that had beaten her.

That was the difference between Kaya and every other proud fighter I had known. She did not hate the person who beat her. She studied them.

The fourth day she won. She won ugly and by a hair, and she got up off Rena with a look on her face I recognized from my own worst training, the look of a body arriving back where its owner had left it. Lira, watching from the bow butts, gave a single grunt of approval. She did not spend those lightly, and every woman on the ground knew it.

By the end of that week nobody in the practice ground would take the match against her without a second thought, and by the end of the next, nobody would take it at all.

And then there was the morning I knew she was all the way back.

She ran the wall circuit at dawn, Kano in his wrap on her back, and at the end of it she did not stop to catch her breath. She turned and ran it again. Twice around the whole village at speed with a baby sleeping against her spine, and she finished the second lap barely winded, and she stood at the training post in the grey light and threw a combination so fast and clean and effortless that Lira, watching, set down her bow.

“There she is,” Lira said. That was all. From Lira it was a hymn.

Kaya heard it. She did not smile, but something in the set of her shoulders settled into place, the last piece of the war-chief clicking home. The body a birth had borrowed was hers again. She had taken it back by force, on schedule, with a baby asleep through the whole campaign, exactly as she reclaimed everything.

The village watched its war-chief come back like a river returning to its banks. And it was afraid of her again, in the good way, the grateful fear you keep for the one who stands between you and the dark.



We argued the roster in the council chamber, which mostly meant I said the roster and everyone argued the parts they did not like.

“Six,” I said. “Small and fast. A big party moves slow and eats through supply. Me. Kaya. Claire. Rena. Aru and Neka from Lira’s bows.”

“Claire cannot fight,” Kaya said. There was no unkindness in it, only a fact she wanted on the table.

“Claire knows the sky-people’s camp. She inventoried it twice. She knows the routes, the fittings, what’s in that fuel drum and how it comes apart.” I looked at Kaya. “She’s not going to trade spear-blows with Raku. Neither are you, until the last of it. She’s going for her head, same as I am. That’s not a debate.”

“It is a small debate,” Kaya allowed, which was how she conceded.

Claire, present, dry: “I’d like the record to show I volunteered for none of this and I’m going anyway. Note the distinction. It matters to my sense of self.”

“Noted,” I said.

“I’d also like to note that I am a geologist, not a soldier, and that my entire professional training consisted of not falling off things and writing down what I saw.”

“Both of which we’ll need.”

“I’m aware. That’s what’s upsetting.” She almost smiled. “Somebody has to remember which canyon drains where, and it is going to be me, and I have made my peace with it.”

Naia, who was not going and resented being useful in a stationary way, delivered her verdict from the edge of the chamber. “I will run the village with Amara. We will run it better than you left it, and you will come home and pretend not to notice.”

“I’ll notice,” I said. “I’ll just have the sense not to say so.”

“Marriage,” Naia informed the chamber, satisfied, “is teaching him.”

Lira took the home watch, which was right, because Lira could hold the wall with the women left behind and I would not walk east worrying about the village behind me. Oko would come the first day only, to read the crossing and turn back.

“My knees know their limit,” the old tracker said, matter-of-fact, when Kaya bristled at his leaving. “That is a thing worth knowing. A man who does not know his limit spends other men’s strength carrying him. Learn to know yours, war-chief. Then you can spend it clean.”

The gear went out on the chamber floor with names on it. Tira’s copper broadheads, the hollow-point kind that shattered inside a wound. Cleat-spikes for wet rock, hammered to my sketch, for the crossings I knew were coming. Rope from the sky-people’s crate, the good synthetic line that would not rot or fray. Dried fish and salt sealed in bark tubes, more than we’d need, because the men we hunted were starving and I would not let my people become that on the trail.

I checked the edge on a blade Tira had made me, and I thought a thing I did not say aloud.

Every fight of my life had come to me. The plane came down on me. The Koru came over the wall at me. The mountain shook the ground under me. I had spent two years learning to stand between danger and the people I loved, and danger had always been kind enough to arrive.

This one I was walking toward. On purpose. Choosing the ground and the day and the throat.

That was a different weight, and I carried it quietly, and told no one but the blade.



Kaya called me out to the wrestling ring before the evening fire, and the whole village knew what it was before she finished saying it.

Because it was the same ring. The same challenge. The same crowd, near enough, two years of hard living later.

The first time she had done this, she had meant to break me. She had circled me in this ring with a warrior’s contempt and every intention of putting the sky-man in the dirt in front of her people to prove I was nothing. I had not let her. That was the day it all turned.

Now she circled me with her body back under her, fast and joyful and mean with it, and the crowd came out of the huts to watch, and Amara settled onto a stool with both babies and the air of a woman who has bought the best seat.

Kaya came in low and quick. I caught the shot and we grappled, and she was strong, stronger than before, her grip like copper wire, and for a moment I genuinely thought she might take me. She hooked my ankle and nearly had my balance. The crowd made the sound a crowd makes when the favorite stumbles.

Then two years of combatives against Special Forces operators did what it does. I let her commit to the throw, gave her the direction she wanted, and used it, turning her hip and taking her balance out from under the very move she’d chosen. She went down.

I followed her down and locked it in.

Hips settling over hers. Wrists caught above her head. The exact geometry of the first day, when the whole valley had watched to see whether the sky-man would be broken by their war-chief, and had watched instead the war-chief fail to break the sky-man.

The first day, she had thrashed against it with everything she had, and lost, and hated me for it, and wanted me because of it.

Tonight she looked up at me, pinned, breathing hard, and she deliberately, publicly, slapped her open palm against the ground. Twice. The tap. The yield.

And then she stayed.

She lay there under me, pinned, having tapped, and did not move to rise, and let the whole village see exactly how long the war-chief chose to be held down by the sky-man before she felt like getting up.

I held her there and looked down at the whole story of us written into one pinned body. The scar along her jaw. The dark eyes that had once dared me to try and had promised to kill me for trying. The small firm breasts heaving under the binding cloth, milk-heavier than the first time but the same fierce chest. And under all of it now, chosen and unforced, the yield.

The first time, losing this pin had been the worst day of her pride’s life. Tonight she gave herself the loss like a gift, in daylight, in front of everyone, because she was strong enough now to choose the thing that used to be taken from her.

It went on long enough that people started clearing their throats and finding other things to look at.

Amara did not find other things to look at. Amara watched with open, delighted approval, both babies in her lap, and when Kaya finally rose and offered me a hand up she had not needed to, the older woman said to the babies in her lap, “Six weeks and she throws herself in the dirt on purpose. The young recover so quickly,” and Kaya’s ears went dark and she pretended not to hear it.



She came back to the ring after the fire had died and the crowd had gone.

I was banking the torches. She stepped into the ring out of the dark, and there was nothing playful left in her face. This was the other thing the pin had started, and she had come to finish it.

“On the ground,” she said. “Where you had me.”

I put her there. Down on the packed earth, and I came over her as I had in the match, hips settling, but this time I dragged her wrap aside and this time she pulled me down against her with her heels at my back.

“You held me down in front of all of them,” she breathed. “Everyone saw me stay. Everyone saw me choose it.” Her hands were already pulling at my wrap. “Now hold me down for real, where no one sees, and I do not have to be brave about it.”

I fisted a hand in her cropped hair and pinned her wrist with the other and drove into her, and she arched up off the ground to take it, that tight athletic body, the hard muscle of her ass flexing under me as she met every stroke. She was wet and ready and furious with wanting it, and I gave it to her hard, because she had never once wanted it gentle, my weight full on her, her hair wound in my fist.

She fought the sound. She always fought the sound. She got her own forearm up between her teeth to keep from crying out where a late walker might hear, and bit down, and lost the fight anyway, the noises breaking out of her around her own arm.

“Good girl,” I told her, low, driving deep. “Look at you. All the way back. Every part of you.”

The praise hit her as it always did, and also as it never had before, because this time it was not for kneeling. It was for coming back to herself, for reclaiming the body a war and a birth had tried to take from her, and she came apart on that, clenching around me, her heels locking, her teeth still set in her own arm and losing.

I finished with her, buried and pulsing, her body milking me for it, and we lay tangled in the dark ring where two years ago she had tried to end me.

“Six weeks,” she said finally, smug and sore and thoroughly satisfied. “Tua said you would tear me.”

“Tua was right, then. I heard you tearing something over there.”

“That was the ground losing.” She turned her face into my shoulder. “Tua is always right. Tell her I said so and I will open your throat in your sleep.”



Oko was at the river mark at dawn, reading the brown water for its drop and its mood.

The rains had thinned to almost nothing. The river had dropped a full hand overnight, and another the night before, and it ran fast and mean but it ran within its banks now.

The gear was packed and repacked by then, weighed in my hands and in Rena’s, every bark tube of fish accounted for, the good rope coiled and lashed, the cleats and broadheads wrapped in oiled hide. I had counted it four times. I counted it again, because counting was the one thing I could do to the fear, and it worked a little every time.

“Ten days,” Oko said, not turning from the water. “Maybe eight. Then it carries a man across, if the man is willing to swim the last hard stretch of it and does not much care whether he lives.”

He glanced east, toward country that was drying the same as ours, and then he gathered his old bones up off the rock and started back down toward the fires, spending no more words on it than the water had earned.

I stayed at the mark after he had gone. I crouched and put my hand flat in the cold brown water, and it still pulled hard enough to drown a man, but it dragged weaker against my palm than it had the morning before. I scratched the new waterline into the mud with my thumb, a finger’s width below yesterday’s. Eight days of that. Maybe fewer. Then the same river that penned us both would let us both loose, and I meant to be moving the instant it did.


Chapter 6: The Mountain Sleeps

I found Claire at the twin seismoscopes at dusk, and I knew from the set of her shoulders that the mountain had finally answered.

She was crouched between the two instruments, the salvaged arms and the river-clay bases and the soot collars she read the ground by, and she did not look up when I came. She was staring at the fine black rings of soot as though they had written her a letter.

I knew the instruments by now, a little. She had taught me, the only way she knew how, by refusing to simplify a thing and waiting for me to catch up. A fine arm balanced so exactly that the ground’s smallest shiver dragged it through the soot and left a scratch. Two of them, cross-checked, because Claire did not trust a single number any more than she trusted a single witness. She had built them out of nothing but salvage and stubbornness during the worst of the quake season, when the whole valley wanted a prophecy and she would give them only the measured truth.

“Say it,” I said.

“The collars are clean.” She touched one, feather-light, so as not to disturb the balance. “Both of them. A full moon of clean, now more than a moon. The tremor swarm that ran all through the quake season is over. The hydrothermal system is venting slow and even, exactly the way a system vents when it is settling.”

“The scratches are getting shorter and further apart,” she went on, still crouched, still not looking at me, because she always did the work before she did the feeling. “Through the quake they were long and daily. Then weekly. Now I get a faint one maybe every ten days, and it’s the ground settling, not the ground waking. A system that’s charging up gets louder. This one’s gone quiet in exactly the shape of a thing that’s finished.”

She stood, and dusted her knees, and gave me the verdict bounded and precise, because precision was the only container she had ever found big enough to carry the important things.

“It’s going back to sleep, Daniel. Not quiet for a season. Asleep. Years. Probably decades.” A breath. “I’d stake my professional reputation on it. If I hadn’t already faked my death and abandoned my professional reputation in a crevasse.”

It was a joke. It was also the truest and saddest sentence she owned, and she deployed it the way she deployed all of them, as armor, so that the enormous thing underneath could pass by unremarked.

The last of the light sat gold on the lake below us.

I let the silence stand as long as it wanted. She had earned that much. Two seasons of it, a promise she had set with her own hand and made me keep. Ask me again when the mountain sleeps.

The mountain was asleep.

“Then I’m asking again,” I said.



She went very still. The stillness was a brace, not a calm. She had told me once, without meaning to, that when she was touched unexpectedly she froze, and I had learned to read the freeze not as no but as a woman bracing to feel something she could not control.

“You’ll have to do better than that,” she said. Dry. Level. And her hand came up and pushed a loose strand of blonde hair behind her ear. Once. Then again. “‘Asking again’ is not a question. It’s a reference to a question. I deal in data. Give me the actual thing or I’ll assume the variable is undefined.”

She was making me say it. Of course she was. She had spent her whole life being filed under other people’s shorthand, tragic accident, contractor, casualty, and she was not going to let the biggest sentence of her life arrive as a reference to something.

So I said the whole thing. Plainly. The way I build things, one solid course set on the last.

“You’re the only person in this valley who can read the mountain, the company, and the world outside,” I said. “That makes you necessary. But that’s not why I’m standing here. I’m standing here because you make me think better. Because you say the true thing even when the kind thing would be easier. Because you staged your own death and walked into the hardest life on earth rather than go back to a world that had already decided you didn’t matter, and I have never once, in all the time I have known you, seen you flinch from a thing that scared you except this one.”

Her throat had gone scarlet. It climbed her jaw as I watched, up to the tips of her ears, the flush she hated because it told everyone the truth her voice was fighting to manage.

“I’m asking you to be my wife,” I said. “The fifth. The last. I’m asking you to let the valley grieve you if you’re ever lost, instead of a company that filed you by Friday. I’m asking you to stop being the woman no one came looking for. Marry me, Claire.”

“You’ve clearly rehearsed that,” she said. Her voice cracked on the third word and she hated it, I saw her hate it. “That was too structured. You don’t talk in load-bearing paragraphs unless you’ve been building the wall in your head for weeks.”

“I have been.”

“Since when.”

“Since the crevasse. Since you chose this over going home, and I understood that home had never been a thing that chose you back.” I held her eyes. She could not hold mine, and looked away, and made herself look back, as she always did. “So I’ve had a while to get the words right. I wanted them right. You deserve the ones I got right.”

She blinked once, hard, and refused to let it become anything more. Her voice stayed exactly level. Only the muscle jumping in her jaw gave away what the level was costing her.

And she answered me in Vanu.

Careful, rehearsed, accented Vanu, the words of the place that had made her necessary, chosen over English because English was the language of the world that had buried her report and then buried her. She said the words of acceptance the tribe used, the old ones, and she said them almost perfectly, and I understood, hearing the shape of them, that she had been practicing this sentence for months. Alone. In a language that was not hers. Getting it right against the day she might get to use it.

I noticed. I said nothing about it. I filed it with the thousand small things I meant to keep and never once let her live down, and I pulled her in, and she came stiff and then not stiff at all, her face pressed hard into my shoulder, and I felt her come apart exactly once, briefly, furiously, the heel of her hand scrubbing at her eyes before she’d let me see.

“That was extremely undignified,” she said into my chest. “I’ve been composing that acceptance since before I had a reason to believe I’d need it. If you tell anyone I rehearsed, I will recalibrate your rain gauge to lie to you.”

“I’d never.”

“You noticed. I saw you notice.”

“I notice everything about you,” I said. “It’s a problem I don’t intend to fix.”

We sat down on the cold stone between her sleeping instruments, and for a while we did not talk, which was a thing we were good at, two people comfortable in the same silence.

“I keep waiting for the part where it gets taken away,” she said finally, low, watching the dark come up the valley. “That’s the thing about my life. Every good posting ended. Every place I got attached to, the funding dried up or the season closed or the company recalled me. I learned not to unpack. I had a flat in Brisbane I lived in for six years and never hung a single thing on the walls.” She turned the whole impossible fact of a wedding over in her mind. “This is the first place I’ve ever wanted to hang things.”

“Then hang them.”

“That’s the terrifying part. I’m going to.” She let out a breath that shook once and then didn’t. “I staged my own death and the worst part wasn’t the fear. It was doing the arithmetic and realizing there was no one in the world it would truly wound. A cat. A downstairs neighbor. That was the whole ledger of my grief.” She looked at me. “And now if I die out there next week, chasing your warlord, two hundred and fifty people will feel it. That’s not a small thing to have built, Daniel. I did the math on it three times because I couldn’t believe the number.”

“Don’t die out there next week.”

“I’ll add it to the plan,” she said. “It’s already a very full plan.”



The wives took the news the same as the valley took all news about me now: as one more inevitability, wonderful and unsurprising, each of them exactly herself about it.

Naia heard it and annexed the ceremony inside of one breath.

“I have been planning this since the stream crossing,” she announced, which could not possibly have been true and which nobody dared question. “The staging is mine. The order of the rite, the blossoms, the placement of the fires, all mine. Claire, you will stand where I put you and you will look magnificent and you will not argue, because you have never planned a ceremony in your life and it shows in your entire personality.”

“I’ve planned expeditions.”

“An expedition is a ceremony where everyone might die. I am aware you think they are different. Do not interfere.”

Sela lit up like a festival fire and could not stop smiling, and hugged Claire before Claire could brace for it, and Claire stood in the embrace with her arms half-raised in surprise and then, slowly, put them around the girl.

Kaya vanished, which worried no one, because we knew where she’d gone.

She came back from Tira’s forge with a copper band still warm from the hammer, the marks left plain on it, unsmoothed, the signature she pressed into everything she made, and she pushed it into Claire’s hands with the grace of a woman handing over a live coal.

“Family,” Kaya said. “Hit anyone who says otherwise.”

Then she left again, fast, before anyone could make it a moment.

Claire looked down at the warm copper in her hands. She had watched Kaya do this exact thing for Naia a season ago, thrust a hammer-marked war-band at a new wife and flee. It was Kaya’s ritual now, forged in the same shop, the same few blunt words, the same escape.

“She made me a thing,” Claire said, a little stunned. “With her hands. And then ran away.”

“That’s the whole ceremony, with Kaya,” I said. “You’re deeply welcomed. She’ll deny it to death.”

Amara said one word, for the entire village.

“Finally.”

Then she crossed to Claire and took the fair face in both her broad warm hands, the same hands that had cupped Kaya’s face, and Sela’s, and every face she had ever decided belonged to her.

“Season on season you have stood beside our fire and slept beside it and not in it,” Amara said, low. “You gave the valley your mind and kept your heart in a box because no one had ever asked for it and lived. I am asking for it. We are all asking for it. Bring it inside where it is warm.”

Claire, who had a dry answer ready for everything, opened her mouth to deflect and found she had nothing. The flush climbed and stayed. She nodded, not trusting whatever her voice would do, and Amara kissed her forehead and then, being Amara, went to grind the ceremony herbs, because someone in this family did the actual work while the others made speeches, and it was always going to be Amara.

Elder Mura came last, formal, leaning on her stick, and inclined her head to Claire with the gravity she reserved for the forms.

“The vow will be spoken before Yara,” Mura said. “As is right. The sky-woman came to us dead and chooses to be born here living. The rite has words for that. I will find them.” She looked at Claire a long moment. “I said, once, that wolves at the fire become wolves in the house. I was speaking of the Koru. I was wrong about them, and I have said so. I was more wrong about you, and I am saying so now. You were never a wolf. You were a woman with nowhere warm to stand. Come and stand.”

Claire, who met every soft thing with a joke, had nothing dry to say to that. She just nodded, and the flush stayed banded high across her cheekbones, and Mura went to find the words.



We set the vow for the river’s turning.

That was not sentiment. That was collision, and the book of the season made it plain. The expedition left on the river’s turning, the exact day the water dropped enough to cross, because Raku left on the same day for the same reason. The door opened both ways at once.

So the wedding and the war shared a dawn. I would speak my vow to Claire and then, near enough, shoulder a pack and walk east to kill a man. There was no arranging it otherwise. The river did not care about ceremonies.

That night the household could not stop itself from celebrating, in the quiet way a family celebrates what it has wanted for so long and finally gets.

Amara had the ceremony herbs going. Sela had climbed to the vents at dusk to scout the white steam-flowers she’d want for the braid. Naia had produced, from somewhere, a length of the good festival cloth and was already planning Claire’s wedding wrap aloud, overruling objections that no one had raised. Kaya sat in the doorway sharpening nothing, which for Kaya was contentment. And Claire sat in the middle of it, turning the warm copper band on her wrist, watching a family reorganize its entire evening around her the way you watch a sunrise you never thought you’d earned.

“They’re planning it already,” she said to me, low, a little stunned. “I proposed to no one and accepted an hour ago and there are already logistics.”

“There are always logistics. Naia runs on them.”

“I ran on them too, once. Field logistics. Supply lines. I understood the world as a set of variables to manage.” She watched the household. “This is the first set of logistics I’ve ever been the subject of instead of the author. It’s extremely uncomfortable and I don’t want it to stop.”

Kesa found me at the wall later, looking east as I had taken to doing.

“He watches the river too,” she said. Even and certain, a woman who had spent a lifetime reading the men who hunted her people. “Every morning, the same as you. Watching the same water slide down the same banks, morning on morning. Whoever moves first owns the road down to the sky-people, and whoever owns the road decides how this ends.”

She looked at me, and there was no comfort in her, and I had stopped expecting comfort from Kesa a long time ago and valued her more for the lack of it.

“So do not linger over your happiness, sky-man,” Kesa said. “Marry fast. Then run faster.”


Chapter 7: What Five Hands Made

A Vanu bride is prepared by the women of her family across a whole day, so that she comes to the fire that night carried by every hand that loves her.

Claire had no family. Her parents had died in a wreck outside Perth when she was twenty-three and left her nothing but a competence and a habit of not unpacking. So the wives built her a childhood of custom in one afternoon, the way you build a wall fast when the weather is coming: all hands, no arguing, everyone carrying stone.

Naia had commandeered the healing hut for it, cleared of patients, warm with oil-smoke and the white steam-flowers Sela had gathered from the thermal vents.

Amara went first, because the oil and the counsel were hers.

She worked the scented oil into Claire’s fair skin, over the freckled shoulders that burned instead of tanned, down the long field-hardened legs, and she talked while she worked, midwife-frank, as she had talked Kaya and Naia and Sela through this same afternoon before.

“You are going to want to manage it,” Amara said. “You manage everything. This you cannot manage, and that is the whole gift of it, so let me tell you how to fail at managing it gracefully.” Her broad hands smoothed oil along Claire’s spine. “He will be gentle until you tell him not to be. He leads, always, but he listens first. So tell him what you need. Tell him with numbers if that is the only language you trust. He will understand you. He has learned all of us. He will learn you fastest of all, because you are the one who explains herself.”

Claire asked her questions precise and clinical, in the cadence of a woman reading from a notebook she was not holding.

“Is there an expected sequence. Physiologically. Or does he improvise.”

“He improvises within a structure,” Amara said, not blinking. “Like your walls. Solid where they have to be, and then, in the right place, they let go.”

“And if my body does something. Unusual. Involuntary.”

Amara’s hands paused, and something knowing crossed her warm face, and she did not tease, which undid Claire more than teasing would have.

“Then it does it,” Amara said simply. “And he will be glad, and I will be glad, and no one in this valley will think anything of it except that you were well and truly claimed. We do not blush at our own bodies here, Claire. That is a thing they taught you in the cold country. You can leave it in the crevasse with the rest of what they buried.”

Claire had no dry answer to that. She looked at her own oiled hands and said nothing.

“One more thing,” Amara said, and turned Claire’s chin up with a knuckle so the fair eyes had to meet hers. “You will want to apologize. When your body does whatever it does, you will want to explain it, and name it, and make it small and manageable and someone else’s fault. Do not. There is nothing to apologize for. A woman coming apart under a man who loves her is the most ordinary miracle in the world, and we have all done it, every one of us, weeping or shouting or biting our own arms.” A slow warm smile. “Yours will be its own kind. Let it be its own kind. Do not you dare say sorry for it.”

“I make no promises,” Claire said faintly. “Apologizing is load-bearing in my personality.”

“Then we will knock the wall down tonight,” Amara said, entirely comfortable, and went on with the counsel.

She told Claire the things a mother tells a daughter and Claire had never had a mother to tell her: what the rite meant, and what it did not mean, and how the wives would stand as her kin because she had no kin, and that this was not pity but membership. She told her the household’s small rhythms, who woke early and who ran cold and which baby cried at what hour. She built Claire a whole family history in an afternoon, out loud, so that Claire would walk to the fire that night carried by a lifetime of custom she had received in the space of a day.

And Claire, who had spent these long months cataloguing this valley from a careful professional distance, sat still under the older woman’s hands and let herself be told where she belonged, and the telling did more than any argument ever had.



Sela came to do her hair, which had never held anything but a plain field braid to keep it out of her way.

The blonde was fine and slippery and fought the weave, and Sela worked at it patiently, threading in the white steam-flowers one at a time, her small clever fingers sure now where once they had trembled at everything.

The flowers only grew at the thermal vents, where the ground stayed warm all year, and they opened white and stayed white for a single night before they browned. You gathered them at dusk for a claiming and they died with the dawn, which was exactly why the tribe chose them: a beauty that existed only for the one night it was meant for. Sela had climbed to the vents alone at first light to cut them, and had carried them in a damp cloth all day so they would open at exactly the right hour.

“Hold still,” Sela murmured. “You keep bracing. Like you are waiting to be hit.”

“Occupational habit. I climb things.”

“You are not climbing now. You are being made beautiful. It is allowed to feel good.” Sela set another flower against the pale gold. “I shook, at my own claiming. So hard I thought I would fall down in front of everyone. Amara held my elbow the whole way to the fire.”

“Did the shaking stop.”

“No.” Sela smiled, and there was steel under the sweetness of it now, the girl who caught a war-chief’s baby with steady hands. “You do not wait for the shaking to stop. That is the trick nobody tells you. You shine anyway, while you shake. That is the whole of courage. I learned it late. You will learn it tonight.”

She stepped back and looked at her work, the blonde braided and flowered, ornamented like nothing this head had ever worn before, and her lashes went wet at the corners.

“There,” Sela whispered. “Now you look like you belong to us. Because you do.”



Naia arrived to supervise, because Naia supervised, and because she had appointed herself the ceremony’s whole administration.

She circled Claire with a critical eye, adjusting a flower here, a fold of the wrap there, narrating the entire operation as though blonde hair were a wild frontier province she was personally bringing under civilized rule.

“The color is a challenge,” Naia announced. “Dry grass. Untamed. But we will make it a virtue, we will make it the only such hair in the valley, we will make the whole tribe understand that the sky-man’s fifth wife is a rarity and not merely a foreigner. Turn. No, the other way. There.”

She adjusted the fall of the wrap across Claire’s shoulder, stepped back, frowned, adjusted it the identical amount in the opposite direction, and pronounced herself satisfied with a change no one else could see.

“You have a body under all that sensible cloth,” Naia observed, tilting her head. “You have spent these long months hiding it as though it were evidence. Tonight it is not evidence. Tonight it is the announcement. We drape to reveal, not to conceal, there is an art to it, I will teach you across many years and you will never be as good at it as I am, and that is correct and healthy.”

“I’m a geologist.”

“You are a bride,” Naia corrected serenely, “who happens to know about rocks. Priorities, Claire. Tonight, priorities.”

Then, when Sela and Amara had gone to fetch the ceremonial wrap and it was only the two of them, Naia set down the polished voice entirely, and took Claire’s hands in hers, and the performer was simply gone.

“Listen to me, because I will say this once and then deny it,” Naia said quietly. “I performed for twenty-eight years before this family saw the woman under the performance. Every smile a move. Every kindness a lever I meant to pull later. I know what it is to be watched constantly and known never.” Her thumbs pressed Claire’s knuckles. “You have been performing ‘fine’ since your parents died in that wreck. Fine. Managing. Not a bother. Nine years of it. I recognize the work because I did it longer.”

Color flooded up Claire’s throat and drowned the freckles at her collarbone.

“It ends tonight,” Naia said. “You do not have to be fine in there. You do not have to manage. Let him see you. All the way down to the part you have never shown anyone. That is the only thing the rite is actually for.”



Kaya came last, and stayed the shortest time, which was correct.

She did not do oil or blossoms or counsel. She looked at the copper band she had forged, already on Claire’s wrist, the hammer marks she never filed smooth catching the lamplight, and she checked that it sat right, and then she said her eight words, because Kaya’s whole ceremony was always eight words and a fast exit.

“You earned your place. Now go take it.”

And she was gone before Claire could answer, out into the afternoon, already fleeing the soft thing she’d just done.

Claire turned the warm copper on her wrist for a long time after the doorway stopped swinging. She ran her thumb over the hammer marks, the little planed facets Kaya deliberately never smoothed, and I think she understood that the marks were the message: not a perfect thing bought, but a made thing, forged by a specific pair of scarred hands in a specific hot dark shop, for her.

“She keeps running away after being kind,” Claire said, half to herself.

“That is how you know it was real,” Amara said, returning with the wrap over her arms. “The kindness that costs her nothing, she stays for. The kindness that costs her, she flees. She made you a thing with her hands and put her marks in it and ran. That is Kaya telling you she loves you at the top of her lungs.”



They were preparing me too, on the other side of the compound, and Sela did that part, as she had done it three claimings running now.

It had been strange, the first time, the apprentice who volunteered to ready the sky-man when custom said an older woman should. It was not strange anymore. It was a tradition, and she wielded it like an art she had spent years perfecting.

Oil, warm from the fire. Her hands, sure and unhurried. And the precision of a healer who knew exactly where every nerve ran, taking me to the edge and holding me there, easing off, taking me back, holding, easing, until I was gritting my teeth and gripping the furs and getting absolutely nothing for it.

“You are being prepared,” Sela said, prim, her voice strengthening as it did whenever she had the upper hand. “Prepared, not finished. The finishing belongs to Claire. That is how this family works. You go to her ready and wanting and full, so that she gets all of it, and none of it was spent early.”

“You enjoy this too much.”

“I enjoy it exactly the correct amount.” She brought me to the edge again, and held me there, and looked up through her lashes with none of the old fear and all of the old sweetness turned to something wickeder. “And there is a price. There is always a price with me now. You taught me to ask for what I want, sky-man. You have only yourself to blame.”

She knew my body the way she knew a wound, every response mapped, and she used the knowledge without mercy. Slow when I wanted fast. Stopping when I was sure she wouldn’t. She would take me right up to the edge, watch the cords stand out in my neck and my breath go short, and then lift her clever hands away entirely and fold them in her lap and wait, prim as a girl at a lesson, until I came back down enough to be taken up again.

Three times. Four. My whole body wound tight as a drawn bow and given nothing.

“Sela.”

“Yes?” All innocence, her voice gone strong and pleased. “Do you need something? Use your words. You always tell me to use mine.”

“Name your price,” I ground out, “before I lose my mind.”

“The harvest festival.” Her hands kept their maddening rhythm, so I could not argue, could barely think. “The fertility blessing. The dance, and the rite, before the whole tribe when both peoples are one. I told you I would take a step past the pool, and you promised to stand it with me.” She held me right at the breaking edge and would not let me over. “Say you will. Say it again anyway. Out loud, where I can keep it.”

“I’ll stand it with you,” I got out. “Say the word and I’m there.”

“Good.” She eased me down from the edge one last time, deliberate, leaving me full and aching and entirely hers to hand forward. “Now you are ready. Go and be someone else’s tonight. I will collect the rest of my price at the festival.”

She rose, and smoothed her wrap, and paused at the doorway with the flowers she had not used, the spare steam-blossoms, and tucked one behind her own ear, and for a moment I could see the whole distance she’d crossed written in her: the girl who had watched from doorways, the woman who now stood squarely in them.

“I used to only watch,” she said, half to herself. “Tonight I got to make the sky-man beg. And soon the whole tribe will watch me.” She smiled, and it was pure sunlight with a wicked edge. “I have come a very long way, have I not.”

“A very long way,” I agreed.

“Remember that at the festival,” she said, “when you want to tell me it is too much,” and slipped out before I could argue that too.



Dusk came, and Claire came with it.

She stepped into the hut entrance in full tribal wrap for the first time, and there was nothing left of the field clothes, nothing of the cargo trousers and the faded shirt and the broken watch. Blonde hair braided and flowered. Fair skin oiled and warm in the low light. The freckles, the long clean lines of her, wrapped in the cloth of a place that had made her necessary and now meant to make her family.

Her whole wardrobe had been an arc, and the arc finished in that doorway.

She was terrified. I could see it in the too-straight spine, in the flush already burning up past her collar. And she was certain, which was the other thing I could see. With Claire the two never canceled. The fear rode alongside the resolve, in harness, and both were at a gallop now.

She met my eyes and did not look away, though it cost her, though her hands were not steady even as her voice came out level.

“The mountain sleeps,” Claire said. “You asked me once where it was quiet. Now ask me again where everyone can hear it.”


Chapter 8: Ask Me Again

They carried Yara out a second time in one season, and the whole village felt what it meant.

The chieftain did not spend herself on ceremonies anymore. She had presided over Naia’s vow a season ago and she presided over this one now, from the litter, wrapped against the night, half a working mouth and the full iron mind, and the fact that she came at all told the valley what this claiming meant.

The claiming ground was ringed with fires and with witnesses. Both peoples stood in the ring, Vanu and Koru, as they now stood everywhere. And in the kin-place, where a bride’s family stands to give her to the fire, stood the four wives together, because Claire had no family, and the rite was built to answer exactly that.

Amara. Kaya. Sela. Naia. Standing in the place of mother and sisters for a woman whose mother had died on a road outside Perth and whose sisters had never existed.

Amara stood at the head of the kin-place, where the mother stands. She had put herself there without discussion, and no one had argued, because it was simply true. Sela had a hand pressed to Naia’s arm, both of them watching the path. Kaya stood a little apart with her arms folded, guarding the ceremony the way she’d guard a gap in the wall, as though grief or bad luck might come over it in the dark and she would be the one to meet it with a spear.

Claire came to the fire in the flowered braid and the ceremonial wrap, and she was shaking, and she shone anyway, exactly as Sela had told her to. She walked as she had learned to walk here, the longer fieldwork stride, no longer the contained economical steps of the woman cataloguing terrain, and the white steam-flowers were open in her hair and would last exactly this one night, which was the whole point of them.

Mura spoke the forms she had gone to find. Central-spring water was touched to Claire’s brow, leaving the demands of the outside world at the threshold. A coal from Yara’s own hearth was pressed into her hands, the family fire, chosen. The witnesses gave the answers.

“She chooses,” said the ring.

“We see her,” said the ring.

Then Yara lifted her ruined hand for silence, and got it, and looked at the fair woman across the firelight with pale merciless eyes.

“You died once, sky-woman,” Yara said, slow and lopsided and perfectly clear. “You fell in the ice and your own people wrote you down as gone and no one came looking. No one. I know this because you told my daughter and my daughter tells me everything she thinks I have forgotten.”

Claire did not move.

“Hear me, then, so you never mistake where you are again.” Yara’s voice did not rise. It did not have to. “If you go missing from this valley, two hundred and fifty people will empty it to find you. We will walk the ridges in the rain. We will not write you down. We will not file you gone. We will come, and we will keep coming, until we have your body or your breath.” The old eyes held her. “That is what you are marrying, sky-woman. Not one man. A people who will not let you be lost. Do you understand what you are being given?”

And Claire, who could out-deadpan anyone alive, who had armored a whole life in dry precision, came apart exactly once.

Briefly. Furiously. The heel of her hand scrubbed hard across her eyes, the old tell, the gesture she fell back on when the flush and the tears got ahead of her control. One ragged breath. Then she put herself back together by sheer will, stone by stubborn stone, and she spoke her vow.

In Vanu.

The rehearsed, accented, almost-perfect Vanu she had practiced alone for months, the words of the place that had made her necessary, chosen over the language of the world that had buried her. She got them right. Her voice held level all the way through, which I alone knew was the most expensive thing she owned.

Then it was my turn, and I gave her the plainest thing I had, built like a wall, one true stone at a time.

“You were the only door I had back to my old world,” I said, so the ring could hear it. “And you closed it, for me, before I ever had to choose. You made my choice yours. I am not going to spend the rest of my life letting you think that cost you something. It gained you everything. It gained you us.” I took her hands, the coal warm between them. “I see you, Claire. All the way down to the part you never showed anyone. And I am not going anywhere.”

The foot-stamping started, and built, and became thunder, two hundred and fifty people driving their heels into the earth for the newest of their own, and Claire stood in the middle of that thunder and let it hit her like weather, and did not scrub her eyes this time.

She let them see.



The claiming hut was warm and low and lit by a single banked fire, and the sacred furs were laid out, the layered hides the tribe brought out only for births and claimings and deaths.

Witnesses stood at the walls, as custom held, at the edge of the firelight. Claire knew they were there. That was part of it. She had watched, when she first came to us, from a distance; she had staged her whole life around not being seen. Tonight she would be seen all the way, and the being-seen was not a thing done to her. It was a thing she had walked into on her own long legs.

I took the wrap off her slowly.

Season on season of sensible layers. Season on season of cargo cloth and tribal wraps tied too modestly, of a body hidden as though it were evidence. It came away now under my hands, one fold at a time, and I watched her face the whole time, and she watched mine, which was harder for her and which she made herself do anyway.

The firelight found her.

I let my eyes take the slow walk down her, one beat at a time, because all that concealment had earned exactly this. Bare feet that still burned on hot stone because she was still learning to go without boots. Up the long legs, field-hardened, the muscle of someone who had hiked survey lines for a living, and the sight of them bare and firelit put a low pull through me. The slim waist. The trim line of her, nothing displayed, which in a valley of deliberate display made a man look twice and then keep looking.

And higher, the thing the sensible cloth had hidden all this time. Her breasts, modest and firm and high, bared at last, and the pink nipples startling and lovely against the fair skin, already drawn tight in the warm air. Not the heavy fullness of Amara, not made for the eye across a room. Made for exactly this: close, and firelit, and sensitive past bearing, every touch about to print on skin that kept no secrets.

The freckles were everywhere the cloth had hidden them. Across her nose, yes, but also scattered down her shoulders and arms, a whole hidden map of them, sun-drawn and private, revealed now like something only I was ever going to be allowed to read.

I spanned her ribcage with both hands, thumbs just below the soft weight of her, and she shivered from her scalp to her heels.

“There you are,” I said. “All these months of hiding this.”

“It’s not,” she started, and her voice came out level even as her eyes cut away from mine, “it’s not remarkable. Statistically. It’s a wholly average configuration, I’ve read the…”

I bent and closed my mouth over one pink nipple and she lost the sentence.

The reaction ran through her like current. Her whole chest flushed, the scarlet spreading down from her throat in a visible tide, and the color leapt all the way to her ear-tips, and she could not hide one instant of it. She was sensitive everywhere, the fair skin a live map, every touch printing on her at once, the mark of my mouth going pink and then fading, and I understood that this was going to be the whole game with her: a body that could not lie, married to a mind that lied for a living.

I worshiped the modest firm weight of her slow, thumb and tongue, one and then the other, cupping her, feeling the tight pink peaks pull tighter, until her breath went short and her hands found my shoulders and gripped.

“Sensitive,” I murmured against her. “You’re wired to the surface. Every place I touch, I can see it land.”

“That’s the freckles, they, the vascularity of fair skin is…” I grazed my teeth over her and the explanation dissolved. “…is genuinely elevated, it’s not… oh.”

“That’s the fourth time you’ve done that,” she said, unsteady, trying for dry and missing.

“Counting already?”

“I count everything. It’s how I…” I did it again. She inhaled sharp. “…how I stay calm.”

“Then keep counting,” I said against her skin. “I want to hear you run out of numbers.”



I took her down onto the furs and I set out to dismantle the composure the way she’d once told me you foul a survey grid: patiently, one reference point at a time, until the whole careful thing can’t hold its shape.

I edged her. Hands and mouth, the fair thighs falling open, and I found her pussy wet already, my tongue circling her clit, and worked her toward the edge and then took her right up to it and stopped.

She made a sound of pure affront.

“You can’t just,” she said, breathing hard, “stop at the… there’s a rhythm to it, there’s an obvious… if you’d maintain the…”

“I know exactly what I’m doing,” I said, and took her back up, slower, and stopped again a hair before.

She tried to manage it. Of course she did. She tried to time me, to pace herself to me, to get out ahead of the thing and control its arrival as she controlled everything. She counted under her breath, actually counted, tried to build a pattern out of me she could predict and pace to.

So I broke the pattern. Every time she found the rhythm I changed it, sped up when she braced for slow, went still when she wound tight, added a finger when she’d steadied to my mouth, kept her guessing and gasping and losing the count, until the measured voice was fraying at every edge.

“That’s not,” she got out, “that’s not a consistent… you keep changing the…” Her hips chased my hand, all on their own, her body outvoting her mind. “Daniel. Daniel, I can’t get a fix on the… there’s no pattern, you’re doing it on purpose, you’re…”

“I’m fouling your grid,” I said. “Your words. No reference points. Nothing to measure by.”

“That’s…” a helpless sound, “…that’s a genuinely unfair use of my own…”

Her first orgasm she held composure through by sheer, magnificent, doomed will. Fists knotted in the furs. Breath locked down hard. Every muscle in that long field-fit body strung tight and fighting to stay quiet, to stay contained, to survive the thing without surrendering to it. She rode it out with her whole body shaking and her control clamped down over it like a lid on a boiling pot, and when it had passed she announced, breathless and triumphant and utterly absurd, “One.”

I smiled against the inside of her thigh.

“We’re not counting yours,” I said.

“That’s…” she was still catching her breath, “…that’s not how counting works, a count is a count, you can’t just exclude…”

“Sure I can. Your numbers don’t run in here. In here I keep the count, and the count starts when you stop being able to hold it.”

“You can’t unilaterally redefine the…”

She lifted her head to object to that on principle, and I put my mouth back on her, past the edge she thought she’d survived, and the objection turned into something with no words in it at all.



I took her past the place she was still guarding, the deep place her whole life had built a wall around, and her body did the thing she could not measure or manage or hide.

The flood came all at once.

Her hips lifted clean off the furs, her back bowing, and a sound tore out of her that she had never made in her life, high and helpless and nothing like her level voice, and the wet shock of it was everywhere, on my hand and my mouth and the sacred furs, undeniable, unmanageable, the composed scientist’s body overriding the composed scientist entirely.

She froze.

For one heartbeat, pure astonishment, her eyes wide and unfocused, staring at the ceiling as though it had betrayed her. Then the mortification hit, and the scientist scrambled for a frame the way a falling climber grabs for rock.

“That’s, that doesn’t, I’ve never… that’s not a normal… there’s a physiological explanation, it’s not, I didn’t mean to, that’s…” She could not find the term. For the first time in her measured life, Claire Sorensen could not find the term. “Daniel, I don’t… I need to… what was…”

“Easy.” I came up over her, unhurried, reverent, and utterly filthy about it, because both were true at once. “That’s your body telling the truth. That’s what it says when you finally stop governing it. Nothing to explain. Nothing to apologize for.”

“It’s called…” she was still reaching for the frame, still trying to make it a fact she could hold at arm’s length, “…there’s a term, it’s a recognized physiological… I know the term, why can’t I…”

“Because you’re not a scientist right now,” I said, and put my hand flat and low on her belly, over the place it had come from. “Right now you’re just a woman who came so hard she couldn’t hold it in. Say that. Don’t reach for the word. Say the true thing.”

She stared at me, wrecked and wet, every ready word gone out of her.

“I couldn’t hold it in,” she whispered, and the saying of it hit her harder than the flood had, her breath catching. “I’ve never… no one ever got me to… I didn’t know I could do that.”

“Now you know. Now the whole valley knows.”

“There are witnesses,” she whispered, her breath gone shallow and quick, a variable she couldn’t get back under control. “They saw… everyone saw me…”

“Everyone saw you claimed,” I said. “That’s all anyone in this valley saw. Amara told you. There’s nothing under that mortification but the truth, and the truth is beautiful, and I want it again.”

And under the mortification, where she was sure the shame lived, there was no shame at all. There was only the thing she had spent a lifetime not letting herself have. I watched her find that out. I watched it cross her wet, unguarded, astonished face.

At the edge of the firelight, one of the witnesses shifted, and I saw Claire’s eyes flick to them, bracing for judgment, for the blank institutional gaze she had spent her whole life being measured by.

There was no judgment there. Only the quiet witness the rite required, and I felt the moment she understood the difference. Nobody here was writing her down. Nobody was filing this. They were simply seeing her, which was the one thing she had never once been given.

Her chin came up a fraction. The mortification did not leave, but it stopped being the whole of it.

“Again,” she said faintly, and it landed flat and level, a woman checking a result, not asking a question. “You want it… again.”

“As many times as your body wants to tell the truth.”



The last stage was the one her whole file had always pointed to, the thing that broke her composure faster than any touch: my eyes on hers, and nothing to hide behind.

I settled between her thighs and pushed my cock into her slow, and she was tight and molten and gasping, her legs coming up to lock at the small of my back, taking me deep. And I held her gaze the entire time. That was all of it. I did not let her look away.

“Eyes on me,” I said, moving in her, deep and slow. “Don’t look away. I want to watch.”

She tried, once, out of long habit, to break the eye contact and hide. I caught her jaw, gentle, and brought her back.

“There’s no hiding tonight,” I said. “You married a whole people who won’t let you be lost. Start with me. Let me see you.”

And she let me.

The flush went from mortified to molten. Her hands stopped bracing against my shoulders and started pulling me closer, closer, deeper, her heels digging in, and the level voice was gone entirely, replaced by broken open sounds and my name and, at last, unbargained, “please, don’t stop, please, I need…”

“I know what you need.” I drove into her, steady and deep, eyes locked on hers. “I’ve got it. Take it. Take all of it. Let go.”

“Look what you do to me,” she breathed, and it was the closest her voice would ever come to Amara’s worship and it came out entirely her own, wondering and precise at once. “I did the math on this. I decided it wasn’t for me. I was so certain. I was wrong about the size of my own life by an order of magnitude.”

“Bigger than you calculated.”

“Every day. It keeps being bigger.” Her heels dug in, pulling me deeper. “Don’t stop. I revised the estimate. The estimate is: don’t ever stop.”

She came apart with my eyes on hers, and this time she did not fight it and this time she did not grieve it, the release rolling through her uncontrolled and unashamed, her whole body clenching around me, her hands fisted in my hair holding my face where she could see it. And it came again with it, the flood she could not hold, and this time she did not scramble for a term, she just let it happen with her eyes locked on mine and something like triumph breaking through the astonishment.

I let go with her. Buried to the root, I emptied my load deep into her, pulsing, and she felt it and her legs locked tighter, keeping me, and I held her stare through all of it, the two of us undone and looking straight at each other with nothing left in between.

“Keep it,” I told her, still deep. “All of it. It’s yours now.”

She kept it. She held me inside her, legs locked, chest heaving, and pressed her forehead to mine.

“I calculated I’d never have any of this,” Claire said, quiet against my jaw, her dry precision finding its way back to her in its own broken form. “Ran the numbers a hundred times. No family, no home, no one to grieve me. A clean, closed, finished life. I was very rigorous about it.” A shaking breath. “I’ve never been so glad to be wrong. Twice. Once about the valley. Once, apparently, about my entire…” she gestured vaguely, and gave up, “…all of this.”

“Get used to being wrong about it.”

“I intend to collect a very large dataset.” She started to say something else, something dry, the kind of thing she always closed a moment with, and it trailed off halfway, and I realized she had fallen asleep mid-sentence, warm and spent and unguarded, in the middle of a joke, for what I suspected was the first time in her measured life.

I drew a fur up over us and let her sleep on me, and after a while I heard soft movement at the hut’s entrance: Amara, doing the last of the matriarch’s work, looking in to see that the newest wife was well and whole and cared for, as she had cared for all of them. She met my eyes across the dark and gave one small satisfied nod, the nod of a woman who had counseled a frightened bride that afternoon and watched the counsel hold, and then she was gone to her own fire and her own babies.

I stayed awake a while.

I listened to the last of the ceremony drums die out across the village, and the rain-end wind moving through the thatch, and I held my whole family in my head: five women, two children, one more coming, and this last one asleep against my chest with flowers dying white in her hair, the woman no one had come looking for, home.

And underneath all of it, warm as it was, I let myself think the other thing, the one I had been holding off since the river first started dropping in earnest. That in a few hours I would put this down, all of it, and shoulder a pack, and walk east to end a man. That I would leave this bed on the same dawn I had earned it. The river had arranged it that way, and the river did not care what a man had just been given.

I held her a little tighter for it, and did not wake her, and watched the fire burn down.



Lira’s horn woke me at first grey light.

Two notes. The far-sign. The call that means the eyes on the northern rim have seen something on the far side.

I was up and moving before Claire finished waking, and she came up fast behind me, awake all at once and already reaching for her wits.

The horn sounded again, and I was at the wall by then, and Lira pointed north without a word.

Smoke. On the north route, out past the drowned passes that were drowned no longer. A thin, small, moving column, not a signal-fire yet but a travel-fire, banked and broken and lit again further on. Deliberate. Someone walking, and camping, and walking.

The river had dropped in the night. The door had opened both ways, exactly as Claire had marked it would, and the wolf had gone through first.

“He’s started for the camp,” I said.

Behind me, Kaya arrived at the wall with a spear already in her hand and Kano nowhere in sight, left sleeping in the arms of the custom that would keep him.

“Then so do we,” she said.


Chapter 9: The Passes Open

We left into the first dry dawn, six of us, while the flowers were still white in Claire’s hair from the night before.

Six, and the gear I had counted five times and counted again by the gate. The good crate-rope coiled and lashed. Tira’s copper broadheads wrapped in oiled hide, the hollow-point kind. The rock cleats. Dried fish and salt in bark tubes, more than we needed, because I would not let a hungry march turn us into the men we were chasing. Aru and Neka carried the bows, Lira’s two best, young and quiet and steady. Rena carried nothing you could see and everything that mattered.

The whole valley came to the gate to watch the hunt go out. That is a thing tribes do that the outside world forgot: they stand at the wall and put their eyes on you as you leave, so that you feel every one of them on your back all the way to the fight, and you do not get to quietly fail where no one can see.

Sela was there, and Amara with both babies, and Naia with her chin high and her hand on her belly. Tira stood a little apart, turning something over in her hands, already thinking about the steel she hoped we would bring back for her to answer. Yara did not come to the gate. Yara sent word instead, one line, carried by Mura: tell the war-chief the old chieftain expects her back, and expects the man dead, and will not accept one without the other. Kaya heard it, and her chin dipped once, hard, an order received and locked away where it would keep.

Kaya said her goodbye to Kano at his basket, and it was the hardest thing I watched all season, harder than the birth, harder than the pin.

She did not pick him up. I understood why. If she picked him up she would not put him down, and then there would be no hunt. So she crouched over the basket where he slept, milk-drunk and furious even in sleep, and she looked at him for a long moment, and then she said it out loud, to Amara, standing beside her with Maya on her hip.

“Feed him,” Kaya said. Her voice did not shake. Only her hand did, once, before she closed it into a fist. “If I do not come back. Feed him and tell him his mother went to make the world safe for him to grow up angry in.”

“You will come back,” Amara said.

“But if I do not.”

“Then I feed him,” Amara said simply, “the way I feed Maya, as every woman at this fire would take up a child that was not her own and never once count the cost. He will not go hungry and he will not go unloved. You have my word in front of the tribe, war-chief. Now go, and do not make it worse by lingering, because the lingering is the only part that can actually break you.”

Kaya stood. She looked at her son one more time.

Then she walked out of the hut without looking back, because looking back was the one thing in the world she could not survive, and I fell in beside her and did not say anything, because there was nothing to say that would not be a smaller thing than her silence.



Kiru met me at the gate with his spear and his whole heart on his face, and demanded to come.

“I am a warrior now,” he said. “I fought at the wall. I can track. I can carry. You need…”

“I need the wall held,” I said.

“Anyone can hold a wall.”

“No.” I stopped and faced him, because this deserved facing. “Not anyone. A wall held by a man who wishes he were somewhere else is a wall already half-fallen. I need it held by someone I trust with everything I am leaving behind it. Kano is behind that wall, Kiru. Maya. All of them.” I put my hand on his shoulder. “A guard who leaves his post to chase glory gives his post to the enemy. I am not giving you the small job. I am giving you the one I cannot do myself because I have to go do this one. Hold my family. That is not less than the hunt. That is the whole reason for the hunt.”

He straightened under my hand like I had knighted him.

“I will hold it,” Kiru said. “Nobody gets past me.”

“I know.”

His little sister, six and fearless, marched up and tied a fresh charm of braided grass to my pack, as she did before everything dangerous, and gave me the same instruction as always, grave as a chieftain.

“The mountain takes the grass instead of you,” she said. “I made two this time. One for you and one for the war-chief. Do not lose them or the trade does not work.”

I did not lose them. I have never once been brave enough to test whether her magic is real.

Sela pressed a small packed roll of healer’s things into Claire’s hands at the gate, boiled cloth and the herb-wash and a curved needle, because Claire was the one on the hunt with the steadiest hands after mine and the most sense about a wound.

“You closed a survey wound on yourself once,” Sela said. “You told me. So you can close one on him if it comes to that. Boil the cloth first. Do not let him tell you he is fine. He always tells everyone he is fine.”

“I’ve noticed,” Claire said, taking the roll. “It’s his least trustworthy setting.”

“Bring my case back,” Sela said, and hugged her, quick and fierce, the girl who used to flinch from touch now giving it freely. “And bring yourself back. I only just got you.”



Claire came out of the hut in her two lives worn as one.

Her field boots, resurrected from wherever she’d stored them, laced up her calves under a tribal wrap. Her blonde hair pulled back in the old survey braid instead of the flowered one, ready for work. Kaya’s hammer-marked copper band on one wrist, and nothing on the other but the pale band of skin where a dead watch used to ride. The geologist and the wife, walking out together to do the one job that needed both of her.

Naia saw her off with her hand resting on her own belly and her chin high.

“Come back,” Naia told her. Told all of us, but looked at Claire. “I have organized this household to a standard, and I refuse to reorganize the grief rota to accommodate anyone’s death. It would take days. It would ruin the harvest planning. So do not die, any of you, purely as a logistical courtesy to me.”

“I’ll do my best to preserve your schedule,” Claire said.

“See that you do.” And then, low, just to Claire, the mask off for one beat: “Watch him. He walks toward the fight now, our sky-man. He is not used to it. Someone with cold eyes should be beside him. Be the cold eyes.”

“That,” Claire said, “I can do.”

Amara caught me last, at the very gate, with a hand flat on my chest, and did not make a speech, because Amara knew a departing man cannot carry a speech.

“Bring them all home,” she said. “Her especially.” She meant Kaya. “She goes out to close the oldest wound this family has, and closing it will either heal her or hollow her, and I cannot tell which from here. Watch her at the end of it. When the man is dead, she will need someone to be a husband and not a war-chief. Be that. The rest of us will hold the fire.”

“You always hold the fire.”

“Someone has to,” Amara said, “while the rest of you go and do the loud things,” and she kissed me once and stepped back into the crowd of the people we were leaving behind the wall.



Oko walked us to the first ridge, and there the trail-craft began, and I stopped being a village-builder and became the thing all of it had been building toward since a bush plane came down: a man who read wild country for a living.

Raku’s sign was easy for the first stretch and I read it aloud, tight and clipped, for people who needed the information and not the poetry.

“Nine men and him,” I said, crouched over the churned crossing-mud below the ridge. “Ten sets. See the deep one, here, the long stride, the weight on the ball of the foot. That’s a big man moving fast and not sparing himself. That’s the wolf.”

“How long ahead,” Kaya said.

“Half a day. Maybe less. He crossed in the night, the moment the water let him, same as we knew he would.” I moved along the sign, reading it the way the show had paid me to read it once, except no camera waited at the end of this one, only a man with a steel blade. “And look at the camps.” I showed them the last cold fire, kicked apart. “No scraps. No bones, no rinds, no fish skin. A camp with nothing left behind isn’t tidy. It’s starving. These men ate everything a man can eat and then policed the ground for anything they missed.”

I crouched by the ash and spread my fingers over it, not quite touching. “Cold through. They didn’t rest here long. Lit it, warmed, moved before it burned down. Men who don’t sleep because sleeping costs them ground.” I looked east, up the climbing country. “He’s driving them. They’d stop if they could. He won’t let them. That works for us, a little. Driven men make mistakes. It works against us more. A driven man reaches the beacon faster.”

Claire crouched beside me, reading it a different way, the geologist’s way, for what the ground was built to make a man do. “The stride you called hunger. That’s not just fast. Look at the drag on the back foot, here and here. That’s men carrying too little food and too much fear. Fear makes you hurry. Hurry makes you sloppy.” She looked up. “They’re leaving us a very clear trail. Which either means they can’t help it, or they want us on it.”

“Both,” I said. “It’s both.”

Oko read the crossing one last time, grunted, and turned to go back.

“That is the water’s story told,” the old tracker said. “The rest is yours now. I have brought you to the edge of what my knees will spend.” He looked at Kaya, and at me. “Do not let the hunger in the front of the line set the pace of the whole line. A fast hunter catches the wolf. A hurried one walks into his teeth. You know the difference. Walk the difference.” He nodded once. “Bring my war-chief home. And the sky-man. And the loud fair one, I have grown used to her weather reports.”

Then he was gone, back down toward the valley, an old man who knew exactly how much he had left and spent none of it on pride.



The first friction came within the hour, and it was the one Oko had named.

Kaya wanted the front and wanted speed. She could feel Raku ahead of her, and eight years of a promise sang in her like a drawn wire, and every slow careful step I called cost her something.

“He’s half a day ahead,” she said. “We close it by moving. Not by you reading the dirt like it owes you money.”

“We close it by arriving with everyone alive,” I said. “He set that clear trail on purpose, part of him did. A clear trail pulls you fast, and fast pulls you careless, and careless walks you into whatever he’s set for people who hurry. We move at the pace that gets us there ready. Not the pace that gets us there first and dead.”

She stared at me, the cords standing out in her neck, the soldier in her straining hard against the leash of her own judgment.

Then, because she was the finest soldier I had ever served beside, she stood down. Winning had nothing to do with it. She’d weighed the thing and I was right, and Kaya had never once in her life let pride outvote the mission.

“Your pace,” she said. “But if you dawdle, I will leave you a note and go on ahead.”

“You won’t.”

“I might.”

“You won’t, because you know I’m right, and you hate that more than you hate the pace.”

The corner of her mouth moved. “Walk, sky-man. Before I remember I outrank you.”

“You don’t outrank me on a trail.”

“On any ground I can reach you with a spear, I outrank you.”



We made good ground that first day, at my pace, which was faster than Kaya credited and slower than she wanted.

The country climbed. The jungle thinned as we rose, the air cooling, the big wet leaves giving way to scrub and stone. This was the edge of the map even for the Vanu, high country Oko had spent a lifetime calling impassable, and it showed why: goat-track ledges, scree that shifted underfoot, a cold thin wind that had not touched the valley floor in two years. I found the springs Raku’s men had used and read them too, and did not like what I read.

“He’s fouling water behind him,” I told the others at the second spring, where a dead marmot lay bloating in the catch pool, put there on purpose. “Poisoning what he can’t carry, so we can’t drink easy on his trail. Boil everything from here. No exceptions, no matter how thirsty. A gut sickness up here does his work for him without him lifting the blade.”

Claire was already unpacking the char-filter cloth. “Boil-stops cost us time.”

“Less time than dying of the runs at altitude. Boil it.”

She boiled it. Everyone boiled it. Every trick the survival show had made me famous for, spent now for keeps, with a man’s throat at the end of it instead of a camera. It was the first of them on this trail. It would not be the last.



She moved ahead of me up the ridge trail, and I watched her go, and I did not pretend not to.

The war-chief restored, her body all the way back under her, moving up wild country with the economy of a predator, every step placed, the tight athletic lines of her working, the strong curve of her ass flexing with the climb. Six weeks ago she had been wrecked and glowing with a newborn on her chest. Now she flowed uphill like water running backward, and it did something to me I did not bother to govern.

She caught me looking. She always caught me looking.

“Eyes on the trail, sky-man,” she said, not slowing, not turning.

“They are on the trail.”

A beat. She did turn then, just her head, and there was heat under the dry.

“Some of the trail,” she allowed, and went on up, and I swear she put a little extra into the climb after that, purely to punish me, and I took the punishment gladly.



Rena found the first snare an hour later, across the back-trail, and crouched over it without touching it.

It was not a game snare. Game does not walk behind you. This was sinew and bent bamboo set low across the path we would use going home, angled for a shin, for a following man’s leg, tensioned to snap a bone.

Set for followers.

“He knows we’re coming,” Rena said, reading the set as she read a trail, without heat. “He knew before he crossed. And look at the angle, the height. He is not trying to kill whoever hits it. He is trying to slow them. To make them carry a hurt man.” She looked up at me. “He wants us hurrying. He wants us strung out and rushed and one of us limping. That is the message the snare is sending.”

I looked at the snare a long moment, and then east, toward the country the wolf was pulling us into on purpose.

“Then we won’t,” I said.


Chapter 10: Wolf Country

The country got higher and meaner, and I earned my old reputation one hard mile at a time.

By the straight recon line Claire and I had once walked, the old digging camp was three days out. We were not walking the straight line. Raku’s trail climbed away from it into the country Oko called impassable, buying himself the gorge and every hard mile of the long way around, and we had no choice but to spend the same miles behind him.

The famine wrote itself into the enemy’s trail more plainly with every mile, and I read it aloud as we climbed, because reading it kept us from making the same mistakes.

Men who eat leave a certain kind of sign: unhurried camps, food scraps, waste buried deep, the leavings of men with time and food to spare. Raku’s men left none of that. Their camps were scraped bare, their fires cold and quick, their sign the frantic economical sign of the truly hungry. Twice we passed spots where a man had simply sat down off the trail to rest, and the resting-places were getting more frequent, which meant the wolf’s pack was starting to fail even as it fled.

“He can’t feed them and he can’t stop,” I said. “So they’re breaking under him, one at a time. That’s why he set the snares and the deadfall. He can’t outrun us with a pack this weak. He has to slow us instead. Trade his traps for our time, because time is the one thing he’s running out of faster than we are.”

By the second day we climbed into the cold line, and I watched Aru’s breath start to smoke in front of her face and saw her look at it like witchcraft.

“Frost,” she said. “At the fires of the world, frost.”

“It’s not the sun that makes it warm down there,” I told her. “It’s the thickness of the air. Climb high enough anywhere on earth and it gets cold, even here, even standing under the same sun that boils the valley. We’re above where the warmth lives now.”

She did not fully believe me. She believed the cold, though, and the cold was the part that would keep her alive.

We improvised what the country gave us. Dry grass and moss stuffed into the wraps for a dead-air layer, the way I’d taught survival crews to pack a shirt in the Siberian shoots that had nearly killed a camera team once. Sleeping mats of layered scrub cut to keep our bodies off the stone, because stone steals heat faster than air ever does. A single small fire at night, sunk into a scrape and screened with rock so its light did not carry to the ridges, because warmth that announces you is a trade for your throat.

Claire watched me build the screened fire the first cold night and gave a small nod of professional recognition. “You’re venting it sideways. Like the concealment hearths at the village.”

“Same principle. Heat where we want it, no glow where he can see it.”

“I approve. I approve of very little out here, so note it.”

Neka solved her own cold the direct way, which was to attach herself to Aru at every halt and steal the woman’s body heat without apology.

“You are using me as a fire,” Aru complained.

“You are warm and you are here,” Neka said reasonably. “A good fire asks no more of itself.”

Kaya let them have the joke. She knew, as I did, that soldiers who can still laugh in the cold are soldiers who have not yet started to break, and you spend that laughter carefully because you will want it later.



We came to the ambush ground on the third day, and I made everyone slow down, which nearly cost me a mutiny and saved at least one life.

The snare on the back-trail had told me his method. He wanted us hurrying. A hurried hunter is a careless one, and careless walks into whatever the wolf has set. So where the trail funneled into a boulder-choke, the kind of ground where a man’s eye naturally speeds up to get through the pinch, I made us slow to a crawl instead.

“Spread,” I said, low. “Silence. Every foot placed. We walk this like the ground is lying to us, because it is.”

Kaya hated it. I could feel her hating it, Raku ahead and getting further with every careful step. But she spread and she silenced and she placed every foot, because she was a soldier before she was anything else.

And because we walked it slow, Neka’s eye caught the tripline.

She froze, one foot in the air, and lowered it back exactly where it had been, and pointed with her chin, not her hand, because a hand can twitch a line.

A single strand of dark sinew ran across the pinch at shin height, so fine it disappeared against the shadow of the boulders. I traced it with my eyes only. It ran up to a dead pine that had been cut three-quarters through and propped on a notched stick, the whole weight of it hanging on the notch, a deadfall rigged to drop a tree’s worth of trunk on whoever hurried through the choke and snagged the trigger.

If we had moved at Kaya’s pace we would have walked a body into it. Two, maybe, in the pinch, no room to jump.

“Nobody moves,” I breathed. “Nobody past me.”

I went in alone, low, and got my hands on the problem. You do not cut a tensioned trigger, ever; cut it and the stored weight comes all at once, on you. You bleed it. I braced the propped trunk with one sapling I’d cut for exactly this, took the load onto the brace by degrees, and only when the notch had nothing left to hold did I ease the sinew line off its trigger and let the whole rig settle dead against my brace, harmless, spent.

I let my breath out. I had been holding it a long time.

Nobody said anything for a moment.

“Your pace,” Kaya said finally. Quiet. It cost her, and she paid it. “Your pace, sky-man. I will not argue it again.”



We found the first of his men dead under a tree that afternoon.

Not killed. Just dead. A young one, folded small against the roots, curled in on himself against the cold, no wound anywhere on him, nothing taken from him because there had been nothing to take. He had sat down out of the wind to rest and had not gotten up. Starved and spent and left behind by a war-chief who could not afford to carry the weak.

Kaya stood over him a long moment.

This was a man who had come, or would have come, to burn her home and take her people. She owed him nothing. She said nothing. There was no triumph in her face and no pity either, just the level, unhurried gaze of a soldier looking at a young enemy who had died badly for a bad man.

Claire crouched, and quietly closed the boy’s eyes with two fingers, a small automatic gesture, her hands doing the quiet thing her mouth would never announce.

“He’s younger than Kiru,” Claire said. Not to anyone.

“He chose his chief,” Rena said.

“He was born to his chief. Different thing.” Claire stood, and wiped her fingers on her wrap, and did not make it larger than it was. “I’m not sorry. I’m just something. There should be a word for the thing between sorry and glad, and there isn’t, and that’s a failure of language.”

None of us were sorry, and none of us had a cleaner word for it than the one Claire had failed to find. We left the boy to the tree and the cold and went on, and no one looked back, and everyone carried him a little way regardless.

That night I made a point of the rationing, out loud, where the whole team could hear it.

“We eat,” I said, handing out the dried fish in measured portions from the bark tubes. “Full rations, every one of us, every night. I know it’s tempting to stretch the stores, to eat light and move light and feel hard about it. Don’t. That dead boy back there ate light. His whole tribe ate light. Hungry men make bad decisions and slow reflexes and they die under trees. We brought enough on purpose. We eat it on purpose.”

Aru, who came from a people who had known lean seasons, chewed her portion slowly and understood it in her body better than I could say it. “Raku starves his men to move faster,” she said. “You feed yours to think clearer.”

“That’s the whole difference between us and him,” I said. “On a trail and off it. Eat.”

We ate. And we were sharper for it the next day, while somewhere ahead a wolf drove eight starving men another cold mile on empty bellies, spending them like firewood.



The tension in Kaya wound tighter the closer we got, and on the fourth night I let her spend it the smart way.

She could feel him. That is not a metaphor. Eight years of hunting the same man had built something in her that read his nearness like a change in the wind, and she had been strung to breaking with it for a day.

So I planned a night march and let her lead it.

We waited for the moon, because moving blind on this ground would kill us faster than Raku could. When it rose and threw enough light to read the trail, I laid out the line: where the footing was safe, where the drop-offs waited, the two places I wanted us to stop and simply listen with the whole hunt silent. Then I gave her the front.

She took it like a gift. She set the pace along the line I’d scouted, out ahead where the pressure in her needed to be, and the rest of us fed on her certainty and my caution both, closing the gap in the dark while the wolf’s men slept their stolen scraps of sleep. Twice we stopped and crouched and listened, and once, far ahead and below, I heard it: the faint knock of a man’s foot on stone, careless with exhaustion. Close. Closing.

We took half a day back off his lead that night, moving fast on ground I had scouted safe, her hunger and my discipline finally pointed the same direction instead of against each other.

By dawn she was steadier. Spending the pressure had done what rest could not.

“Better?” I asked her at the cold grey halt.

“Closer,” she said, which for Kaya was the same word.



We halted at midday on a shelf of sun-warmed stone above the river, where the water came down through a gorge in a roar that swallowed every other sound in the world.

The others spread to rest and eat and watch the back-trail. Claire and I ended up at the far end of the shelf, out of the sightline, with the roar covering everything, and she had her sleeves rolled and her braid coming loose and a smear of char on her jaw from the filter cloth, and I wanted her so suddenly and completely that I stopped pretending otherwise.

She read it off my face the way she read a fault line, quick and certain.

“We’re on a manhunt,” she said.

“We’re on a rest halt.”

“That’s…” I stepped into her space and she stopped talking, her spine going straight against the sun-warmed boulder, everything in her gone still the way it always did when a touch got past her guard. “That’s not, we don’t have… the others are…”

“The others can’t hear anything over that river. And I’ve wanted you since you came out of that hut in your boots this morning, field braid and my copper on your wrist. That did it.”

She should have said no. She was going to say no. I watched her decide not to.

I put my mouth to the heat flooding up her throat first, the flush she couldn’t govern, and felt her pulse hammering under my lips, and felt the exact moment her spine gave up its argument and softened against the warm stone.

“Fast,” she said instead, already reaching for the tie of her wrap, her voice unsteady. “It has to be fast, and quiet, and if you tell anyone I did this on an active operation I will falsify all your rain data forever.”

“Understood.”

“I mean it. Every gauge. You’ll never trust a number I hand you again.”

“Claire.”

“What.”

“Stop negotiating and put your leg over my hip.”

I hitched her wrap aside and lifted one long field-hard leg over my hip, her back braced to the warm stone, and pushed into her standing, face to face, and she clamped her own hand over her own mouth to keep the sound in.

That was all of it, and it was so entirely her. The composed professional, publicly silent, privately coming apart. She muffled herself against her own palm while I moved in her, her free hand fisted in my wrap, her pale eyes locked on mine because she could not look away from me even here, even now, and the flush ran scarlet down her throat.

She came fast and hard and flooding, the lane that had announced itself at her claiming confirming now that it was simply true of her, not a wedding-night strangeness but a fact of her body, and she muffled the cry into her hand and soaked us both and glared at me the entire time as though it were an ambush I had personally sprung.

I followed her over, buried and quiet, her leg locked at my hip, the river eating every sound we made.

She fixed her wrap after with furious dignity, refusing to look at me at all now, re-tying the knot with the precision of someone restoring order to a violated sample tray.

“This is your fault,” she informed me. “Statistically.”

“I’ll take the blame.”

“You’ll take the data.” She yanked the knot tight. “That’s twice now. In the field. Under load. Twice is a pattern, Daniel, and a pattern is a finding, and I am not prepared to publish this particular finding, so wipe that look off your face before someone reads it there.”

“What look.”

“The one that says you found a pattern too.” She stalked back toward the others, braid wild, dignity in tatters, entirely herself. “Insufferable. Statistically insufferable.”

I watched her go and understood I had married a woman who would fight the truth of her own body to her last breath and lose to it every single time, out loud, furiously, and I could not wait for the next round of the argument.



The trail split at a lightning-burned tree an hour later, and the whole hunt stopped.

Two sets of sign, diverging. One party went right, toward the gorge, and it dragged something: a heavy sled, deep gouges in the soft ground, slow work, three or four men on the ropes.

The other party went left and up, toward the high ridge, and it moved light and fast, unburdened, quick feet on hard stone.

Kaya crouched over the fork, reading, and looked up at me with the question the whole hunt turned on.

“Two trails,” she said. “One heavy, one fast. One of them is the wolf and his beacon, and one of them is bait.” Her dark eyes were level and pitiless. “Which one, sky-man. Get it wrong and he reaches the sky-people while we chase shadows up a ridge.”

Rena wanted the fast trail, on instinct: the wolf runs light. Aru wanted the heavy trail, because the beacon-drum was the whole point and the drum was heavy. Claire said nothing, watching me, waiting for the arithmetic instead of the instinct.

I got down on my knees in the churned ground where the trails divided, and I did not answer, because the truth was I did not know yet, and a man who guesses on a fork like this buries his whole hunt.

“Give me an hour,” I said. “Both of these were made to fool exactly the guess everyone just made. So we don’t guess. We read.”


Chapter 11: The Decoy

I worked the fork on my knees for an hour, and I showed everyone the work, because a hunt this far in cannot afford a leader who says trust me.

“A sled that heavy leaves the same story every time,” I said, tracing the gouges of the right-hand trail. “Look at the rope-men’s prints. Four of them on the drag lines. Now look at how they walk. Even, even, even. Ordinary men, hauling.”

“So the wolf is with the light party,” Rena said. “He runs light. He always has.”

“That’s what he’s counting on you to think.” I moved up the sled-trail to where the ground went soft near a seep. “But there’s a fifth set here, not on the drag lines. Off to the side, walking the sled in, giving orders. And that one doesn’t walk even.” I laid two fingers in the deepest prints. “Short stride on the right. Weight rolled off the right foot every step. He favors that whole side.”

Kaya’s head came up, because she knew exactly what I was about to say.

“Your arrow took him through the right shoulder last season,” I said. “And you speared him through the right thigh two years back, when he came over the wall in the raids. Same side, top and bottom. A man carrying an old thigh and a fresh shoulder favors his right exactly as this print does.” I looked up at her. “The limp is with the sled. The wolf is dragging his own beacon because he won’t trust the drum to anyone. The light party is the bait, walking even and easy up the ridge to pull us off him.”

Claire had crouched beside me halfway through and checked my reasoning against the ground herself, silent, her own eyes on the prints.

“The stride asymmetry is real,” she said. “Right side short and shallow, both this print and this one. I’d sign that.” She sat back on her heels. “And the sled math agrees. Look at the depth of the drag versus the depth of the rope-men’s prints. That drum, full, is heavier than a man. Nobody hauls that up a ridge to sell a lie. You haul it because it’s the whole reason you came.” She looked at me, and something like grim respect crossed her face. “He split his force to make the wolf look like the fast light party, because that’s what a wolf is supposed to be. But he can’t make himself walk even, and he can’t leave the drum. His body and his cargo both told on him. It’s the sled.”

“It’s the sled,” I agreed.

“Then we take the sled,” Kaya said, and there was nothing in her voice but the eight years.

Rena wanted to send someone up the decoy trail anyway, to be sure. I said no.

“Split us and he’s won. He wants two hunters chasing his bait up a ridge while he drags the drum to the camp. We stay together, we stay on the sled, we don’t give him back the numbers he tried to buy with the trick.” I stood, brushing my knees. “He built the fork to be clever. We beat it by being certain and staying whole. Everyone on the sled trail. Now.”

Claire fell in beside me as we went. “You could’ve been wrong back there,” she said, low. “You committed the whole hunt to a stride asymmetry in soft mud.”

“You checked my work. You signed it.”

“I did. I’m just noting, for my own records, that out here you make the call and there’s no peer review and no do-over.” A beat. “I find I trust you to do it. That’s also, for my records, a new experience.”



The gorge stopped us cold an hour later, exactly as Raku meant it to.

The vine bridge was gone. The tribes had crossed here for generations on a woven span slung between two anchor trees over a hundred feet of white water, and Raku had cut it and dropped it into the gorge, and the frayed anchor-ends hung twisting in the spray. He had burned the road behind him. There was no going around; the gorge ran sheer for miles each way.

Aru swore. Neka looked at the drop and went a shade paler.

“He thinks this stops us,” Kaya said.

“He thinks it slows us,” I said, already unslinging the rope. “It does. It doesn’t stop us. Get me the cleats.”

This was the thing I was for. This exact thing, a span burned and a hundred feet of killing water and a team that had to cross, was the reason the tribe had a survival-show man instead of just another spear.

I found the two facing points on the rock, an anchor boss on our side and a jutting horn on the far. I hammered Tira’s copper cleats into cracks I tested with my whole weight, three on each side, spread so no single one carried the whole load, because a single point of failure over white water is just a slower word for a funeral. I rigged the line across, the good synthetic rope from the crate that would not fray on stone as vine would, tensioned it with a wrap-and-haul until it sang, and carved a rough running pulley from a block of the hardwood we carried for exactly this, so a body could ride the line instead of burning its hands raw on it.

I sent Rena first, because she was lightest and surest, and she went out over the gorge hand over hand with her feet hooked on the line, the white water roaring a body-length under her, and reached the far cleats and made them fast into a proper span. On the far side she rigged a second line and we ran a loop between the two, so I could haul a rider across if their arms gave out mid-span, and haul the gear without anyone carrying it on their own back over the drop.

Then one at a time.

Aru went white-knuckled and cursing every god the Vanu had, and reached the far side with her hands shaking and her pride intact, which was the correct order of priorities. Neka went with her eyes shut, which I told her not to do and she did anyway, and got a body-length from the far ledge before her grip started to slip, and I hauled the loop and dragged her the last stretch while she swore she had it and had never once needed help, which was the second-oldest lie in soldiering.

The gear went across in the sled’s own abandoned hide, roped and pulled, so that no living hand carried dead weight over live water.

Claire crossed second to last, and she narrated the entire thing in a level unbroken voice, because narration was how she survived heights.

“Pulse is elevated. Estimating one-sixty. That’s fine, that’s within tolerance, people run at one-sixty. The rope is rated well past my weight, Daniel assured me, Daniel is usually honest about load ratings. The spray is affecting my grip, that’s a variable I dislike. Halfway. The far anchor is holding. I am not going to look down because looking down is data I do not require.” She reached the far side and Rena hauled her onto the ledge and she lay there a moment. “I got to thirty-eight once. Holding my breath. In a survey accident, under a rockfall. I thought that was the worst three minutes of my professional life.” She sat up. “This beat it. Comfortably.”

Kaya crossed last, because someone competent has to hold the near cleats until the end, and because Kaya was Kaya. Halfway across she flipped and went the rest of the way upside down, hanging by her hooked legs and one hand over a hundred feet of killing water, grinning, showing off, all the way back to herself and enjoying every inch of it.

“You are not funny,” I told her when she rolled onto the far ledge.

“I am extremely funny,” Kaya said. “Ask the river. The river laughed.”

“The river is a hundred feet down and did not see you.”

“The river sees everything. It is old and it appreciates a warrior in her prime.” She was breathing easy, loose, two months and a birth and a whole war away from the hollowed woman who’d stood over her son’s basket and named her fear out loud. “I have not felt like this in eight years, sky-man. Strong. Whole. Ahead of him instead of behind.” She looked east, toward the camp we could not yet see. “Do not let me waste it by dying stupid on a rope. That would be a poor end to a good season.”

“I rigged the rope. You’re not dying on it.”

“Then I will die of old age,” Kaya said, “very loudly, complaining, with grandchildren I have terrified into excellence,” and she hauled the last of the gear up onto the ledge and we broke the traverse down behind us so nothing followed us across.



The decoy trio walked into our night fire with empty hands.

Their whole purpose had been spent on hunters who never followed them up the ridge, and now they were three starving men alone in the cold with a ruse nobody had chased, and they did the only thing left. They came out of the dark toward the light with their hands open and empty, and they did not surrender so much as give up, which is a different and sadder thing.

There was no fight in them. No fat on them either. Aru had a spear up before I did and I put my hand on it and pushed it down.

“Feed them,” I said.

Aru’s glare could have lit the beacon by itself. “They came to burn our homes.”

“They came because a starving man goes where he’s driven. Feed them. We are not the thing we’re hunting.” I held Aru’s eyes until she stood down. “Dried fish. Small portions, their stomachs are shrunk, too much will hurt them. Then we talk.”

We fed them. The youngest one, barely more than a boy, hands shaking so hard he could hardly hold the fish, ate and wept a little and did not seem to know he was weeping. And then he talked, because we were the first people in a long time who had given him something instead of taking it, and because what he had been carrying was too heavy and we had opened our hands.

He gave us the beacon plan whole, in the broken rush of a man emptying a weight he could no longer carry.

Five men left with Raku now, he said, holding up his shaking fingers, not himself and not the two who’d walked into our fire beside him. Five, and the wolf. The stack at the old camp, built two men high from the diggers’ leavings, wood and tent-frame and wire, and a heart of dry brush that would catch fast. The fuel drum, dragged from a cache the sky-people had buried and left, the same fuel Raku had watched me destroy the machines around a year ago, now hauled across the highlands on the sled we were hunting. He’d tapped it and smelled it and known it would still burn, the boy said. He talked about the black smoke it would make like other men talk about a sunrise.

And the oath. The one Raku swore at every fire now, the one that kept the last of them moving when their bodies wanted to lie down under a tree and stop.

“If the valley cannot be his,” the boy said, staring into our fire, “the sky-people can have it. He will call them down with the great smoke, and show them the copper and the women, and let them come and take it, so that if he cannot have the valley, then no one who took it from him will keep it either.” The boy’s hands shook. “He does not care anymore if he lives past the lighting of it. That is the part none of us can bear. A chief who wants to live, you can follow. A chief who only wants to burn it all down and does not care if he burns with it, there is nothing left to follow. There is only fear.”

“You don’t have to follow it anymore,” I said.

He looked at me like I had spoken a language he’d forgotten he knew. The other two, older, harder, said nothing, but I saw one of them set his jaw and look at the fire in a way that meant he had heard it too and did not yet dare believe it.

“When it’s done,” I told all three of them, “you eat, and you walk west with us, and you take a cord at a Vanu fire if you want one. Nobody here is going to kill you for being hungry men who followed a chief you were born under. That’s not the debt we’re here to collect.” I let it sit. “The debt we’re here to collect is his. Only his.”

The boy nodded and wept and ate, and Aru, on watch, kept her spear across her knees the whole night. She did not say another word against feeding them, and she had wanted them dead at the treeline not six hours before.



Kaya sat apart from the fire that night, and I went to her, and she said it without armor for once.

“This is the furthest I have ever been from a living child of mine,” she said, low, watching the dark east. “With Kito, I was always within a run of him. Even at the end. Even when the running did not help.” Her hands closed slowly on nothing. “And now Kano is six days of hard country behind me, and I chose that, and every night I lie down and my body tries to go back for him and I have to hold it still. I did not know it would feel like this. Like a wound I gave myself on purpose.”

I did not fix it. There was no fixing it, and she would have hated me for trying.

“I know,” I said. That was all. I sat with her in it, and let it be as big as it was.

She let me carry a share of it with her for a while. Then her jaw reset, the war-chief coming back up through the mother, the two of them the same woman finally.

“Tomorrow we end the man who would make my son grow up the way I did,” Kaya said. “Motherless, or fatherless, or afraid. That is why I am out here and not home holding him. So that he never has to be out here.” She stood. “That is a thing worth six nights of my own bleeding. Come. We are close.”



We reached the far rim at dusk, and Claire cupped her hands to her eyes against the last light and found it first.

Across the gorge-cut valley, at the old mining camp, a point of light. A tended fire, banked and fed, a fire that meant a man who intended to stay the night and do a thing in the morning.

And beside it, black against the dying sky, standing alone on the cleared ground where the sky-people’s machines had once sat, a stack the height of two men.

Waiting for a brand.


Chapter 12: The Beacon

We lay on the cold rim above the old mining camp through the last of the light, and I read the ground while Claire read the machine of it, the two of us back to the work we’d done a year ago against these same sky-people, turned now onto their leavings.

I knew this camp. I had walked it in the dark a year back, fouling fuel lines and swapping salted core samples, running a whole quiet war to make the sky-people believe the valley was worthless and leave. They had left. The camp had died where it stood: the drill rig canted and rusting, the generator sheds gutted, the tent pads gone to weeds, everything of value hauled out and everything heavy and worthless abandoned. A dead place. And a starving warlord had walked into the corpse of it and found the one thing the company hadn’t bothered to carry home, and built a torch out of it aimed at the sky.

“Five men and him,” I breathed, reading the shapes around the tended fire. “One on the fire. Two down and resting. Two walking a rough circuit, there and there. Sloppy. Tired. But awake.”

“The sled ended at the stack.” Claire’s eyes moved over the black tower against the fading sky as mine moved over the sentries. “See the drag-marks running right up into the base of it. That’s where the drum is. In the heart of the stack, where the fire will get hottest.” She was quiet a moment, doing the arithmetic she never rounded off. “Wire binding the frame. Tent-frame and cut timber for the body. A core of dry brush to catch fast. He built it well, Daniel. He built it like a man who wanted it to work more than he wanted to live to see it.”

“Tell me the odds. Straight.”

She gave them to me straight, because Claire did not know how to give them any other way.

“Lit dry, without the drum, it’s a tall bright fire for an hour and then it’s embers. Impressive, useless. Visible from the ridges and nowhere else.” Her voice went level and exact, the flat voice she saved for the numbers that frightened her. “Lit with the fuel in its heart, it stands a column of black smoke over the highlands for the better part of a day. Oily, dark, wrong. The kind of smoke nothing natural makes.” She looked at me. “And then, maybe, nobody comes. A fire at a site the company’s own files list as a dead, unstable, worthless hazard. No one funds a look into a filed grave. That’s the lie I told a year ago and the real quake signed it for me. It should hold.”

“Should.”

“Should,” she agreed, and she did not soften it. “Or a charter pilot forty miles off logs a smoke column and mentions it in a bar. Or some bored district officer with a half-empty season decides a black plume over a protected zone is worth one helicopter and one afternoon. And one bored man with a camera, Daniel, over this valley, is the end of everything. Two hundred and fifty people. Kano. All of it. That’s the whole width of it. It’s probably nothing. It might be the end of the world. I can’t shrink the range for you because the range is the truth.”

“And Raku doesn’t know the odds either.”

“That’s the part that frightens me most,” Claire said, low. “He can’t calculate it. Neither can I, not to a number. But I care which way it falls and he doesn’t. He’ll light it into a maybe and call it a victory because burning it down is the only win he has left. A man who wants to live, you can bargain with. This one just wants the smoke.”



So I built the raid around the one certainty in all of it.

“The drum comes out first,” I said, when we’d pulled back below the rim to plan in whispers. “Before a single blade is drawn. Whatever the fight becomes after that, however loud it gets, the drum is already clear of the stack. He can put a brand in that pile and it burns for an hour and dies and the sky stays empty. We kill the beacon’s heart before we kill the wolf. That order does not change no matter what happens.”

Kaya did not love it. Kaya wanted the wolf first, second, and always. Eight years of it burned low in her, and every part of her strained toward putting an arrow in him the instant she had the shot.

“He is right there,” she said, low. “I could end it from the rocks. One shot.”

“And if you miss by a hand in the dark, or the shot only wounds him, he puts that brand in the stack while he’s dying, and the drum’s still in the heart of it, and we’ve traded the valley for one arrow.” I held her eyes. “I know what he is to you. I know what eight years costs. I’m not asking you to want the drum first. I’m asking you to do the drum first. There’s a difference and you’re the only soldier here disciplined enough to live in it.”

That reached her. It was the exact thing she’d taught herself in the doorway during the quake, the year before: the discipline to hold the shot that every nerve screams to take.

“The heart, then the man,” she said. “If the fight goes wrong and he still lights it, it lights to nothing.”

“To nothing,” I said. “That’s the entire point of it. We can lose the fight and still win the valley, as long as that drum is out of the fire before the fight starts. So nobody moves on Raku until Claire and I have the drum clear. Nobody.”

I set the roles.

“Rena takes the sentry line apart. Quiet. One man at a time, and only if they’re about to walk into us, otherwise she just tracks them and keeps them off our backs.” Rena, who could cross a jungle without troubling a single leaf, nodded once. This was the thing she was for, spent at last at full stakes. “Aru, Neka, you’re on the overwatch rocks with Kaya. Bows ready, eyes on the whole camp. You do not loose until the drum is clear or until one of us is about to die, whichever comes first.”

“And you,” Kaya said.

“Claire and I go to the stack. She knows the drum, the bung, the fittings, how it’s roped in. I can carry it once it’s free.” I looked around the cold circle of faces. “In and out. The heart first. If it all holds together, we take him after, clean. If it comes apart, the drum is still out, and we fight for our lives knowing the sky stays empty either way.”

The surrendered boy and his two, we left back over the rim with a single line and a warning: stay, and live, and you walk home with us. All three stayed.

We waited out the last of the light on the cold rim, and I went over the plan with each of them until they could say their part back to me, because a plan you cannot repeat is a plan you do not have.

“Say it back,” I told Aru.

“Overwatch rocks with the war-chief. Bows ready. We do not loose until the drum is clear or one of you is about to die.”

“Neka.”

“Same. Eyes on the whole camp. Watch the men who are down as hard as the men who walk, sleepers wake.”

“Rena.”

“The sentry line is mine. I do not kill unless a man is about to find you. Otherwise I keep them off your backs and I stay a ghost.”

“Kaya.”

She looked at me a long moment, and I watched her say the hardest part of the plan, the part that ran against every screaming nerve she owned.

“I hold,” Kaya said. “I do not take Raku until the drum is out of the stack. However close the shot. However long the wait. The heart first. Then the wolf.” She held herself like a drawn bow that would not yet loose. “I have waited eight years. I can wait one more hour.”

“You can,” I said. “That’s why you’re the one on the rocks with the bow, and not me.”



We waited for the deep cold middle of the night, and I used the waiting to read the camp one more time from the rim, marking the sentries’ rounds against the stars until I could predict where each man would be from one breath to the next. Claire lay beside me doing her own version of the same work, memorizing the ground, the distance from the stack to the rocks, the line she and I would drag the drum along.

“Forty paces of open ground, stack to cover,” she breathed. “Downhill, thank God. Drag’s easier downhill. But the open part is open. If a torch swings wrong we’re two shapes and a barrel in the middle of nothing.”

“Then we freeze and we’re rocks. People see movement, not shapes. Hold still enough and the eye slides off you.”

“I know. I’ve hidden from a search helicopter under a survey tarp for two hours. Stillness I can do.” A grim breath. “It’s the barrel I can’t make hold still. It sloshes. Physics doesn’t care about our operation.”

“Then we move it slow enough that physics doesn’t get a vote.”

We went in when the wind came up the gorge and covered small sounds, and the camp had the particular silence of a place whose machines had died: no generator hum, no hum of anything, just wind and the pop of a low fire and men breathing.

Rena went ahead of us into the dark and I did not see her again until it mattered. That is how good she is. She took the sentry line and made it her own, one drowsy circuit-walker at a time, tracking them, timing them, opening a lane through the camp that Claire and I walked like a door held for us by a ghost.

We reached the stack.

Up close it was worse and better than I’d feared. Worse because it was built well, wired tight, a real beacon and not a warlord’s tantrum. Better because the drum was roped in low, at the base, where a starving crew had been able to lever it, which meant I could get to it without climbing into the thing.

Claire’s hands found the fittings in the dark, sure and quick, the whole drum mapping itself under her fingers where her eyes couldn’t reach. She freed the ropes that lashed it into the frame one strand at a time, testing each before she cut, and worked the bung down tight so the fuel would not slosh and give us away.

“It’s three-quarters full,” she breathed, almost nothing, her lips at my ear. “Heavy. It’ll want to swing. Don’t let it swing, a swing hits the frame and the whole stack talks.”

“I’ve got it.”

“You’ve got most of it. I’ve got the rest. On my count, not yours, I know the balance of the thing.”

A cough, close. One of the resting men, turning in his sleep by the fire not ten paces off. We froze against the black bulk of the stack, and I felt Claire go absolutely still beside me, the field stillness she’d once hidden from a search helicopter in, and for a long moment the only thing moving in the whole camp was the low fire.

A sentry’s torch-round swung its light across the ground three paces from Claire’s boot. It caught the toe of the leather, and held, and I put my hand flat on the drum ready to abandon the whole plan and simply fight, and then the light moved on, bored, and the sentry walked his circuit away from us, and we breathed again.

“This is worse than the bridge,” Claire mouthed.

“Everything’s worse than the bridge until the next thing.”

We got the drum free of the frame. It came out heavy and obscene, a dead round weight sloshing low and slow no matter how tight Claire had set the bung, and every finger’s width of movement wanted to boom against the stone.

So we did not carry it. We eased it. Down onto a folded hide Claire had brought for exactly this, to hush the drag, and then across the open ground on the hide a hand’s breadth at a time, her at the balance and me at the weight, both of us flat and slow and silent, the fire’s light licking at the edge of us the whole way.

Halfway across the open, a sleeper by the fire sat up.

We stopped. Dead. Two shapes and a drum in the open dark, and a man sitting up ten paces off rubbing his face. Claire’s hand found my wrist and gripped, the signal to hold, not run, because running is what the eye catches. We held. The man stared at the fire, at nothing, at the private middle-of-the-night nothing of an exhausted mind, and then he lay back down and pulled his hide over his head, and we started breathing again and started dragging again.

Into the shadow of the rocks. Out of the fire’s heart forever.

It cleared the stack.

Whatever happened now, the sky stayed empty. I felt the whole valley get a little safer in the dark, and let myself have that, one full breath of it. The lie Claire had told to save us all would hold, because a dry stack at a dead site is nobody’s emergency, and the black smoke that would have argued otherwise was three-quarters of a drum sitting harmless in the rocks at my feet.

Then a sentry walked his round early.

Not on Rena’s timing. Rena had the circuit-walkers mapped to the breath, and she’d have kept us invisible to the last of them if any man in that camp had walked when he was supposed to. But this one was restless, unable to sleep, up before he was due and drifting wide of his own circuit toward the blind edge of the camp, off every schedule, moving where no plan had put him.

He put his foot square into the trap-line Rena had strung there as a fallback, a low web of sinew and clattering shells across the one gap she couldn’t watch and hold the sentries both. The shells went off like a dropped drawer of knives, and the whole night tore open at once.

Shells clattered. A voice shouted. The camp came up out of its sleep like a kicked hive, and torches flared, and the quiet raid I had built became the fight I had planned for underneath the plan, the one the drum being clear had already half-won.



Raku came out of the dark into the torchlight, and two years had made him worse without changing one thing about him.

Gaunt now, the heavy muscle gone stringy and hard over the big frame, the ritual scars standing out on skin drawn tight. But huge still, even starved, and the filed teeth caught the torchlight when his mouth opened, and in one hand hung the steel machete, contractor steel, heavier and fresher than anything my forge had ever made, and in the other a burning brand.

He did not hurry. That was the terror of him. He walked toward his beacon at a killer’s unhurried pace, because hurry is for men with something to lose, and he had nothing, and a man with nothing left to lose moves through the world like he already owns the ending.

His black eyes found me across the camp, and the filed teeth showed.

“COME THEN, SKY-MAN,” Raku called, lifting the brand toward the waiting stack that no longer held its heart. “Watch me call your people down on hers.”


Chapter 13: The Last Wolf

He put the brand in the stack before any of us could stop him.

It went in at the base, into the dry brush heart, and the stack caught the way he’d built it to catch, fast and bright, flame climbing the wired frame, throwing orange light across the whole camp and gilding the fight that broke out under it.

But the heart of it was gone. The drum sat harmless in the rocks behind me. So the beacon burned the way a beacon burns with nothing at its center: tall and quick and hungry, spending itself, a fire and not a signal, already starting to die even as it lit the ground for the killing.

Claire’s voice came level and clear from the overwatch rocks, over the roar of it, the most useful thing anyone said all night.

“It’s just a fire now. Dry wood, no fuel. An hour, and it’s embers. Nothing over this camp but light. The sky stays empty.”

I heard Raku hear it.

I saw it land on him, the understanding that his great smoke would not rise, that the world he meant to call down was not going to look, that the lie a dead woman had filed a year ago still held over his head like a roof he could not burn through. His whole plan had rested on the attention of a world that had already written this valley off as a worthless grave, and the world was not going to glance up from its ledger for a dry fire at a filed-dead site.

His last weapon had always been the attention of the sky.

The sky was not looking.

There is an irony in it I have never stopped turning over. A year ago Claire had faked a report to bury this valley as a dead, unstable, worthless hazard not worth an expedition. Then the quake made her lie true. So when a starving warlord finally lit a fire to scream to the world come and see, the world had already written the place off, in its own files, signed by a dead woman and countersigned by an earthquake.

Raku had built his whole last hope on being seen. And the one thing this valley had, more than copper or water or women, was the gift of being unseen. He could not burn through that. No fire could.

Whatever hope had been driving him drained out of his face when he understood it, and what rose to fill the space was worse. He was long past despair. What was left in him was the blank, final hunger of a predator that has nothing left to do but kill what’s in front of it.

He turned that hunger on me.



The camp came apart in the firelight.

Rena took the restless sentry at the trap-line before the man finished shouting, a shadow and a knife and then a shape on the ground. One of the overwatch arrows found a second man as he came up with a spear, Aru or Neka, a clean shaft in the torchlight. That left three, and the three had already seen how this was going, and they were starving men who had followed a chief off the edge of the world, and they dropped their weapons and went down on their knees with their empty hands up, done, finished, wanting only to not die for him.

That left the wolf. And me.

He came at me across the firelit ground with the steel machete, and I met him with the one I had, and the trade was not fair, and I knew it before our blades met.

My machete was two years old and it showed every day of it. Salvaged from the wreck, sharpened a hundred times against stone, ground thinner and shorter with every sharpening until it was more memory of a blade than a blade. His was contractor steel, heavier, newer, harder, taken off the same sky-people I’d driven out, barely worn. Good steel against tired steel. There is no craft that fully closes that gap. The book of a fight is written partly in the metal, and the metal was his.

We came together twice and I felt it both times, the shock up my arm, his weight behind the heavier blade, me giving ground because giving ground was the only thing that kept my head on.

He was fast for a big starved man. Starvation had burned the bulk off him but left the speed, and the speed with that much reach and that much steel was a killing thing. He drove me back across the firelit ground, cutting high and then low, patient, herding me toward the burning stack at my back where the heat would slow me and the light would blind me. He had done this before. He had killed a hundred men and he fought like a man doing familiar work.

I broke the herding, cut left instead of back, and he opened a shallow line across my ribs for it, and I let him, because the ribs were cheap and the corner he’d been driving me into was not.

The third exchange, my machete snapped at the guard.

Just gone, the tired steel finally spending the last of itself, the blade spinning off into the dark and leaving me a stub of tang and a grip. His follow-through came down and I got my left arm up and the steel opened it, through the old bracer scar where his blade had cut me before, a long hot line of pain from wrist to elbow, blood sheeting instantly down to my fingers.

So I stopped fighting his fight.

I had never been going to win the fight of good steel against bad. A wiser man than me knew when the contest he was in could not be won, and stopped fighting that contest, and started fighting a different one. A blade is only one of the things a man like me carries. Raku, for all his kills, had spent his life fighting other men with spears and clubs on open ground. He had never fought a combat engineer who had grappled Special Forces operators for sport and survived a hundred worse nights in worse country than this.

So I made it my kind of fight.

I kicked the burning brand up off the ground into his face. He flinched, threw an arm up, and in the half-beat his eyes were off me I closed the distance, inside the machete’s reach, where a long heavy blade is a liability and not a gift. I got a hand clamped on his weapon-wrist and drove my shoulder down into the old thigh wound Kaya had given him in the raids two years back, the one his own body had been favoring for six days of trail, and he grunted and buckled a half-step.

He was strong even starved. He tore the wrist half-free and got the pommel of the machete into the side of my head and the world went white and ringing. I kept my grip on instinct, because a man who lets go in a grapple is a dead man, and I rode the blow instead of falling from it.

I rolled the abandoned sled under his stride as he pressed after me. He stumbled over it, cursed, kicked free. I put an elbow into his throat, not enough, glancing. He got the blade arm loose and I trapped it again, higher, my bleeding forearm screaming. We went chest to chest in the firelight, his filed teeth a hand from my face, his breath rank with hunger, both of us straining, and I understood with total clarity that if this became a pure test of strength over the next ten seconds I would lose it. He was bigger even wasted. He was fighting for the only thing he had left, which was to take someone with him.

So I did not make it a test of strength. I made it a test of time.

I gave ground and took hits and stayed just inside his reach, fouling the blade, spoiling every cut before it had room to land clean, bleeding from the forearm and the ribs and the scalp, buying seconds. And seconds. And more seconds. Everything I had built into myself for two years spent not to win but to last, to keep him in the light, on his feet, turned wrong, for just a little longer.

I was losing. Slowly. Buying time with my own blood, one exchange at a time.

Because the kill was never mine to make. It had never once been mine to make. It belonged to the woman on the rocks with the arrow, and my whole job in the firelight was to stay alive long enough to hand it to her.



Raku understood, the way old killers understand, that he could not finish me fast enough. He was burning down to his final coal and he had one thing left he had always known how to do, one leverage that had broken this exact enemy once before.

He turned from me.

He turned toward the overwatch rocks, toward the shape of Kaya standing there with an arrow already drawn on him, waiting for the clean shot through the shifting fight, and he gave her his voice, as he had eight years ago, the taunt that had turned her aim to rage and cost her the kill.

“KAYA.” The filed teeth showed in the firelight. “Your whelp. The new one. I smelled him on the wind off your valley, war-chief, mewling. When the sky-men come, and they will come, I will not be here, but they will find him, and they will do to your son what your kind did to my whole people. You could not save the first one. You left this one to chase me. You will lose them both, and it will be your doing, both times, exactly as before.”

Kano’s name in his mouth. Kito’s ghost behind it. The precise wound, dug with a killer’s precision, the same leverage that had shattered her aim into fury the last time and let him live.

The firelight showed her face over the drawn arrow.

Absolutely still.

I had backed off the moment he turned from me, out of her sightline, given her the clean line, because that was the last of my job: to stop being in the way. And now the whole fight came down to whether eight years of rage would do to her aim what it had done once before.

The rage he was fishing for did not rise. He had cast for the shaking fury of the girl who had faced him the first time and let her hate spoil the shot, and the water stayed still. She had learned something in a doorway during the worst night of the quake, the discipline to hold a thing every nerve screamed to release, and she had spent the whole long season since perfecting it against the training post at dawn with her son asleep on her back. Raku had reached for the old broken place in her, the place his taunt had always found, and found it healed over into something harder than he was, and he had no answer for it because it was a strength he had never had to fight before.

She did not break.

She breathed out. And on the empty of the breath, the way I had watched her teach her bowwomen, she loosed.

One arrow.

Through the throat.

It took him at the base of the neck and he went back a step, and the taunt died in the ruin of his voice, and his hand came up to the shaft as if he might argue with it, and could not.

“I told you which one was next,” Kaya said, across the dying firelight, quiet enough that only the wolf and her family heard it. The old vow, kept to the word. Not the heart. The throat. The one she had promised him.



He went down against the charring frame of his own dead beacon.

He did not get a speech. Predators do not get speeches, and I was not going to hand him one. He sank against the burning stack with his own beacon dying uselessly above him, and he turned his head, and the last thing Raku looked at was the south, the black horizon where the valley hid, the country he had raided for twenty years and never once owned.

The filed teeth showed one more time, red now.

Then nothing.

The fire he had built to burn the world burned down to embers over his body, exactly as Claire had said it would, and lit nothing, and called no one, and the sky stayed empty over a valley he had died still reaching for.



I stood there and waited for what I had expected to feel, and it did not come.

No triumph. Two years of this man, two years of raids and sieges and the fear of him, and standing over his body I felt no victory at all. Just a great silence, wide and hollow, the sudden absence of a weight I had carried so long I’d stopped feeling it as weight.

Then Kaya’s hand came down on my shoulder from behind, and the silence had room in it, and I could breathe in it, and that was better than triumph would have been.

“It’s done,” she said.

“It’s done.”

She looked at the body of the man who had killed her husband and hunted her for eight years, and there were no tears on her, and no gloating either, only the emptied stillness of a soldier who had finally set down a thing she’d carried too long.

Around us, the work of after. The three kneeling men, bound loosely and then, at my order, fed, because we were not the thing we hunted and I was going to keep saying that until it was carved into everyone. Aru’s glare at the feeding, and Aru feeding them anyway. Rena moving through the camp making sure of the dark corners.

One of the kneeling men, an older one, watched Raku’s body a long time and then spat once toward it, deliberate, and turned his back on it. There was no grief anywhere in the motion. It was a man setting down twenty years of fear all at once, in front of the corpse that had held it over him. I understood the spit better than any speech he could have made. He had followed the wolf because the wolf ate the men who did not, and now the wolf was meat, and the man was free, and he did not know yet what free was going to ask of him.

“Eat,” I told him, and put fish in his bound hands. “Whatever he told you we’d do to you, we’re not doing. Eat, and walk home with us, and be a problem for the harvest instead of the war.”

He ate. They all ate. That was the entire logic of it, in the firelight over a dead man: hunger fed instead of punished, which is the only end to a war that does not simply seed the next one.

Claire came down off the rocks and stitched my forearm by the light of a torch Kaya held, her hands steady and sure on the needle, her voice running its quantifying thing at half its usual speed, which was how the family knew she was rattled underneath.

“Long laceration, superficial to the muscle, following the old scar, that’s convenient, scar tissue bleeds less. Eleven, twelve sutures. You’ll keep the arm. You’ll keep a matching scar, symmetrical, I suppose there’s an aesthetic argument for it.” She tied off a knot. “You were losing that fight, Daniel.”

“I know.”

“You knew going in. You planned to lose it slowly.” She did not look up from the needle. “You bought her the shot with your own blood. On purpose.”

“It was hers to make. It was always hers to make. I was just what kept him in the light long enough.”

Claire’s hands paused one beat on the thread, and then went on, steady, at half speed.

“That’s the most romantic thing you’ve ever done for another woman in front of me,” she said, “and I find I don’t mind it even slightly, which is its own interesting datum.”

Across the camp, the dry beacon collapsed in on itself with a soft roar, throwing up a last gout of sparks and no smoke worth the name, and settled to a heap of glowing embers. The thing meant to call the world down onto us died into an ordinary campfire, and the highlands stayed black and empty in every direction, and no light answered it anywhere in the whole dark bowl of the night.

I sat with my arm across my knees while Claire worked, and I let the hollow in me open as wide as it wanted. Kano would grow up in a valley without this man in it. That was the whole of what I had walked six days of wolf country to buy, and it did not feel like a prize. It felt like a door closing very quietly on a room that had been loud for two years. The loudness gone. The quiet enormous. Kaya stood over both of us with the torch, watching me feel it, understanding it better than anyone alive, because she had been waiting eight years to feel this exact nothing and was feeling it too.



Kaya searched the body herself. Nobody offered to do it for her. Some things a widow does with her own hands.

The steel machete she pulled free and looked at and set aside. Tira’s problem now, a question of good steel for a craftswoman to answer back home.

The finger-bone necklace, the trophies of two decades of murder, she lifted from his cooling chest and closed in her fist and said nothing at all. She had a use for it. I did not ask.

And then her hand stopped, in the wolf’s belt pouch, among the flint and the dried meat gone to leather.

She drew out something small and wrong, and held it up to the ember-light, and did not know what it was.

Claire did.

Claire took it, and turned it over in her fingers, and every drop of the half-speed quantifying calm went out of her voice at once, and what was left had no numbers in it whatsoever.

A brass lighter. A petrol lighter, the kind a man flicks a thousand times, worn smooth and bright along one edge by years of some other man’s thumb.

“I inventoried this camp,” Claire said slowly. “Twice. Coming and going. Months apart. Every crate, every tool, every drum, I logged all of it, it’s how I know what’s here.” She stared at the small bright thing in her palm. “This wasn’t ours. This was never on any manifest I ever wrote. The company never brought this in.”

She looked up, and the firelight of the dead beacon was in her pale eyes, and the hook of the whole book’s ending was in her voice.

“Someone gave him this,” Claire said. “Or someone lost it to him. Either way, Daniel, someone else has walked these highlands since the company left. Someone off every map I ever made.”


Chapter 14: The Long Way Home

We walked home the long way, and the war eased off us mile by mile: not all at once, but you felt the moment it turned, the tension bleeding out of the whole party like heat leaving stone after dark.

Six surrendered Koru walked with us now, the decoy trio and the three who had knelt at the beacon, the last living men of a tribe that had died on its feet. They walked toward a mercy they did not believe in, flinching at every kindness because kindness from an enemy is the hardest thing to trust.

The youngest one flinched every time Kaya so much as looked his way. He had watched her put an arrow through his chief’s throat. He could not understand why he was still breathing.

I understood the flinch. He had been raised on a single story: the Vanu are the enemy, the Vanu will kill you, hold the line or die. And now the enemy fed him and bound his blisters and walked him west toward a fire he could sit at, and the whole story he’d been given was coming apart in his hands, and a story coming apart is a frightening thing even when the truth underneath is better. So he flinched, and I let him flinch, and I made sure he ate, and I trusted the walking to do what walking does.

Daniel-math, Claire called it once, dry, watching me count the surrendered men’s portions. The arithmetic of turning enemies into neighbors, done in fish and fires and small mercies, one day at a time, no speeches. It was the same math that had built the whole valley. It was the only math I fully trusted.

Neka, on the second day, knelt without a word and re-tied a Koru man’s failing sandal, wrapping the sole back to the foot with a strip off his own pack, because the man was limping and no one had told Neka to and it needed doing. The Koru man stared at the top of Neka’s head like the world had come loose from its hinges.

I gave them their own fire the first night, and the food-first rule, stated plain so nobody could mistake it: they eat before we post the watch, they eat what we eat, no man on this trail goes hungry while another has food. Aru hated it and did it anyway, and by the third night even Aru had stopped hating it, which is how mercy works, slowly, in men who did not choose it.

They talked, a little, as the days went. Not much. Men who have been starving and afraid for a long time do not become chatty just because someone fed them. But the youngest one asked me, on the fourth day, in the trade tongue, whether it was true, the thing about the valley, that Vanu and Koru lived at the same fires now.

“It’s true,” I said. “Kesa leads your people who came before you. There’s a Koru home on the eastern terrace with no guard tower aimed at its door. A Koru grandmother teaches our girls to weave. You’ll take a cord if you want one, and you’ll be fed and housed, and nobody will hold against you that you were born under a chief who is now ash.”

He walked a while in silence.

“We were told the Vanu ate Koru prisoners,” he said finally. “Raku told us. To keep us from surrendering.”

“Raku told you a lot of things,” Kaya said, from ahead, not turning. “Every one of them was a wall between you and a life. Now the walls are ash too. Walk faster. You are about to have the problem of a future, and it is a better problem than the one you had.”

Kaya watched me feed them with a face I could not read.

On the last night of the march she named what she’d been chewing on. “You feed the men who came to burn my home.”

“I feed hungry men who followed a bad chief. The chief’s dead. They’re just hungry now.”

She was quiet a while. Then, dry, the corner of her mouth moving: “We don’t become him. I said that first. In the famine, at the refugee gate. That is my line, and you have made it into a whole trail of behavior, and now you stand there feeding my enemies looking wise, and I have to look at your wise face all the way home.” A beat. “Stop looking so wise. It was my line.”

“It was your line,” I agreed. “You should trademark it.”

“I do not know what that word means and I can tell I would hate it.”

She was quiet a while, watching the surrendered men eat at their fire.

“Raku made me hard,” she said finally, low, so only I heard. “Eight years ago he took everything and I decided the only way to survive it was to become something that could not be broken again. It worked. It kept the tribe alive. But it cost me every soft thing I had.” She watched the youngest Koru flinch at nothing. “And now he is dead, and I am tying cords on the sons of his men, and I feel the hardness starting to go out of me, and I do not know what I am without it. I have been the blade so long I forget I was ever a girl who laughed.”

“You’ll find out what you are without it,” I said. “You’ve got a whole peace ahead of you to work it out. You’ve never once had one. It’s going to be the hardest thing you’ve ever done, and nobody’s going to be able to help, and you’re going to be magnificent at it eventually. You always are, at anything you set yourself to master.”

She looked at me sidelong. “Peace. As a thing to master.”

“You’ve mastered war. Peace is just the harder discipline. Same woman. Different fight.”

She walked a while on that, and did not answer, but the wound-tight watchfulness went out of her stride, one guarded step at a time, and I let it sit.



On the fifth day we came within reach of the hillside above the lake, the one that overlooks the water, where the Vanu bury their warriors.

Copper spear-points stood driven into the earth in rows, markers I had forged myself two years back, staying at the anvil past midnight to get them right, one for every warrior the tribe had lost. Tano’s was there. Kito’s small one was there beside it, a boy who never held a spear given a marker anyway, because Kaya had asked and I had not been able to refuse her anything even then.

Kaya climbed the hill alone at dusk. She had the finger-bone necklace in her fist, the trophies of twenty years of Raku’s murders.

I waited at the bottom.

Some doors a husband holds open and does not walk through. This was hers, and Tano’s, and Kito’s, and a dead-and-gone war’s, and there was no place in it for me except at the foot of the hill making sure the world stayed away from it while she was inside it.

I watched her build a small fire near the two markers, the man who taught her to laugh and the son she could not save. I watched her sit with it a while in the last light. And then I watched her feed the finger-bone necklace into the flames, bone by bone, the fingers of twenty years of Raku’s dead given back to the smoke, no words that carried down to me, no ceremony but the burning itself.

The dead of eight years getting their fingers back. Their killer dead. The trophies unmade in the fire above their graves.

From the foot of the hill I could just see her against the small fire, a still dark shape feeding bone to flame. I do not know what she said up there, if she said anything. I did not ask, then or ever. There are conversations a man is not owed just because he is a husband, and a war-chief with her dead is one of them.

The fire burned down. She sat with it until it was embers, unhurried, letting the thing leave on its own time.

She came down the hill in full dark, and she was lighter. Not pretending, not performing. She had set down a weight she’d carried so long the carrying had become her shape, and her body knew it before her face did. Visibly. Permanently. She had gone up the hill a woman with an eight-year wound and come down a woman with an eight-year scar, and there is all the difference in the world between the two.

She did not say anything about it. She took my hand at the bottom of the hill, which she almost never did, and held it the whole way back to the camp.



That last night, with the others asleep and the rim of home a half-day off, she took me beyond the firelight and finished the war in her own body.

She did not ask gently. That was not who she was, and I was not going to pretend she would be.

“Eight years I have been the blade,” she said, low and rough, already pulling at my wrap. “The war-chief. The hard one. The one who could not be soft where anyone could see, because if I was soft the tribe died. That is over tonight. He is ash on the hill. So take it from me. One more time. Take the blade out of my hand and put me down and prove to me it is actually over.”

I put her down.

Face down, flat, on the furs, and came over her with my full weight settling along the whole length of her back, pinning her completely, a geometry we had never used, deliberately inescapable, the war-chief who had spent her life unable to yield held down where she could not move and did not want to. My hand fisted in her cropped hair. My weight held her to the earth.

“Yes,” she breathed into the fur. “Like that. Where I cannot get up. Where there is nothing left to guard.”

I took my time first, because this was the last of a long war and it would not be hurried. I put my mouth to the back of her neck, to the scarred shoulder, down the line of her spine, over the warrior’s ass she showcased in nothing and I worshiped anyway, and I felt her whole held body start to give up its holding under my hands and mouth. Her pussy was slick and ready, and she was shaking with wanting it before I had done more than settle my weight on her.

“Please,” she said into the fur, and Kaya did not say please, not ever, and the fact that she said it now told me how far down this went. “I carried them eight years. I set them down on the hill tonight. Now put me down too, and hold me here, so my body believes the carrying is finally over.”

I pushed my cock into her from behind, deep, the tight athletic body taking me, and I moved slow and heavy and total, my weight full on her, her hair wound in my fist, holding her down against the earth where she could not rise and did not want to. And Kaya, who fought every sound she ever made, who bit her own arm to stay silent, stopped fighting them.

They came out of her, the sounds, low and broken and unbitten, muffled into the furs, and I did not let up, driving into her slow and complete, my body telling hers over and over the thing my mouth was about to say.

“Good girl,” I said against the back of her neck. “It’s over. You hear me? It’s over. You did it. You can put it down now.”

And that was the key in the lock. The praise that had always been for surrender landed now as release, and she came apart under me and let herself, finally, weep, the tears of eight years that no one would ever mention again, her face turned into the furs, her whole body shaking under my weight and being held through the shaking.

I let her have all of it. Then I turned her over.

Face to face, as it had ended the first time she gave herself to me, except that had been surrender and this was closure. I came into her again with her eyes on mine, wet and open and unarmored, her legs coming up around me, her hands finding my jaw and holding it.

“Say it once more,” she said.

“It’s over.”

“Once more.”

“It’s over, Kaya. The war’s over. You’re just my wife now. That’s all you have to be.”

She came again with that, quiet this time, her legs locking me deep, and I let go into her, my cum spilling deep, pulsing, held there by her heels at the small of my back, and there was a long silence after with a whole war ending inside it, the two of us tangled in the dark a half-day from home with nothing left to fight.

“Don’t die on me, sky-man,” she said finally, into my chest, the old joke made new.

“Never was going to,” I said.

She slept, then, all the way through until dawn, deep and unbroken, and I lay awake a while feeling her breathe against me. She had not slept a full night through in the whole of the season, not since before Kano, maybe not for eight years. She slept now the way the dead-and-avenged let the living finally sleep. I set it among the things I had walked into wolf country to buy, and it was worth more than the kill.



We crested the rim at midday, and the valley opened below us, the late-summer terraces greening toward gold, the promise of a harvest still a moon or two off.

The terraces stood tall and heavy, the grain turning at the edges toward the bronze it would be by cutting time. Smoke stood straight up from more cook fires than I could count on the move. And drums were rolling up the slopes to meet us, and they were not war drums, they were feast drums, the whole valley already dancing before we reached the gate.

They were all there.

Amara at the front with both babies, Kano fat and roaring on one hip and Maya on the other. Naia beside her, one hand resting on a belly that had a curve to it now, chin high, weeping openly and denying it. Sela shining. Lira’s warriors snapping up into the salute they gave returning war-parties. Kiru at the wall he had held, standing at his post exactly as ordered, bursting with it.

And apart from all of them, a little away from the joy because she had earned her news differently, stood Kesa. Waiting. She had not come for the celebration; she had come for a fact, said plainly, that only I could give her.

Kaya broke from our line the moment we passed the gate and went for Kano, and Amara put the fat roaring boy into his mother’s arms, and I watched the war-chief who had just ended a war fold entirely around her son, her face gone to pieces in a way no enemy would ever be allowed to see. Kano, outraged at the interruption of whatever infant business had occupied him, howled directly into her face, and she laughed, wet-eyed, and howled back, and he stopped, astonished, and then they were both fine.

Naia reached Claire and took her by both shoulders and looked her over for damage with fierce, proprietary eyes, found the stitched forearm on me instead and pointed at it accusingly, and announced to the assembled valley that she had specifically requested no one die and would now audit the injuries. Sela was already moving toward my arm with a healer’s frown. The six surrendered Koru stood clumped and uncertain at the edge of the joy, not knowing where a man stands when he has been brought home to the enemy’s feast, and Kesa’s people came out of the crowd and drew them in without ceremony, which is its own kind of ceremony.

But I went to Kesa first, before the babies, before my own wives, because she was the one who had paid for this longest and hardest, widowed by us and ruined by him, standing between two peoples with all their dead in her hands. She had carried the intel that opened the hunt. She had earned the fact before anyone.

I stopped in front of Kesa, and I said it to her, plain, as she would want it.

“He’s dead,” I said. “Your people are free of him. So are mine.”


Chapter 15: One Fire

Two moons after the hunt came home, the terraces went gold, and we brought in the first harvest that belonged to both peoples.

The Two-Hands field, planted in the deep rains by Koru and Vanu crews in the same mud, was cut now by the same mixed hands. Koru double-knots bound the Vanu sheaves, Tevi’s tight grain-proof weave on every bundle, and the grain came in heavy enough to feed a valley that had grown past two hundred and fifty souls. My forearm was still bound when we cut it, the stitches Claire had set at the beacon not yet fully healed, and I swung a copper sickle one-handed and nobody let me carry loads, which I resented and obeyed.

We filled the new drying shed I’d raised in the rains, the long slatted frame doing exactly what I’d built it to do, and I stood in the doorway of it counting stores against mouths, the oldest arithmetic I had: grain for two hundred and fifty through the next wet season, with a margin, the first time in the valley’s memory there had been a margin. The old irrigation channels I’d cut two years back still fed the terraces that grew it. Four seasons of infrastructure, visibly feeding a nation.

The loop had closed. The first act of the season had planted what the last act reaped. You could stand at the edge of that bronze field and watch the whole argument for unification cut down and carried in on the shoulders of the two peoples it belonged to, and no one had to make a speech about it, because a shared harvest is the speech.

And then the festival.



They lit the one fire at the height of it, and it was the unification made flesh, and there was not one word of procedure in the whole of it, because the arguing had been done seasons ago and this was the wedding itself, the negotiations long finished.

Kesa carried the coal.

Since the day the refugees came, the last living ember of the Koru fire had been kept banked in a fire-bowl, fed and guarded, a whole people’s flame carried in a clay pot so it would not go out while its keepers had no hearth to set it in. Sori had built the bowl into a shared hearth with a Vanu smoke-channel a few months back, the first of the mixed fires. Now Kesa lifted the ember from it and carried it the full length of the feast ground, every eye in the valley on her, an old woman bearing her whole people’s fire in her two hands, and she set it into the Vanu council fire.

The flames took it. They flared where the ember went in, Koru fire feeding into Vanu fire, and then the two burned as one and you could not tell, after, which flame was which. That was the point. Nobody could ever again separate the two fires, because they were one fire, and a people is only ever a fire that agrees to keep burning together.

A sound went through the crowd, low, the collective breath of a valley watching a thing it would tell its grandchildren about. Even Kiru, mid-epic somewhere, went quiet for it.

Mura and Yara spoke the old forms together, the traditionalist and the chieftain, the two oldest women of the old ways, ending a tribe’s name without one drop of blood. Yara from her litter, half a mouth and full authority. Mura leaning on her stick, formal and grave, the keeper of forms doing the last of her repurposing: the woman who had warned about wolves at the fire, presiding over the wolves becoming neighbors.

And Kesa gave the verdict no one had asked her for, and it carried to every fire in the valley.

“Bury the name with the man,” Kesa said. “Koru was a good name once. It fed children and buried its dead with honor before a wolf made it a curse. So we lay it in clean ground, with our dead, where it can rest a good name instead of walking on as a bad one. What walks forward from this fire is Vanu.” She looked around the ring, unbowed, honest to the last. “My husband died attacking your wall. I said so at your gate, asking for water. I say it again at your fire, taking a cord. Both are true. Both peoples put men in the ground. We bury the war with them. We keep the children.”

The six surrendered men took their hearth-cords then, hands shaking, the youngest one last. And it was Kaya who tied his cord, the war-chief who had killed his chief, kneeling in front of the whole valley to knot a cord around the wrist of a boy who flinched at her shadow, in a silence that carried further than any words the rite had. The Taku remnants, the river-tribe the floods had scattered seasons back, took their cords in the same line, standing at last on ground that would keep them.



Naia did not announce her news. She simply stood.

She stood beside her mother’s litter in festival dress cut deliberately to show, four moons along now and proud of every inch of it, her hand resting on the curve of her belly like a crown she was wearing on the wrong part of her body. She had spent her whole life performing, and this was the one thing she did not have to perform, and so she just stood in it and let the valley see.

Yara looked at her daughter’s belly with fierce old eyes, and said what she had been holding since the stroke.

“Now I can let go,” Yara said, low, lopsided, certain.

Naia knelt at the litter and took her mother’s ruined hand in both of hers, and the performer’s mask came all the way off, and what was under it was a daughter.

“Hold on until you’ve held them, Mother,” Naia said. “That is not a request. I have negotiated my whole life and I am very good at it and this is the one deal you do not get to refuse. You hold on until you have held your grandchild. After that we will discuss terms.”

Yara’s ruined mouth moved into something that was almost a smile. She did not argue. She held on.



The valley celebrated around all of it, and the slices of it are what I remember best.

Tevi’s festival cloth on every shoulder, Koru weave and Vanu dye, nobody able to say anymore which craft was whose. Dala leading a snake of mixed children through the fish-trap dance, Koru and Vanu small ones tangled together and none of them caring. Kiru retelling his wall duty as though he had personally repelled a siege, the story growing with each telling, and no one correcting him because a boy who holds a post he desperately wants to leave has earned an epic. Old Sena informing everyone within reach that she had never once doubted the sky-man, not for a single day, which was a lie so enormous it had become a kind of civic monument.

And Tira, wearing Raku’s steel machete across her back, turning it in the firelight when she thought no one watched, a craftswoman looking at a question she fully intended to answer someday.

I found her at it near the forge, away from the drums. “You keep looking at that blade like it insulted you,” I said.

“It is better than anything I can make,” Tira said, without heat, holding it to the light. “Harder. Keeps an edge through a fight that would ruin my copper. I do not know how they made it.” She turned it. “I mean to find out. Not this year. Not soon. But the copper spoke to me once and told me what it wanted. This one keeps its secrets. I do not like a thing that keeps secrets from me.” She sheathed it across her back. “So I will sit with it until it talks.”

I did not tell her what iron would cost her, the ore and the heat and the years. Some roads a craftsman has to walk toward on her own. I only nodded, and left her to it, and moved on.



The fertility blessing is old Vanu custom, older than me: the first fruits offered, a blessed couple, the bower at the feast-ground’s edge. Sela had claimed the rite in front of witnesses two moons back and extracted my promise while I could not argue, and the whole tribe knew it was hers tonight.

She danced it first.

The shy girl who had watched the world from doorways stepped out into the firelight before the entire unified tribe, and for one breath I saw the old Sela in her, the flicker of the girl who might bolt. Then the drums took her and she chose, visibly, in front of everyone, to shine instead of flee.

She danced the fertility blessing shameless and radiant, her petite body moving to the drums, and I let my eyes travel her as the whole tribe’s did. Small bare feet in the firelit dust. The slim girlish hips, the tiny waist I could span with my hands, the flat soft stomach. Her wrap loose and slipping in ways she used to pretend were accidents and now let fall on purpose, one shoulder bared, then the swell of a small firm breast, then the pink nipple firelit through the thinning cloth, unusually pink on her medium-brown skin, the thing she had once been so shy of now offered to the biggest audience of her life.

The girl who used to flee being seen performed being seen. The performance was the escalation. She did not do a single explicit thing in the dance; she simply let the whole tribe watch her want, and it was filthier than nakedness, and the tribe roared for her, drumming their heels, and Sela drank the roar like water.

Then the rite, at the bower.

The blessing bower stood at the edge of the feast-ground, and by custom its woven screen is drawn. Sela left it open.

One deliberate step past the daylight pool where a handful of bathers had watched. The screen open, the wives nearest in the place of honor, the crowd’s firelight and drums just beyond, and Sela in the open bower among the first-fruit offerings, radiant and unafraid, taking the blessing rite in front of her people.

I took the wrap from her in the open bower, slow, and let the tribe see the last of it fall, her small perfect body bare in the firelight among the first-fruit offerings, and she did not reach to cover a single inch of herself. She stood in it. She had come a very long way to be able to stand in it.

She braced against the carved harvest post, hands above her head on the smooth wood, arched and offered, and I came behind her and ran my hands up her sides, cupped the small firm weight of her breasts, thumbed the pink nipples until she gasped, and the gasp carried, and she let it carry.

“Louder,” she breathed, delighted with herself. “They should hear.”

I slid my cock into her from behind, her small body taking me with a long shudder, her pussy tight and slick around me, and she arched against the post and narrated it to her audience in the spoken performance that was hers alone, her once-whispering voice grown strong enough to carry clear over the drums.

“The whole tribe is out there,” she said, breathless and clear, as I moved in her against the post. “Let them hear what they’re blessed with. Let them see what the sky-man does to the girl who used to hide.”

“Good girl,” I told her, low, and she shone at it, courage rewarded, the praise that had always been for the thing that scared her. “Look at you. All the way out of the doorway.”

I turned her and bent her over the offering table among the grain and the first fruits, her small firm body laid out among the harvest like part of the offering, and took her there, deeper, and she pushed back into me and kept her voice up for her audience, kept performing her own pleasure for the tribe she used to watch from the shadows, radiant and shameless and loud. The wives stood nearest in the place of honor, Amara’s warm approving eyes, Naia’s slow granting nod, Kaya’s blunt grin, Claire watching with the particular fascination of a woman who had only two months ago learned this was allowed.

She came with the drums, crying out where everyone could hear it, and I finished in her, spilling my cum deep among the offerings, creampie and first-fruit both, the fertility rite made as literal as flesh and seed could make it. Blessing given. Blessing kept.

She lay against the offering table after, catching her breath, glowing, and she did not cover herself, and she whispered the words that kept the arc pointedly unfinished.

“Next year,” Sela said, “the whole rite. Start to finish. Everyone watching, all of it, nothing held back. This was one step. I have more steps.” She turned her head and looked at me, fierce and small and triumphant. “I used to live in doorways, sky-man. Look at me now.”

The tribe roared its blessing back at her, foot-stamping and drums, and Sela rose among the first-fruits and lifted her arms to the noise and drank it, the shy girl gone so far into her own light that I could barely find the old her in the woman standing there.

Amara pressed a knuckle to the corner of her eye and did not pretend she wasn’t. “I taught that girl to poultice a wound when she could not meet my eyes,” she said, to no one, to everyone. “Now she blesses the whole valley from a bower with the screen open. I do not know when it happened. It happened while I was not watching, the way children always do the important things.”

“You were watching,” I said. “You were always watching. That’s why it happened.”



Late, when the drums had thinned and the fires burned low, I found Claire at the edge of the firelight, away from the dancing.

She had the brass lighter out. She turned it over and over in her fingers, the worn bright edge catching the low light, her attention fixed and cold on it, running it like the professional she was, chasing the one wrong fact in a valley that had otherwise closed every loop it had.

“Tomorrow,” I said.

She looked up, and nodded, and closed the lighter in her fist.

“Tomorrow,” she agreed.


Chapter 16: What the Valley Keeps

I climbed the wall at the height of the festival to count fires, out of old habit, and I lost the count again, the way I always did, and this time it was not close.

Two hundred and fifty souls and rising. More children in the lanes than the plague generation had ever seen, more than the raids had left, more than the valley had held in living memory. When I first came here, the tribe was doing the arithmetic of its own extinction, counting down, burying more than it named. I stood on the wall two years later and could not finish counting the cook fires, and the failure to count was the best number I knew.

The channels I’d cut that first season still fed the terraces. The terraces fed two peoples who were one people. The wall I stood on held a valley that no longer needed it against any enemy left alive.

Tira had the steel machete on the anvil somewhere below, I knew, half the festival still ringing and the craftswoman already back at her question. Kesa’s people and mine sat at the same fires with no line down the middle of the feast anymore. The six surrendered men wore new cords and did not quite believe their own wrists. Somewhere in the crowd Kiru was defending a wall from an army that had never come, at volume, to anyone who would listen.

Two years ago I had crawled out of a broken airplane into a valley of strangers who wanted me dead or wanted me to breed and could not decide which. I stood on the wall counting fires I could not finish counting, and I did not feel like a man who had been marooned. I felt like a man who had finally, after a whole life of the wrong postings, arrived.

Down among the fires, my family was assembling itself as it did every night now, larger every season, and I climbed down to be in it.



Maya walked that night.

Ten moons old, she pulled herself up on my knee at the harvest fire, wobbled, let go of me, and took three staggering, furious, triumphant steps across the firelit ground, straight into Kaya’s hands, of all the hands in the valley.

The whole village saw it and roared.

Kaya caught the dark-haired baby who was not hers, held her up, and looked genuinely cornered, delighted and gruff and ambushed by a love she had not signed up for, and Maya crowed and grabbed a fistful of the war-chief’s cropped hair.

“Warrior,” Kaya declared, holding her up. “She went for the hardest ground in the circle. Straight at the fight.”

“She went for you because you shout,” Amara said. “She has always gone toward shouting.”

Kano, meanwhile, ate. Kano was always eating.

“A warrior,” Kaya said, watching him work at Amara’s breast with the focus of a man laying siege.

“He’s eating,” I said.

“A warrior.”

“He’s ALWAYS eating,” Amara said.

“A GREEDY warrior,” Kaya allowed, and it was a family liturgy now, worn smooth with saying, and everyone said their line, and Kano ate through all of it, undefeated.

“He will eat this valley out of grain,” Naia predicted, “and then he will eat the next one, and I will have to negotiate a treaty to feed him, and I will win it, because I always win, and my nephew will grow fat on my diplomacy.”

“A diplomat,” I said.

“A warrior,” said Kaya.

“He’s eating,” said Amara, and started us around the whole liturgy again, and nobody minded, because a family is partly just the same jokes told until they turn into love.

Sela sat by the fire sketching in charcoal on a scrap of bark, next year’s rite, already, the whole thing mapped, consulting Naia on the staging in low serious tones. Naia accepted the consultation as her rightful tribute and improved every third suggestion.

Kesa sat at her own fire a little way off, teaching a Vanu boy the double-knot with patient hands. She had lost a husband to our wall and a whole tribe to a wolf, and she taught a Vanu child to tie a Koru knot in the firelight and did not weep over it, done grieving the way women grieve who never once stopped working through it, which is to say not done, but walking. I brought her a cup of the festival drink and sat with her a while and we did not say much, because there was not much left to say that the day had not already said in fires and cords and cut grain.

“Your warlord is dead and my name is buried,” Kesa said finally, watching the boy fumble the knot and try again. “I thought both would feel like more than they do. Mostly I am tired, and mostly the children are fed, and I have decided that is enough of a victory for a woman my age.” She glanced at me. “You did a rare thing. You beat us, and then you did not grind us into the dirt. Most winners cannot help the grinding. Remember that you could help it. It is the whole reason there is a valley to sit in tonight.”



The five of them took me that night, and it was built as a welcome, because the family had one last member to bring all the way inside.

Claire had been claimed two moons back, but a claiming is a door, and coming all the way into a room is a different thing. So the wives made her first full night with all of them a welcome, and each of them handed her forward in her own way, as the family did everything.

Amara went first, because the matriarch’s hands are where everyone in this family begins. She drew Claire down among the sacred furs with the warmth that had undone every one of us in turn, and took the fair face in both her broad hands and kissed her slow, and let the heavy weight of her own body settle against Claire’s leaner one, skin to skin, until I watched two months of careful composure start to come apart under the simple fact of being wanted by someone whose whole gift was making you believe you were.

“You spent season on season at the edge of this fire,” Amara said against her hair, her hands moving warm and sure down the length of the fair body, unhurried, opening her. “No more edges. All the way in. Feel how much of you there is to want.”

Naia directed traffic, imperially, and was obeyed, because she was right. “Amara first, she settles everyone. Sela, you have wanted this since the festival, contain yourself. Kaya, when I say, not before. Claire, you will stop narrating in a moment, and I want you to notice when it happens.”

“I don’t narrate,” Claire started, and then my mouth was on her pussy, low, tasting the flood she could never keep down, and she demonstrably did stop narrating, her hands fisting in the furs, the flush racing down her throat.

Sela was delighted, purely and openly, to finally have Claire as both audience and participant. “You watched me at the festival,” she said, wicked and warm, curled close, her small pink-nippled body pressed to Claire’s side. “The whole tribe watched me. Fair’s fair. Tonight I get to watch you.” And she did, unashamed, the girl who had learned that watching and being watched were the same joy from two sides, murmuring encouragement into Claire’s ear while I worked her open with my mouth, telling her in the strong clear voice she’d grown into exactly what she was seeing, narrating Claire to Claire until the scientist had no choice but to hear how she looked coming apart.

Kaya gave her blunt approval and, at the exact right moment, a wrestler’s assist, a strong hand and a shift of weight that put Claire exactly where she could not fight it, practical and precise and entirely without ceremony. “There,” Kaya said. “Stop fighting it. You lose to it every time anyway. I have watched. You always lose. Lose gracefully.”

And Claire, who had come to this valley a woman who managed every variable of her life, who had staged her own death doing the cold arithmetic of how little her absence would cost the world, did the thing she could not have done at her claiming two months before.

She asked. Out loud. In front of everyone. In words with no numbers in them at all.

“Don’t stop,” she said, scarlet from her throat to her ear-tips and not hiding it, not scrubbing at it, not reaching for a term or a frame. “I want it. All of you. I want the thing my body does. I want you to make it happen in front of my whole family, because you are my whole family, and I have never in my life belonged to anyone and now I belong to five people and two babies and a valley and I want you to make me fall apart where all of you can see it.”

So I did.

I came up over her and slid my cock into her with her whole family around us, deep and slow, her long legs locking at my back, Amara’s hands in her hair and Sela’s voice in her ear and Kaya’s steadying grip and Naia watching with open, proprietary approval, and I gave the control freak the one thing she could not control. This time she did not fight it. This time she did not apologize for it or scramble for a word or a frame. She held my eyes and let her family hold the rest of her and let her body do what it did, the flood she could no longer pretend was an anomaly, and she took it as celebration instead of mortification, crying out with no shame in it at all, her eyes open, her cry broken open in the counting voice that had finally, entirely, run out of numbers.

I spilled my cum into her deep, held there by her locked legs, and she kept it, the way this family kept everything it was given.

“I FELT that,” Naia announced, delighted, smug, magnificent. “Astonishing. Genuinely. We are keeping her. That is not up for negotiation and I negotiate everything.”

And then the family did not stop, because a completed harem’s first full night is not one scene but a long warm rolling one, and they had each waited for it in their own way. Amara took me next with Claire still tangled against her, drawing me down into the heavy slow rhythm that was hers, weeping her worship as she always did, milk beading warm at her breasts and slicking my chest where they pressed. Kaya took me hard and grinning, then let me flip her and pin her wrists to the fur and put her down the way she only ever wanted it, taking every stroke with her heels locked and her scarred body all the way back and hers again, no war left in it. Sela rode me shameless and loud, spine arched so the firelight and every last watching eye caught the small pink-nippled length of her, Claire finally the audience she’d always wanted. Naia arranged it all and then took her own turn last, on her own unhurried terms, lowering herself onto me with her four-months belly a warm curve between us, smug and satisfied and pregnant with the child she’d stopped scheming for and started wanting.

And then the five voices at once, the completed family in the firelight, the matriarch and the blade and the light and the vow and the woman who hears the mountain, all of them telling me at once what I was to them, a chorus two years and five arcs in the making, and I let go into the middle of it with all of them around me and understood that this was the thing the crash had been carrying me toward the whole time.

After, we were a heap of family in the low firelight, two baby baskets in arm’s reach, Kano and Maya asleep in them. Kaya went to sleep first, as she did now, always, the war finally out of her. Amara pulled a fur over the tangle of us. Naia was still, faintly, organizing the morning water rota under her breath. Sela had one hand in Claire’s dying flowers.

Claire lay in the middle of all of it, blonde and freckled and home, the woman no one had come looking for, held now by a family that would empty the valley to find her. She was not asleep. She was doing what she always did, I could feel it, running some quiet arithmetic in the dark.

“What’s the number,” I murmured.

“Five wives. Two children. One more coming. Two hundred and fifty-odd souls. One valley.” Her voice was thick with sleep and wonder both. “I keep trying to find the variable that makes it not real. The catch. The clause in small print. Every good thing I ever had came with one.” A pause. “I can’t find it. I’ve checked four times. There’s no catch. It’s just mine.”

“It’s just yours.”

“That’s going to take me years to accept,” she said. “Statistically.”

“You’ve got the years.”

She fell asleep before she could argue it, mid-thought, as she had learned to do only here, and I lay awake a little longer, letting the whole warm impossible fact of them settle over me.



Late, when the drums had gone quiet and the fires burned to coals, I found Claire on the wall.

Where it always ends. Where it began, that first night I climbed up to look at a valley I did not yet know was going to be my whole life.

The lighter sat on the stone between us. Small and bright and modern and wrong, catching the last of the fires.

She had worked it cold and thorough, and she gave it to me bounded and honest, no overclaim, no comfort I hadn’t earned.

“It’s not the company,” she said. “I’ve been over it a hundred ways. The company’s own files call this valley a dead, unstable, worthless hazard, and the real quake signed the lie for them. No board on earth funds an expedition into a filed grave. That door is shut, and the mountain shut it, and I helped.” She turned the lighter once more. “This is someone smaller. A poacher. A prospector working ground nobody audits. A man off every map, walking highlands no company bothers to watch, who crossed paths with a starving warlord at some point in the last two years.”

“And gave him a lighter. Or lost it to him.”

“Either way, he exists. Or existed.” The dry was gone out of her now, all of it. “And if he’s alive, Daniel, he’s a man who may have sat at a fire with Raku. And Raku, at the end, had exactly one thing left to sell, and a salesman’s reasons to tell it. A hidden valley. Full of women. Fat with copper.” She looked at me. “Raku’s dead. The story isn’t. The story has legs now, out there, in the pocket of a man we can’t see.”

“How worried should I be,” I asked her. “On a scale you’d actually sign.”

“That’s the maddening part. I can’t sign it.” She almost smiled, the dry thing coming back up through the worry. “It’s a lighter, Daniel. It’s one object. It could be a dead man’s dropped junk that a scavenger picked up off a corpse in a ravine. It could be nothing. The honest range runs from nothing to everything, and I refuse to shrink it for your comfort, because shrinking it is exactly the kind of lie that got me buried in a company file in the first place.” She looked out over the singing valley. “So. Watchful. Not afraid. There’s nothing to fight yet. There’s only a fact that doesn’t fit, and a fact that doesn’t fit is the beginning of every real problem I’ve ever solved.”

I picked up the lighter. I weighed it in my palm, the small wrong modern weight of it, worn smooth by another man’s thumb.

I put it in my pocket.

Below us the valley sang, two peoples and one fire, my children and my wives asleep, the safest this ground had ever been.

And one small object that should not exist, riding in my pocket, saying that never is a very long word.

“Then we’ll be ready for him,” I said.
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