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Chapter 1: The First Year

A hand clamped over my mouth in the dark.

Calloused palm. Short strong fingers. The smell of copper and wood smoke and the herb-oil she used on her blades.

I didn’t reach for a weapon. Two years in this valley had taught my body the difference between an enemy’s hand and Kaya’s.

“Quiet,” she breathed against my ear. “Kano’s asleep. If you wake him, I’ll kill you.”

She took her hand away. Across the hut, the coals had burned down to a red eye, and in their glow I could see Amara on her side under the furs, one heavy arm curled around the woven basket where Kaya’s son slept, a fat fist thrown up beside his head like he’d gone down fighting. Maya was a small dark heap against Amara’s breast. Naia was a larger heap beyond them, snoring faintly, the swell of her belly lifting the fur.

Nobody stirred.

Kaya’s fingers closed on my wrist and she pulled.

I let her. You don’t argue with the war-chief of the Vanu at an hour when the birds haven’t started yet. You follow her and find out what she wants.



She hauled me out into the cold blue before dawn, across the packed earth of the compound, past the cook-fires banked under their clay domes, straight to the new drying shed.

I’d raised the shed during the rains. A long slatted frame on stone footings, roofed in thatch, the walls built of split bamboo set with gaps so the air could move through and the grain wouldn’t sweat. It had held the harvest gathered from every shared field. Now it held the seed-grain in stacked woven sacks, fat and dusty, and it smelled of dry husks and cut straw.

Kaya pushed me through the door and put both hands flat on my chest and shoved.

I went down on the grain sacks. They took my weight with a dry crunch and a puff of chaff.

“Kaya.”

“Don’t talk.”

She was already out of her loincloth. The chest binding followed, tugged free and thrown over a sack, and in the grey light leaking through the slats I watched her come down over me like a strike.

Bare scarred feet planted either side of my hips. Thighs like carved wood, the long muscle standing out as she lowered herself. The narrow athletic hips, and behind them that tight warrior’s ass, flexing as she settled her weight. Her stomach had gone hard again since Kano, the ridged muscle back, but low down there was a new softness the birth had left, a faint silvered line she hated and I didn’t. Small firm breasts, high on the muscle of her chest, the dark nipples already tight in the cold.

The scar along her jaw. The cropped hair, near black, sticking up on one side where she’d slept on it.

The eyes.

Fierce and dark and furious about something that wasn’t me.

My cock was hard before she touched it. She took it in one hand anyway, a rough stroke, and made a low sound in her throat when she felt how ready I was.

“Good,” she said.

She sank down on it.

She was already wet. She must have lain awake beside me in the dark thinking about this, winding herself tighter and tighter, because she took me in one long hard slide with no warming, and her pussy gripped me so fiercely I saw sparks.

“Fuck,” I breathed.

“Quiet.”

She rode me.

Amara rode slow and deep and weeping. Sela rode for an audience. Kaya rode me like a fight. Like a fight she’d already decided to lose and was furious about losing, every stroke a strike, her hips slamming down onto me so hard the grain sacks hissed and shifted under my back.

Face to face. Her hands planted on my chest. Her eyes locked on mine like she was daring me to look away.

I didn’t.

I put my hands on her hips and felt the muscle working under the skin. I slid them back over that ass, the hardest, tightest ass in the valley, and gripped it, and felt it clench and flex in my palms with every drop of her weight.

“Harder,” she hissed. “Don’t be careful.”

“I’m not doing anything. You’re doing all of it.”

“Then do something.”

So I did. I dug my fingers into her ass and pulled her down onto me as I drove up, and the angle changed, and her mouth fell open.

Her spine arched. The grey light striped her through the slats, bars of shadow and skin, sweat already shining in the channel of her back and on the upper curves of her small breasts. They barely moved when she rode, high and firm, just a small hard bounce on the downstroke, the nipples like dark stones.

I sat up enough to take one in my mouth.

She made a sound she didn’t mean to make and slapped a hand over her own mouth.

That was her. Eight months after Kano, two years after I’d first pinned her in the wrestling ring, and she still fought every sound her body tried to make like it was an enemy getting over the wall.

I sucked her nipple hard and felt her pussy clamp down around my cock.

“You’re close,” I said against her skin.

“I’m not.”

“You’re lying.”

“I’m…” She lost the word. Her hips stuttered. Her thighs started to shake against my sides.

I let go of her breast and took her hips in both hands and held her down on me.

All the way down. My cock buried to the root in her, her body pinned on it, no more strokes, no more fight, nowhere to go.

She came.

She went rigid over me, her whole body locking, and then she bit down on my shoulder to keep the scream in. Her teeth sank into the muscle hard enough to hurt and I didn’t care. Her pussy clenched and fluttered and clenched again around me, milking, gripping, pulsing, and the heat of it poured down over my balls.

I held her through every wave of it. My hands on her hips. Her teeth in my shoulder. Her breath hot and ragged against my neck.

And when her pussy squeezed me one more time, hard, I stopped holding back.

“Kaya,” I groaned, and drove up into her one last time and came.

Deep. Pulse after pulse of it, my cum flooding into her, my hips jerking up off the sacks, her body still pinned down on mine and taking every drop. I felt her feel it. She let go of my shoulder and made a small wrecked noise into my neck.

For a while neither of us moved.

Chaff drifted in the grey light. Somewhere outside, the first bird tried a note and thought better of it.

She sat up.

She stayed on me, still full of me, her hands braced on my chest, breathing hard. The marks of her teeth throbbed in my shoulder. Sweat ran down between her breasts.

And her eyes were still wound tight as wire.

“It didn’t work,” she said.

“What didn’t?”

“Stopping.”

Her jaw stayed hard. Her fingers kept tapping on my chest, restless even now.

“You’ve been up before the birds every day since the festival,” I said.

“Someone has to walk the wall.”

“The wall doesn’t need walking. There’s no one left to come over it.”

“Someone has to drill the warriors.”

“For what war?”

Her jaw worked. She didn’t answer.

“You sharpened your spear yesterday,” I said. “It was already sharp. I watched you do it anyway. Then you did the knives. Then you did Lira’s knives, and she hit you.”

“Lira’s knives were dull.”

“They were not.”

Kaya looked away, toward the slats and the grey light. For a moment she looked like what she was, a woman who had been at war since she was twenty-three, who had finally won it, and who had no idea what her hands were for now.

“I don’t know what to do,” she said, low, “when nothing needs killing.”

I put my hand over hers on my chest and held it still.

She let me. For about three breaths.

A breath later, she pulled her hand free, swung off me, and reached for her loincloth. “Your slats are warped,” she said, not looking at me. “That one. And that one. The heat’s twisted them. The grain will sweat.”

I looked. She was right. The late dry season had baked the split bamboo, and three slats on the east wall had bowed out of true, letting in too much air in one place and none in another.

“I’ll fix them.”

“Good.” She knotted her binding. “Someone should fix something.”

She walked out into the dawn with her back straight and her ass flexing under the loincloth, and I lay on the grain sacks with her teeth marks in my shoulder and her cum-slick heat still on me, and thought that I’d married the most dangerous woman in the highlands, and that she was drowning.



The hut was awake when I came back.

Amara sat by the fire on a low stool, feeding Kano.

Firelight on her bare feet and her copper ankle circlets. On thick calves, and the wide soft sweep of her hips spreading over the stool. Her wrap had been pushed down to her waist for the nursing, and there was nothing between the firelight and the rest of her.

Her breasts.

Two years in this valley and those breasts still stopped me in doorways. Heavy and full and dark-nippled, bigger now than the day I’d first woken up with them hanging over my face, swollen with the milk that fed two children. Kano was latched onto the left one, working at it like a small furious engine. The right one hung loose and enormous against her ribs, the nipple beading white, a single drop running down the curve and catching the light.

Maya stood at her knee.

Stood, if you could call it that. My daughter had a fistful of her mother’s wrap in one hand and a fistful of Amara’s thigh in the other, and she was swaying on her fat legs like a sailor, twelve moons old and outraged at gravity.

Amara looked up. Laugh lines and sorrow lines. Silver streaks in the long dark hair falling loose over one shoulder, catching the fire.

Her eyes went straight to my shoulder.

“The war-chief bit you,” she observed.

“She was quiet about it.”

“She was not.” Amara shifted Kano to the other breast, her whole heavy chest swaying with the movement, and a thin spray of milk arced from the freed nipple before she caught it with her palm. “I heard the grain sacks from here. So did the pigs.” She smiled, slow and warm and knowing. “Did it help?”

“No.”

“No,” she agreed, and the smile went a little sad. “It won’t. Not from a fight in the grain. She has to find another answer.” She wiped her milky palm on her wrap. “Come here. You have chaff in your hair.”

I came. She picked it out with her free hand while Kano sucked and grunted and Maya, sensing an audience, let go of the wrap to show me she could and sat down hard on her bottom.

Astonishment crossed Maya’s face. Then she turned to me, as if I’d done it.

“That’s your fault,” Amara told me.

“Everything’s my fault.”

“Yes. It’s very restful for the rest of us.”



Naia came in from the lanes with the morning already conquered.

I watched her cross the compound the way everyone in the valley watched Naia cross anything.

Copper bands on both ankles, chiming. Toned calves, and above them the thick powerful thighs, bare almost to the hip under the shortest wrap in the valley. Then the rest of it, the thing every eye in the valley had followed for two years: that massive round ass, so full it strained the fabric at every step, swinging side to side like a slow bell. Six moons of my child had only made it worse. Her hips had spread with the pregnancy, and the belly rose high and proud in front, a tight drum riding above the flare of those hips, so that her shape from the side was an hourglass somebody had exaggerated on purpose.

Her breasts had filled out too, riding above the belly in a neckline cut exactly low enough.

The elaborate braids, shells and copper beads clicking. The knowing smile.

She carried a tally-stick in one hand like a scepter.

“I have reorganized the morning,” Naia announced. “Water rota. The east lane was carrying twice and the lake lane once, and the east lane has three pregnant women in it, so I have moved the lake lane’s girls to the east, and the east lane’s women to the looms, and the looms’ old women to the shade, where they are happier and complain less.” She lowered herself onto a stool with the careful magnificence of a woman sitting down around a baby. “You are all welcome.”

“You got up early,” I said.

“I have been up since the grain sacks.” She arched an eyebrow at my shoulder. “Everyone has.”

Across the fire, Amara laughed into her son’s hair.



Claire was at her station by the spring when I went down to wash.

She’d set up her instruments where she’d set them during the quake season, and never taken them down. The rain gauge, a marked bamboo tube on a stake. The twin seismoscopes in their tall jars, the weighted cords hanging dead still over collars of soot-blacked bark. She crouched beside one of them with her long legs folded under her, reading the soot like a letter.

The wrap suited her now. It hadn’t, at first. For a whole season she’d tied it like a field shirt, sensible and square. Now it hung the Vanu way, knotted low on her hips and slit up the thigh, and the long field-hardened legs came out of it pale and freckled and golden where the sun had caught them. A copper band on her wrist, hammer marks showing. The broken field watch long gone to Maya’s toy basket. Her blonde hair in a thick braid over one shoulder, the only fair hair in the valley.

She didn’t look up.

“Two moons clean,” she said. “Not a scratch on either collar.”

“Good morning to you too.”

“It is a good morning. It’s a clean one.” She turned the jar a quarter turn, checked the cord, made a mark on a strip of bark with a charcoal stub. “The mountain’s asleep. I’d sign it.”

I crouched down beside her to look.

That’s all I did. I crouched down next to her, close enough to see the collar.

The flush started at her throat. It climbed, scarlet on fair skin, up her neck and into her cheeks, and right to the tips of her ears, which went the color of a copper pot in a fire.

Months married. Months of my mouth on every inch of her. And I still couldn’t stand within arm’s reach of her in the morning without her body telling on her.

“You’re in my light,” she said, dry as ever.

“Your ears are red.”

“My ears are an unreliable instrument and I’ve stopped recording them.” She made another mark on the bark. Her hand wasn’t quite steady. “Go wash. You smell like a granary and a war-chief.”



Kaya was back on the training ground by the time I’d washed, drilling six warriors through spear-forms in the grey heat.

They were good forms. They were good warriors. There was nothing on earth left for them to fight.

Lira sat on the edge of the ground fletching arrows with the patience of a woman who’d been doing it for thirty years, and when Kaya came off the line she stopped in front of Lira and plucked an arrow out of her hands.

“This fletching’s crooked.”

Lira inspected the arrow. Her gaze rose to Kaya.

“It is not crooked.”

“It pulls left.”

“You have not shot it.”

“I can see it pulls left.”

Lira took the arrow back, nocked it, drew, and put it into the center of a straw target forty paces off without seeming to aim. The shaft stood there quivering, dead center.

She reached for the next arrow.

“Go and do something,” Lira said, not looking up. “Anything. Go and take a bath. Go and have another child. Go and sit on the sky-man again, you clearly need it. But do not come to my fletching looking for a war, war-chief, because there isn’t one in it.”

The warriors on the line very carefully didn’t laugh.

Kaya stood there for a moment with her jaw working. Then she turned and walked away, and her eyes found mine across the ground, and there was no anger in them at all. Just the wire, pulled tighter.



I fixed the slats before the heat came up.

Pulled the three warped ones, split new bamboo from the green stack, and set them back in with wedges, tapping each one into the frame with the back of a hatchet until it sat true. The work wasn’t hard. It was the kind of thing a man could do half asleep. But there’s a particular pleasure in making a thing sit square again, and I let myself have it.

I felt her before I saw her.

Kaya, in the shed doorway, leaning on the frame with her arms folded. Watching my hands.

Not the slats. My hands. The forearms, where the veins stood up when I drove a wedge home.

“You’re staring,” I said.

“I’m inspecting the repair.”

“You’re inspecting my arms.”

“They’re part of the repair.” She didn’t move from the doorway. “That wedge is loose.”

It wasn’t. I tapped it anyway. She watched me do it, and something in her shoulders came down about a finger’s width, and I understood that watching something get fixed was as close as she’d come to rest all week.



Sela told us at midday.

We were all in the compound for the meal, every wife, both babies, and me, and she came and stood in the hut doorway.

The doorway.

The same place she’d stood for the better part of two years, half hidden behind the post, watching, trembling, ready to bolt. The place she used to live.

She stood in it now in the full light of noon and didn’t hide behind anything.

Small bare feet on the threshold. Slim calves. The narrow girlish hips, and the tiny waist I could span with my two hands. The wrap tied loose, as she always tied it now, loose on purpose, one shoulder bare, and the swell of a small firm breast half out of it, the nipple pink against her brown skin and already standing up because she knew every eye in the compound was about to be on her.

Long dark hair, pushed back. She didn’t hide behind that either anymore.

Wide doe eyes. The lip-bite.

Both her hands lay flat on her belly. A belly that showed nothing at all.

She waited.

She waited until Amara looked up. Until Naia stopped mid-sentence. Until Claire lowered her bowl and Kaya turned from the fire and I set down my cup. She waited until she had all of us, because being looked at was hers now, she’d earned it, and she wasn’t going to spend it cheap.

Then she spoke, in the strong clear voice that had grown in her like a second spine.

“The blessing took.”

Silence.

“At the festival,” Sela said. “At the bower. In front of everyone.” Her chin came up. “I’ve known for a moon. I’m the healer. I wanted to be sure.” Her lip caught in her teeth, and then she let it go and smiled, and the smile was all the girl she used to be and all the woman she’d become in one. “And then I wanted all of you looking at me when I said it.”

Amara was the first to move.

She put Kano down in his basket, stood up, and crossed the compound, and she took Sela’s face in her two broad hands, and she wept. Not quietly. Amara never wept quietly. Her big body shook with it, and the tears ran down into her smile, and she pressed her forehead to Sela’s the way the Vanu do for a pregnant woman.

“My girl,” Amara said. “My girl. I taught you to poultice a cut.”

“You did.”

“And now look.”

“I’m looking,” Sela said, crying too now, laughing. “I’m looking at all of you looking at me. It’s the best thing I’ve ever seen.”

Naia was already on her feet, one hand on her own belly. “This changes the nursery,” she said. “It changes every sleeping space on the east side of the hut. Two births this season, not one, which means two baskets at the fire, which means the stores move, which means…”

“Naia.”

“I’m annexing it. The nursery. For both of them. I’ll draw it up tonight.” She crossed to Sela and kissed her on both cheeks with imperial efficiency. “Congratulations. Your child will have excellent logistics.”

Claire had gone scarlet to the ears for someone else’s joy, which I hadn’t known was possible. “Seven weeks,” she said, doing the arithmetic out loud because that was how she held big things. “Festival to now. Seven weeks. That’s…” She stopped. Swallowed. “That’s wonderful, Sela. It’s just wonderful.”

Kaya came last.

She stood in front of Sela with her arms folded and looked down at the flat belly under those small hands, and her face did the thing it did when she was trying to decide whether to fight something or protect it.

“A warrior,” she said.

“It’s the size of a bean,” Amara said, through her tears.

Kaya considered this.

“A warrior bean.”

And Sela laughed so hard she had to hold onto the doorpost, the same post she’d hidden behind a hundred times, and I watched her lean on it, laughing, in full light, with all of us looking, and I thought it was the most beautiful thing I’d seen since the day my daughter was born.



The year-fire was that evening.

It was Maya’s night, and she didn’t know it.

The Vanu have a custom that I hadn’t known about until Amara told me, the week before, very quietly, while she folded Maya’s sleeping cloths.

In the plague generations, so few babies lived through their first year that the tribe stopped marking births and started marking survival. A child who lived a whole year had beaten the odds, and the valley said so. At the year-fire, the mother carries the child once around the council fire. The child receives her first copper, a thin circlet for her ankle. And the gathered village answers with foot-stamping, the sound the Vanu make for things that matter.

Amara’s first daughter had died at three summers.

She had carried a child around the year-fire once before. This was her first time making that circle since she’d lost the daughter who survived it.

I stood with the other fathers at the edge of the council ground and watched her do it.

She came out of the dusk with Maya on her hip, dressed in the best wrap she owned, her hair down and silvered in the firelight, copper at her ears and her arms and her ankles. Her face was calm. She walked the circle slow, the way a woman walks when she’s carrying something she’s afraid to drop, Maya’s fat legs kicking at her hip, Maya’s fist wound in her hair.

She held it together throughout the slow circuit.

She held it together when Tira knelt and closed the thin copper circlet around Maya’s ankle, and Maya looked at it, then kicked her foot to make it flash, then shrieked at it in delight.

She held it together right up until the stamping started.

It began at the far side of the ring, a few feet, then more, then all across the valley, two hundred and fifty people stamping the packed earth until the ground drummed under us and the fire jumped. And Amara stood in the middle of it with her daughter on her hip, and her face just broke.

I went to her. Nobody stopped me. I put my arm around her and Maya both and held them while she wept into my neck, and the stamping went on and on, a whole valley telling a woman who’d buried a child that this one had lived.

“She made it,” Amara said into my skin. “Daniel. She made it.”

“She made it.”

“The first one didn’t. The first one…”

“I know.”

“This one did.” She pulled back, wet-faced, fierce. “Look at her.”

Maya was chewing on her own copper circlet, having worked her foot up to her mouth with the flexibility of the very young. She looked at the two of us with total unconcern and drooled on the metal.

Amara laughed so hard she nearly dropped her.



Maya wasn’t the only one.

That was the thing I kept coming back to, afterward.

When Amara stepped out of the ring, the next mother stepped in. A Vanu woman from the lake lane with a son on her hip. Then a Koru mother, one of Kesa’s people, with a daughter wrapped in Tevi’s weave. Another followed. And another.

A line of them. Mothers and babies, Koru and Vanu both, waiting their turn at the year-fire.

The old women said they had never seen so many on one night. Mura said it. Tua said it, from her stool, cradling her crooked arm. Even Yara said it, from her litter at the edge of the firelight, one iron sentence out of half a mouth: “In my mother’s time there were years with none.”

Nine children walked the circle that night. Nine first coppers. Nine rounds of stamping.

Kiru, fourteen and full of opinions, argued at my elbow the entire time that Maya’s first copper should have been a war-band. “A proper one. For the arm. So she can fight.”

“She’s one.”

“Kaya was fighting at five. She told me.”

“Kaya was lying to you.”

“Kaya doesn’t lie.” He considered. “Kaya exaggerates for the good of the warrior.”

His little sister had slipped past us both while we argued. I found her crouched beside Amara’s stool, tying a braid of grass to Maya’s new copper circlet with enormous concentration, her tongue between her teeth.

“What’s that for?” I asked.

She looked up at me like I was very slow.

“So the mountain takes the grass instead,” she said.

Maya kicked her foot. The grass charm and the copper flashed together in the firelight.



I did the other arithmetic later, alone on the wall.

The old habit. I’d count the fires.

Nine first-year children tonight. Sela’s child coming. Naia’s coming. I’d heard the talk at the looms, too, the knowing looks between the Koru girls who’d taken Vanu husbands and the Vanu girls who’d taken Koru ones. Twenty-odd babies born or coming in the next year. Maybe more.

Two years ago, when I crashed into this valley, the Vanu were doing the arithmetic of their own extinction. Two hundred souls, seventy percent women, too few men, too few children, the count running down.

I’d spent two years turning that count around.

It had turned.

And now I stood on the wall looking at the terraces in the dark, and I did the other side of the same sum. The channels I’d cut my first season fed every terrace they could reach. There were no terraces left to reach. The Two-Hands field, the new ground we’d cut on the eastern slope after the quake, had been the last flat ground in the caldera. North was rockfall. The lake margin was open water and glint. Everything else was cliff.

Twenty mouths more next year. Twenty more after that.

Success eats land.

I’d spent two years counting a tribe’s death down. Now I had to count its hunger up.

It was the good problem. It was the problem every man who’d ever built anything prayed for.

It was still a problem.



I did one more thing that night, the thing I’d been putting off since the festival.

The six surrendered men kept their own fire at the edge of the Koru lane. They’d taken their hearth-cords seven weeks ago, and they wore them, and they worked, and they ate, and they still sat a little apart, the way men sit when they’ve been forgiven for something and don’t know yet how to stand in it.

They went quiet when I came to their fire.

I sat down on a log across from them and gave the silence room. Let them see I wasn’t in a hurry.

At last, I took the brass lighter out of my pocket and set it on a flat stone by the fire.

It caught the light. Small and bright and modern and wrong. Worn smooth by some other man’s thumb.

Five of them studied it with the blank curiosity of men confronting something from another world.

The sixth went very still.

Setu. The youngest. Twenty, maybe, all ribs when he’d walked into our night fire four moons ago with his hands open. He’d filled out some on Vanu food. He still flinched when Kaya’s shadow crossed him. The hearth-cord on his wrist, the one Kaya had knelt and tied in front of the whole valley, was the thing he touched when he was afraid.

He was touching it now.

“You’ve seen this before,” I said, in the trade tongue.

His gaze went from me to the lighter and back. He was waiting, I realized, to be hit for whatever he said next.

“Nobody’s going to hurt you for telling me,” I said. “Eat something first, if you want.”

Someone passed him a piece of smoked fish. He held it in both hands and didn’t eat it. Then he talked.

“The last moon of the rains,” Setu said. “Before the river dropped. Raku went up to the high ridge alone. He said he was hunting. He was gone two days.” He swallowed. “He came back with that. The fire-box. And meat in a metal skin, with a picture of a cow on it. He let us smell the meat. He ate it himself.”

The other men were nodding now. They remembered the meat.

“He said he met a sky-man on the ridge,” Setu went on. “At a hunting fire. He said the sky-man with the fire-box would bring thunder-sticks when the river dropped. Thunder-sticks for all of us. He said many things, at the end.” He watched a coal collapse into sparks. “None of us believed him. Then the river dropped, and no sky-man came. So he built the stack instead.”

I picked up the lighter. Turned it over.

“What did he look like? The sky-man. Did Raku say?”

Setu nodded slowly.

“He said the sky-man had yellow hair on his arms,” he said. “And that he laughed like a pig.”

I sat there with the lighter warm in my hand.

The river had dropped months ago.

Whoever had sat at that hunting fire on the high ridge had listened to a starving warlord talk about a valley full of women and copper, and had given him fire and meat and a promise. And then he’d walked away.

He was out there somewhere. Alive.

And he knew.


Chapter 2: The Arithmetic of Plenty

Naia held court in the store-hut the next morning, and she held it from a throne of grain sacks.

She’d had them stacked for her, three high, with a folded fur on top and another behind her back, so she could sit with her belly out in front of her like a second authority and her tally-stones spread on a flat board across her knees. Six moons along, braids up, copper at her throat. Enthroned.

“Sit,” she told us. “All of you. I’ve done the numbers twice. I want to do them a third time out loud so you can watch me be right.”

Kesa didn’t sit. She stood by the door with her arms folded, gray threading her dark hair, weathered and wiry and as unbowed as the day she’d walked up to our wall asking for water. Claire sat cross-legged on the floor with the hazard hide rolled across her lap, the one she’d painted during the quake season. I took the stool.

Naia moved stones.

“Stores,” she said. “This wet season, we are fine. Better than fine. We go into the rains with a margin. Even my grandmother couldn’t remember one.” She tapped a heap of pale stones. “This is grain. This is dried fish. This is smoked pig. This is the root cellar. This,” a smaller heap, “is what we’ll have left over at the end of the wet, if nobody gets stupid.”

“That’s good,” I said.

“That’s this year.” She swept the heap aside with the back of her hand and laid down a new line of dark stones, one by one, click, click, click. “This is next year. Every stone is a mouth that doesn’t exist yet. Nine children walked the year-fire last night. There are more coming. I have counted the bellies in the lanes, and I have counted the ones that don’t show yet, because I can read the girls who’ve started eating differently.” Click. Click. “Mine. Sela’s. Four Koru girls with Vanu husbands. Three Vanu girls with Koru ones. Two widows from the lake lane who have been very happy lately and won’t say why.”

She laid the last stone and sat back.

It was a long line.

“The fields we have,” Naia said, “feed the mouths we have. They will not feed that.”



I’d been doing the same sum on the wall the night before. Hearing her lay it out in stones made it heavier.

“The channels are at capacity,” I said. “I cut them my first season to reach every terrace there was. They reach every terrace there is. There’s nothing left to reach.”

“Then cut new terraces,” Naia said. “You’re good at that.”

“Where?”

Claire unrolled the hazard hide.

The entire caldera, painted on stretched pigskin in ochre and soot and red clay. The lake at the center. The village. The terraces stepping up the slopes in neat brown bands. And across it, like a rash, Claire’s red marks from the quake season: dead ground, gas hollows, fissure lines, and under the rim, long red streaks where the rock had come down.

“North slope,” Claire said, and laid her finger on it. The finger landed on red. “It’s the only steep ground with decent soil left. It’s also where the rim dropped half its face during the quake. The rockfall lines run straight across it. We’d be planting under a loaded gun.”

“The lake margin,” Naia said.

“Flat, wet, fertile,” I agreed. “And open. You’d be putting fields and huts on the water’s edge where anything flying over can see them. The whole point of the smoke-filter hearths and the glint rules was to keep the valley looking empty from above. A settlement on the shore throws that away.”

“No one is flying over,” Naia said. “The company filed us dead.”

“The company filed us dead,” Claire said, “and I’d still rather not paint a target on the only lake in the highlands that doesn’t officially exist.”

Naia made a face that said she agreed and resented it.

“The west side-valley,” she tried. “Where the decoy was.”

“Dry. No spring. It’s a decoy because it’s worthless.”

“The gorge north.”

“Is a gorge,” I said. “And the vine bridge over it is still cut, and I’m in no hurry to rebuild it. That’s the best moat we’ve ever had.”

Naia traced the line of dark stones, then tapped one with a fingernail.

“Then these children,” she said, “are going to be very hungry.”



Kesa spoke from the door.

“There is a valley.”

Every face in the store-hut turned toward her.

She hadn’t moved. Arms folded. Face flat. But something in her voice had gone careful, as a woman’s voice does when she’s putting something heavy down in front of you and wants you to see she can carry it.

“Beyond the eastern ridge,” Kesa said. “A long day’s walk. Good ground. Better than this for grain, the old women always said, because the sun comes over the ridge earlier. The terraces there were cut before my grandmother was born. Generations of Koru hands.” She paused. “They are going back to weeds. No one has worked them since the wolf’s last season. The great spring runs black with the quake’s mud. The houses are empty. The cook-rings are cold.”

The Koru valley. Raku’s valley. Empty since he fell.

“It is Vanu land now,” Kesa said. “We buried the name at the one fire. You were there. You heard me say it.” Her chin came up. “The name is buried. The ground isn’t.”

Nobody said anything for a moment.

I understood what she was offering, and I understood it wasn’t just land. She’d walked out of that valley with thirty people and nothing on their backs. She was offering to walk back into it as someone else.

“You’d go back,” I said.

“I’d go back as Vanu,” Kesa said. “That is a different thing. That is a thing I have not tried.” A small hard movement of her mouth. “I would like to see if I can.”



“The spring,” Claire said.

She’d gone very alert. I knew the look. It was the look she got when she caught a reading that didn’t fit.

“Black mud, you said. Since the quake.”

“Black. Thick. Stinking of rotten eggs. The animals won’t drink it.”

“That’s sediment and sulfur,” Claire said, half to herself. “Hydrothermal. The quake would have rerouted the plumbing under both valleys, so the spring’s carrying fine ash and mineral mud it never used to carry.” She looked up. “The question is whether it’s the chemistry or just the silt. If it’s the silt, it’ll settle. If it’s settling already, you can help it along. Settling ponds, a filter bed.” She was talking faster. “I’d need to see it. Sample it. Put my instruments on it.”

“You want to go look at a dirty spring,” I said.

“I want to go look at a dirty spring,” Claire said, with enormous dignity, “the way you wanted to go look at a broken irrigation channel the week you got here.”

I couldn’t argue with that.



Kaya found out an hour later.

I don’t know who told her. Probably nobody. Probably she read it off our faces coming out of the store-hut, as quickly as she read ambush ground.

She came across the compound at a walk that wasn’t quite a run and stopped in front of me.

“A new village,” she said.

“Maybe.”

“In the Koru valley. Beyond the ridge.”

“Maybe.”

“You’ll need a founding party. Twenty, twenty-five. Crews for the terraces. Crews for the spring. Someone to lay out the huts and the wall and the watch.” The words came faster. Her eyes had gone bright in a way I hadn’t seen since the hunt. “Someone to walk the ground first. Someone who knows how to hold a camp in country that used to belong to the enemy.”

“Kaya.”

“I’m asking for it.” She squared up to me, right there in the compound, with the whole household watching. “Give me the command. I’ll clear their weeds. I’ll fight their mud. I’ll make that spring run clean if I have to strain it through my own teeth.” A breath. “It’s a war I can fight.”

I didn’t make her wait.

“It’s yours.”

She blinked. She’d come ready to argue for it. I watched the argument die in her with nowhere to go, and something else come up in its place, and she lit up.

There’s no other word for it. The war-chief of the Vanu lit up like a woman who’d just been handed a spear after seven restless weeks without a purpose.

“Good,” she said, and turned on her heel and went straight to Lira, and I heard her start listing names before she was halfway across the ground.

Amara watched her go from the fire, Kano on her hip.

“You gave her a war,” Amara said.

“I gave her some mud.”

“You gave her a war.” Amara shifted the baby. “She’ll leave him with me. You know that.”

“Can you carry it? Both of them, and Maya weaning, and the healer’s hut?”

“I carried this village through a quake with your daughter tied to my chest.” She looked at me with the same look she gave patients who asked stupid questions. “Milk is shared in the Vanu. It always has been. She’ll walk the ridge back and forth to see him. He’ll be fat and loud and he’ll forget her for a day and remember her the second she walks in, and she’ll pretend it doesn’t break her heart.” A slow smile. “I’ll carry it.”



We didn’t send anyone that day.

I wanted to. I could feel everyone in the household leaning east like grass in a wind. But I kept seeing Setu’s face across the fire, and the lighter on the stone, and I kept hearing the word he’d used.

Thunder-sticks.

A starving warlord’s promise, sure. Raku had said a lot of things at the end. But somebody had given him that lighter and a tin of bully beef, and somebody had told him guns were coming. I wasn’t going to walk twenty-five settlers into a valley that might have a rifle in it on the strength of “probably not.”

“Rena,” I said that evening. “Aru. Go ahead. The eastern valley, both sides, from ridge to ridge. Then the high ridge between us and them, where Setu says Raku went hunting. Look for anything that isn’t Koru. Anything that isn’t ours.”

Rena nodded. She was the best scout in the valley and she knew it, a lean dark woman who could cross the jungle without disturbing a leaf.

“What are we looking for?”

“A man with yellow hair on his arms,” I said. “Or anything he left.”

They were gone before dawn.



Oko read the sky for me that night, sitting on the wall with his bad knees stretched out in front of him.

“Two moons,” he said, watching the clouds stack on the northern ranges. “Maybe less. The wet comes early after a hard dry. When it comes, the ridge between us and the east goes slick, but you can still walk it in the breaks. The high routes close. The rivers rise.” He grunted. “Whatever you mean to do over there, sky-man, you mean to do it fast.”

“That’s usually how it goes.”

“That’s always how it goes.” He rubbed his knee. “You never once crashed into this valley in a season with time to spare.”



Amara came to me after the household was asleep.

I was lying awake. I did that more often than I let on. The line of Naia’s dark stones kept laying itself down behind my eyes.

A warm hand on my chest. The smell of herbs and milk and smoke.

“Come,” she whispered. “The healer’s hut. Sela has the babies.”

I followed her across the dark compound. She walked ahead of me with a covered lamp, and in its small moving light I watched her hips roll under her wrap, the wide soft ass swaying, her bare feet sure on the packed earth.

The healer’s hut smelled of dried leaves and boiled cloth. She set the lamp on the shelf by the medicine jars, turned around, and let her wrap fall.

It slid down over those enormous breasts and pooled at her feet, and she stood there in the lamplight and let me look.

Forty-four years old. Thick calves and heavy thighs. Wide maternal hips, the soft rounded belly that two births had left, the dark curls at the join of her thighs. And above it all, those breasts. Massive. Heavy with milk, fuller than they’d ever been, the dark areolas wide and the nipples swollen and already wet. They sat low on her ribs from their own weight, and when she breathed they rose and swayed and settled.

A bead of milk ran down one of them. Another followed.

“I watched Sela in the doorway today,” Amara said.

Her voice had dropped into the low register she only used in the dark.

“I watched Naia sit on her grain sacks with her belly out like a queen. I watched nine mothers carry nine children around the fire.” She came toward me. “And my body said something to me, Daniel. All day. It kept saying it.”

“What did it say?”

“It said I have one more in me.” She stopped in front of me. “Maybe not two. One. I’m forty-four. I’m feeding another woman’s son and weaning my daughter, and my body is still saying, one more, one more, before it closes the door.”

She put both hands on my face.

“You gave me the first. When I was frightened. When I thought I was too old and too late and too empty.” Her eyes were wet already. “Give me one more. Before it’s too late.”

The same words. The claiming night, two years ago, the furs and the witnesses and the drums. Before it’s too late.

But it wasn’t the same voice.

“You’re not frightened now,” I said.

“No.” She smiled through the wet. “Now I’m greedy.” She slid her hands down my chest, over my stomach, and pulled my wrap loose. “Greedy is better. Desperate women beg. Greedy women take.”



She went down on her knees in front of me.

I sat on the edge of the treatment platform and she knelt between my thighs on the woven mat, and she looked up at me with those warm brown eyes, and she lifted her breasts in her two hands.

Either breast could have filled both hands. She cupped one in each palm and raised them together, heavy, straining, the soft flesh spilling over her fingers, and she leaned in.

My cock was already hard. It had been hard since her wrap hit the floor.

She laid it between her breasts.

Warm. That was the first thing. Warm and soft and heavy, more flesh than I could see around, and then she pressed them together from both sides and my cock disappeared into her. Swallowed. The whole length of it buried in the deep hot valley of her tits, only the head showing above her cleavage, dark and swollen.

“Oh,” I said. It was all I had.

“Look at that.” Amara looked down at it, pleased, possessive. “Look how it hides in me.”

She squeezed her breasts. Milk ran.

It came from both nipples at once, pressed out by her own hands, thin warm streams running down the swollen curves and into the valley where my cock was trapped. She did it deliberately. She pressed and let go, pressed and let go, and each time more milk welled and ran, until my cock was slick with it, and her breasts were slick with it, and it made a soft wet sound every time she moved.

She began to move.

Her chest rose slowly, dragging those heavy tits up the length of me, then dropped back down.

My head went back. “Fuck, Amara.”

“Yes,” she murmured. “Like that. Say it like that.”

She did it again. Up, slow, the warm slick weight gliding over my cock from root to head. Down, the soft impact of her breasts against my thighs, the wet slap of milk-slick skin. Up. Down. Her eyes never left mine. She held my gaze from between my thighs while she worked me with her breasts, and there wasn’t a trace of shyness in it, just warmth and hunger and a matriarch’s absolute certainty that this was hers to give.

“These fed your daughter,” she said, low. Up. Down. “These feed the war-chief’s son. Every morning they ache for him, and every morning he empties them, and every night they fill again.” Up. Down. Milk ran from both nipples and down over my balls. “And look. There’s still enough for you. There’s always enough for you.”

I put my hands over hers on her breasts and squeezed. More milk spurted, hot, splashing up onto my stomach. She gasped.

“Harder,” she breathed. “Squeeze them harder. I want to feel you take it.”

I squeezed. She moaned and worked me faster, her whole body rising and falling on her knees, those huge breasts pumping around my cock in a soft slick rhythm, the head of it pushing up out of her cleavage on every downstroke. Pre-cum smeared against her skin and mixed with the milk.

“You like that,” she said. Not a question.

“I love it.”

“Tell me.”

“I love your tits,” I said, and my voice had gone rough. “I love watching my cock disappear in them. I love that they’re wet for me. I love that you’re on your knees giving me this.”

“Good.” Her eyes shone. “Good. Say more.”

“They’re the best thing I’ve ever seen, Amara. Every day. Every time you nurse at the fire I have to look away or I’ll embarrass myself in front of the whole village.”

She laughed, low and wet, and worked me faster, and I felt it building at the base of my spine, the heavy pull of it, my balls tightening against her breasts.

I took her wrists.

She stopped.

“Not there,” I said. “Where it counts.”



I pulled her up off the mat and laid her back on the treatment platform.

She went down on the furs with her hair spread out in the lamplight, silver and dark, and her breasts slid heavy to either side of her chest, milk still beading, and she reached up for me.

I took her thighs instead.

Thick, soft, strong. I took one behind each knee and folded them up. Up and back, until her knees were beside her breasts and her heels were in the air and her whole body was folded open beneath me. Her wide hips tilted up off the furs. Her pussy lifted toward me, dark and swollen and shining wet, spread by the fold of her own thighs, the lips parted and glistening in the lamplight.

Open. Completely open. Nowhere to go.

Amara looked up at me from inside the fold of her own body, pinned, her breasts pushed up and spilling between her knees, and her breath came fast and shallow.

“Yes,” she whispered. “Like this. I want it like this. I want you all the way in.”

I set the head of my cock against her. She was so wet it slid in an inch on its own.

I put my weight on her.

I drove down. Not in, down, my whole body coming down on hers from above, my weight pressing her thighs to her chest, and my cock sinking into her to the root in one long heavy stroke.

She cried out. It filled the hut.

“Deep,” she gasped. “Oh, gods, so deep.”

At that angle there was nowhere else for me to go but all the way in. Her pussy took every inch, hot and soft and gripping, and I felt the end of her, felt myself press against the deepest part of her, and she shuddered from head to foot.

I held there. Let her feel it. My weight on her folded thighs, her knees pinned beside her breasts, my cock buried to the hilt.

“Tell me what you want,” I said.

“Your child.” The tears were already coming. They ran from the corners of her eyes into her silvered hair. “Your child in me. One more.”

“Say it again.”

“Put another baby in me, Daniel. Fill me. Breed me. Don’t leave a drop outside.”

I started to move.

Slow at first. Long, deep strokes, pulling nearly all the way out, then driving back down with my full weight behind it, every stroke ending hard against the deepest part of her. Her breasts shook with each impact. Milk ran from them freely now, trickling down the sides of her ribs and pooling on the furs, and the lamp caught the wet everywhere, on her skin, on my stomach, on the swollen lips of her pussy stretched around my cock.

“Yes,” she wept. “Yes. Like that. Harder.”

I gave her harder.

I pounded down into her, the heavy wet slap of my hips against her upturned ass loud in the little hut, the platform creaking under us. She couldn’t move. She couldn’t do anything but take it, pinned open under my weight with her knees at her chest, and she took it, crying and moaning and begging, her hands clawing at my back.

“One more,” she sobbed. “Son or daughter, I don’t care. One more before my body closes the door. Give it to me. Give it to me.”

“You’re going to get it.”

“Promise.”

“I’m going to fill you so full it has no choice.”

Her pussy clenched at that. I felt it grip me, a hard flutter, and her eyes went wide.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh, I’m…”

She came weeping. Her whole body shook under me, her folded thighs trembling against my chest, her pussy pulsing and clamping around my cock in long rolling waves, and she wailed, the full-throated cry she always had, the sound of a woman who’d spent eight years alone and never again intended to be quiet about anything.

Her breasts spurted. I felt it hit my chest, warm.

That was the end of me.

I drove down into her one last time, as deep as her body would let me go, and held there, and came.

It pulled out of me in long thick pulses. I felt every one, my cock jerking deep inside her, pumping my cum into the deepest part of her, flooding her. She felt it too. Her eyes went wide and her mouth fell open and she held my gaze while I filled her, and her hands on my back pulled me down harder, pulled me deeper, keeping me there.

“Yes,” she breathed. “Yes. I feel it. All of it. Inside.”

I stayed buried in her until the last pulse was gone.



When I finally let her legs down, she didn’t let them down.

She kept her knees drawn up to her chest on her own, her thick thighs held with her own arms, her hips still tilted up on the furs.

“What are you doing?”

“Keeping it,” Amara said, as if I were a slow child. “Don’t you dare lie down next to me and make me laugh. Every drop stays.”

The seed-keeping custom. I’d seen every one of my wives do some version of it. Amara held the position with fierce determination.

I lay down beside her anyway, on my side, and put one hand on her soft belly, low, and she covered my hand with hers.

For a while she just breathed. The lamp burned down. Milk dried in salty tracks on her breasts.

A laugh started in her, wet and low and helpless.

“What?”

“I sound exactly like her,” Amara said. “The woman on the claiming night. Give me a child before it’s too late. Two years, and I said the very same words.” She turned her head on the furs, eyes shining as they found mine. “I was so frightened then. I thought I was begging for my last chance at anything.”

“And now?”

“Now I’m just greedy.” She squeezed my hand on her belly. “Greedy is better. Desperate women beg for crumbs. Greedy women know the table is theirs.”

I kissed her. She kissed me back slow and deep, and her thighs never came down, and she went to sleep that way, curled around my seed like a woman guarding a fire.



Rena came back six days later.

I was on the wall at dawn when I saw them. Two figures on the eastern ridge path, coming down fast, dust-caked to the knees. Rena in front. Aru behind her, bow in hand, not slung.

Not slung. That was the thing I noticed first.

I was at the gate before they reached it.

Rena didn’t waste words. She never did. She crouched in the dirt inside the gate and started drawing with a stick while she caught her breath, and Kaya came running from the training ground, and Claire came from the spring, and within a minute half the household was standing around a scout’s map scratched in the dust.

“The dead village isn’t dead,” Rena said.

“Koru?” Kaya said.

“No.” Rena drew a line. “Someone’s been living there. Not in the houses. In a camp by the creek, on the flat above the old fish weirs. We didn’t go in. We watched a day and a night from the ridge and saw no one, so we went down careful at dawn.”

She drew a square.

“There’s a post. A new one. A ridgepole for a shelter.” She looked up at me. “Cut clean across. Flat. Smoother than skin. No stone did it. No copper. Tira couldn’t make a cut like that on her best day.”

A saw. Steel.

“There’s a fire ring,” Rena went on. “Old ash, new ash. In it, a metal skin. Like the one Setu talked about. With pictures on it.” She frowned, trying to remember. “A cow. A red and white cow.”

Bully beef.

“Boot prints,” Aru said, from behind her. She’d crouched down too. “Big. Heavy. Deep in the soft ground, like the man carries a lot, or eats a lot. The bottoms have a pattern on them. Ridges. Like a snake’s belly.”

Lugged soles.

“And barefoot men with him,” Rena said. “Four. Maybe five, the prints cross over each other by the water. Lowland feet. Flat, wide, not like ours.”

I felt Claire go still beside me.

“There’s more,” Rena said. “Something I’ve never seen.” She drew it in the dust. A long box shape, open at the top, set at an angle. Little ridges across the bottom of it. “Wooden troughs. Built of bush timber. Set in the creek, with the water running through them. And under them, and along the bank, holes. Dozens of holes, dug everywhere, like pigs have been at the bank.”

She looked up.

“What is it, sky-man? What digs the ground and runs water through a box?”

I didn’t answer her.

Claire did, very quietly, in English, so only I would understand.

“It’s a sluice,” she said. “Someone’s working that creek for gold.”


Chapter 3: The Dead Valley

We went east three days later, twenty-five strong.

I’d argued with myself the whole three days. Rena’s report said someone was working that creek. It didn’t say how many guns, or whether the man with yellow hair on his arms was the man with the saw, or whether he was still there at all. Every sensible part of me wanted to send twenty-five warriors instead of twenty-five settlers.

But twenty-five warriors walking into an empty valley is an army, and an army is a message. I didn’t know yet who I’d be sending it to.

So we went as what we were. A founding party. With spears.



Kaya had the command, and she ran it like a war.

I watched her do it from the middle of the column and couldn’t stop watching.

She’d been up before anyone, checking loads, cutting weight, moving a sack of seed-yams from a Koru boy’s back to a Vanu woman’s because the boy had a bad ankle he hadn’t mentioned. She walked the line as we climbed the eastern ridge path, up and down it, never still. She talked to every person on it. She knew every name.

Bare scarred feet sure on the loose stone. The long hard calves. The thighs flexing with every step up the slope, and above them the loincloth riding the tight curve of her ass, the muscle bunching and releasing. The narrow hips. Her back bare in the sun except for the binding, the long channel of her spine already shining with sweat, the old scar on her shoulder pale against the brown. Copper war-bands on both biceps. A spear in one hand, used as a walking staff, never as a walking staff, always ready.

She moved like she’d been let out of a cage.

She caught me looking on the third switchback. She dropped back down the line until she was beside me and walked there a moment, not looking at me.

“Eyes on the work, sky-man.”

“I’m working.”

“You’re watching my ass.”

“It’s in front of me.”

She walked a few more paces.

“Some of the work,” she allowed, and went back up the line, and she swung her hips once on purpose where I could see it, and I heard Tevi, three people back, cackle like a crow.



It was a long day’s walk, like Kesa said. We topped the eastern ridge at noon and stood there in the wind, looking down into the other valley.

It was smaller than ours. Narrower. A long green trough running north to south between two ridges, with a creek down the middle of it glinting in the sun. The terraces stepped up the western slope in old broken bands, generations of Koru work gone shaggy with weeds. The village sat on a shelf above the creek, a cluster of dark roofs.

No smoke. Nothing moving.

Beside me, Kesa made a sound I don’t think she knew she made.



Who came:

Me. Kaya, in command. Claire, with her instruments packed in a hide bag like eggs. Kesa. Rena and Aru, on point. Tira, because a saw cut was a thing she needed to see, and because nobody in the valley could stop Tira going where metal was. Tevi, the Koru grandmother weaver, who’d announced she was going home to weave the new village’s mats and nets and had packed before anyone agreed. Setu and the five other surrendered men. And a mixed work crew, Vanu and Koru, to make up twenty-five.

Bringing Raku’s last men back into Raku’s valley had been Kaya’s call. Lira had argued it. Mura had argued it. Kaya had stood in the compound and said it once, out loud, to all of them.

“They took cords. Cords mean something or they don’t.”

So Setu walked in the middle of the column with his cord on his wrist and his eyes on the ground, and the other five walked around him, and nobody said anything about it, and I watched Kaya check on them exactly as often as she checked on anyone else.

Lira stayed home to command the valley’s watch. Oko stayed too. The ridge was his limit, he’d said, rubbing his knees. He’d learned it on the last hunt and he didn’t intend to learn it again.



We came down into the dead village in the long light of late afternoon.

It was worse up close.

Cook-rings stone cold, a season’s worth of leaves blown into them. Doorways gaping. A dog’s skeleton by the path, picked clean. The houses were Koru-built, lower and rounder than ours, with deep coal-bowls sunk into their floors, and every one of those bowls was full of old gray ash.

Raku’s longhouse stood at the top of the shelf. Bigger than the rest. Carved posts. And along the front of it, the trophy racks were still standing, bamboo frames where he’d hung the things he took. Most of what had hung there was gone, rotted or carried off. Not all of it.

Kaya studied the racks until the last of the light left them.

She didn’t say anything. She didn’t need to. Eight years of her life had been spent trying not to end up on something like that.

Then she turned her back on it, deliberately, and started assigning huts.



Kesa walked through her own house alone.

I didn’t follow her in. Nobody did. We stood in the lane outside and pretended to be busy while she went through the low doorway. A cooking fire burned down to coals before she returned.

When I did look, from the doorway, she was standing in the middle of the room. There was a fishing spear leaning against the wall, the barbs cut from bone, the shaft worn dark where a hand had held it for years. She had one hand on it.

Her husband’s. He’d died inside our wall, in the season of the second fight, and she’d said so at our gate asking for water.

She stood with her hand on his spear and didn’t weep.

After a while she took her hand away, and came out, and walked straight past me to Kaya.

“Not here,” Kesa said.

“The village is here.”

“The old village is here. You’re building a new one.” Kesa pointed across the creek, south, to a different terrace entirely, a broad green shelf catching the last sun, with nothing on it but grass. “There. The ground’s better. The morning sun hits it first.” She looked back once, up at the longhouse with its empty racks. “And it’s not in his shadow.”

Kaya looked at the shelf. Then at Kesa. Then she nodded, once.

“There,” she said.

The Koru men of the crew had gone very quiet. One of the older ones, a heavy-shouldered man named Pakai who’d surrendered with Setu, turned and looked up at the longhouse, and spat toward it in the dirt.

Nobody said a word to him.



We camped that first night on Kesa’s shelf, south of the creek, in the open, with the old village dark across the water.

I didn’t sleep much. I lay by the fire listening to the valley and counting the ways a man with a saw could come at us in the dark.

Nothing came.



Claire went to the spring at first light.

It rose at the head of the valley, above the terraces, and even from a distance you could smell it. Rotten eggs. Sulfur. The pool where it welled up had once been clear, Kesa said, clear enough to see the stones on the bottom. Now it was the color of old coffee, and thick, and where it spilled over its lip and ran down toward the terraces it left a black crust on every rock it touched.

Claire knelt at the edge and filled three bamboo tubes, one from the welling point, one from the middle of the pool, one from the outflow. She held them up to the light. She tasted the water from one on the end of her finger, which horrified Kesa.

“Sulfur,” Claire said. “Iron, I think. Not much else.” She set the tubes upright in a row on a flat stone. “Now we wait.”

“For what?”

“For the truth.” She sat back on her heels. “If it’s the chemistry that’s wrong, it’ll stay wrong. If it’s just the silt, give it time and it’ll settle out.”

We waited. Claire made me hold her field notes. Kesa stood with her arms folded, glaring at the tubes as if they’d insulted her ancestors.

By midmorning, the tubes had separated. A thick black layer at the bottom of each. Above it, water that was merely cloudy, then water that was nearly clear.

Claire watched the dark layer settle another finger’s width.

“It’s the silt,” she said.

Her voice was very calm. I’d learned what that meant. It meant she was trying not to be happy in front of people.

“The quake rerouted the hydrothermal vent under this valley,” she said. “Now the spring’s carrying fine volcanic sediment in suspension. Ash. Mineral mud. And the sulfur, which is unpleasant but not deadly at this concentration. The water itself is survivable.” She pointed at the black layer. “It’s the mud that’s killing the terraces and the mud that’s making the animals refuse it. And the mud settles.”

“So it gets better on its own?” Kesa said.

“In twenty years.” Claire stood and brushed off her knees. “Or in two weeks, if we help it.”



We drew it in the wet mud at the pool’s edge, the two of us, just as we’d drawn the flexible joints during the quake season. Claire with a stick, me with my finger, arguing about angles.

“Diversion channel first,” I said. “Take the spring’s first flow around the terraces entirely. Down that gully, straight to the creek. The terraces don’t get a drop of it until it’s clean.”

“Then settling ponds.” Claire drew three shallow basins in a stepped line down the slope. “Stepped, one spilling into the next. The water slows in each pond. The heavy silt drops in the first. The finer stuff in the second. By the third it should be mostly clear.”

“Then a filter bed,” I said. “At the bottom of the last pond. For drinking water.”

“Sand and charcoal.” She drew layers. “Coarse gravel, then sand, then charcoal, then fine sand. You run the pond water down through it. The charcoal will take out a lot of the sulfur taste, too.”

“How do you know about charcoal filters?”

“Field camps. I once spent six weeks on a site where the only water came out of a cattle dam.” She made a face. “You learn.”

Kesa had been watching our marks in the mud. Now she crouched down and put her own finger in it.

“The terraces here are cut different from yours,” she said. “Koru-cut. The walls lean. When the flood comes, they’ll hold if you give the water a way out.” She drew little notches along the edge of each terrace in our drawing. “Relief grooves. Here. And here. So the water bleeds instead of pushes.”

The same Koru craft she’d used to save Tevi’s shelter in the floods. The same craft that had kept the Two-Hands field from washing out in the rains.

Our three hands marked the drawing. Mine, Claire’s, Kesa’s.

“Lower terraces first,” I said. “Reclaim them with the relief grooves. Then work up.”

“Then work up,” Kesa agreed.

Kaya had come up behind us. She looked down at the mud-map for a long moment, and I watched her read it as a battle plan: positions, crews, order of march.

“How many hands for the channel?” she asked.

“Eight. Ten if you want it fast.”

“I want it fast.” She turned and started calling names before I’d finished the sentence.



Kesa told us about the hollow that afternoon.

We were walking the upper valley with Claire, looking at the slopes, and Kesa stopped at the mouth of a side gully that ran up into the eastern ridge. It was narrow and steep-walled, maybe fifty paces long, a crooked slot in the hillside choked with ferns. The creek’s gravel spilled out of its mouth in a fan.

“The old women called it where birds fall,” Kesa said. “No one goes up it. No one grazes pigs in it. My grandmother told me she once saw a flock of little brown birds descend into it to drink at dusk, and not one flew out.”

Claire had gone very still.

“How old is that story?”

“Older than my grandmother.”

Claire looked at me.

I knew the look. I’d seen it on her face the morning we found the dead pigs in the hollow by the eastern spring. I’d seen it on her face when she pulled Kiru’s sister’s piglet out of the grass by its hind leg and turned it over and found no wound.

“A sleeping mountain still breathes,” Claire said quietly. “The tremors stop. The gas doesn’t care. There’s nothing in this ground that’s changed just because the swarm ended. If there’s a vent at the bottom of that gully, and there’s no wind to clear it, then it’s been pooling in there since before anyone’s grandmother.” She turned to Kesa. “Do you have a torch? Fire. Any fire.”

Kesa had a slow-match coal in a clay pot on her belt, the way the Koru women carried fire. We lit a bundle of dry grass from it and tied it to the end of a long bamboo pole.

“Stay back,” I told everyone. “Everyone. Behind me. Uphill.”

I went to the lip of the gully, where the fern-choked slot dropped away toward its gravel floor, and I held the pole out and lowered the burning grass slowly down into it.

At the height of my knee, the flame shrank.

It didn’t go out. It shrank, the way a fire shrinks when it’s hungry, going low and blue, leaning.

I lowered it further.

A hand lower, and it guttered.

Another hand lower, and it died. Just stopped. The grass still smoked, a thin gray thread, and then even the smoke stopped rising and hung there, flattened, like it had hit a ceiling.

I lifted the pole back up. At the height of my knee, the embers glowed red again in the air.

“It lies thickest at the bottom,” Claire said, very quietly, beside me. “It’s heavier than air. It fills the low places like water in a bowl. There’s probably a vent up at the head of the gully, or seeps all through the gravel. No wind reaches down in there to stir it.” She looked down at the ferns, green and innocent. “The bottom of that gully is the mountain’s mouth.”

“The mountain’s mouth,” I repeated, in Vanu. It was what the grandmothers in our valley had called the hollow by the eastern spring.

Kesa said the Koru words again, softly. Where birds fall.

“Same thing,” I said. “Different grandmothers.”



We did it properly, as we had in the quake season, following every rule we’d written after Kiru dropped in the dead-ground hollow.

Red-cloth stakes across the mouth of the gully and up both lips of it, a line of them, driven deep. Bone charms carved by Tevi’s hands, hung from every stake, so that even a child who couldn’t understand the reason would understand the warning. No one enters. No one grazes. No one follows a dropped tool or a strayed animal down into it. If anyone ever has to go in after a living thing, it’s done with a rope around the waist, a belay from above, and handlers uphill who can haul you out when your legs go.

I made every one of the twenty-five walk to the stakes and look.

Setu looked longest. He stood at the red line with his hand on his cord and stared down into the ferns.

“We didn’t come here,” he said, in the trade tongue, not quite to me. “When we were his. Even he wouldn’t come up this side of the valley. He said the ghosts in it were hungry.”

“They’re not ghosts,” I said. “It’s bad air. It kills anything that breathes it down there.”

He thought about that.

“That’s worse,” he decided. “You can talk to ghosts.”



I noted three things about that gully before we left it, because I noted everything in those days.

The floor of it was creek gravel, the same loose rounded stones that spilled from its mouth. The slope ran low and gentle for the last thirty paces, easy walking, like a path inviting you in. And the gas lay thickest at the very bottom, where the gravel was deepest and the ferns grew greenest.

I didn’t know yet why I’d need to remember that.



We found the stranger’s camp on the fourth day.

The first days we worked. The diversion channel started going in. Kesa’s shelf got its first posts, the outline of huts, a wide stake circle for a wall. Tevi sat in the shade and started a net with the speed of a woman who’d been waiting a season to do it. The work crews found their rhythms, and the Koru men and Vanu women and Vanu men and Koru women in them stopped sorting themselves by blood somewhere around the second afternoon, because the mud didn’t care.

On the fourth day, Rena and Aru took me up the main creek to where they’d seen the troughs. Kaya came. Claire came. Tira came, because nothing short of a spear could have stopped her.

It was a half-hour walk north along the water, above the old fish weirs. The creek there ran fast and shallow over a wide bed of gravel, and the valley walls came in close on both sides.

The camp sat on a flat above the bank.

A shelter, a tarp roof over a frame. The ridgepole of it cut clean and square. Tira went straight to it and put her fingers on the cut end. Her thumb traced the row of identical tooth marks twice before she spoke.

“Smoother than skin,” she murmured finally. “Rena was right. And look. Little teeth marks. All the same size. All in a row.” She looked up at me. “What makes all its teeth the same?”

“A saw. Steel teeth, cut by a machine.”

“A machine makes the teeth.” She touched them. “So every tooth is perfect. So every cut is perfect.” Her face did something complicated. “I hate it.”



The fire ring was where Rena had said. I crouched by it and put my hand flat in the ash.

Cold on top. When I dug my fingers down, still a faint warmth deep in the bed.

“Three days,” I said. “Maybe four.”

In the ring, blackened and crushed, a bully-beef tin. A red and white cow on the label, half burned away. Beside the ring, more tins. A crushed packet that had held instant noodles. The cardboard sleeve from a box of cartridges. Rifle cartridges. I turned it over in my hand and read the caliber printed on the flap, and my stomach went cold.

The prints came next.

Big boot marks lay everywhere around the fire. Deep in the soft ground. Lugged soles, a heavy man, carrying weight, or carrying a gut. I crouched over the clearest one and measured it against my hand.

Around them, barefoot prints. Flat, wide, lowland feet.

I counted them properly. I circled the camp on my hands and knees, using the method I once taught on the show. Separate the sets by size, by toe splay, by the way each man put his weight down.

“Four,” I said, finally. “Four barefoot men. One of them’s heavy on the left. One’s young, light, long stride. Two ordinary.” I stood up. “Plus the boots. Five men.”

Rena nodded slowly. “I thought five barefoot. They cross at the water.”

“They cross at the water because that’s where they work,” I said.



The sluice was in the creek, below the camp.

A long wooden trough, just like Rena had drawn, built of bush timber pegged together. Set at a slant in the fast water, so the creek poured down through it. A torn blue tarp lined the bottom, and across the tarp, nailed in a row, little wooden bars. Riffles.

The water ran through it, clear and loud.

Along the bank on both sides, the pits. Dozens of them. Some shoulder-deep, some shallow, some half-collapsed. Piles of gravel beside each one. The bank was torn end to end as if pigs had rooted it.

In the gravel by the sluice, brass glinted.

Tira was on it before I could speak. She picked it up and turned it in the sun. A spent shotgun shell, the red plastic hull scorched, the brass base bright.

She held it up to the light like a jewel.

“More secrets,” she said softly.

There were a dozen of them scattered along the bank. Somebody had been shooting. At pigs, probably. At birds. At nothing, out of boredom.

A dozen shells. Four barefoot men. A rifle, from the cartridge box.

And a big man in lugged boots who could cut wood with steel teeth.



Claire knelt at the sluice.

She’d brought a pan. Not a real one; Tira had hammered it for her out of copper before we left, shallow and wide, to her sketch, and I’d wondered at the time what she wanted it for.

Now I knew.

She scooped gravel from the head of the sluice where the heaviest stones had caught against the first riffle. She dipped the pan into the creek and started to work it. A slow swirl. Tilt. Swirl. The lighter gravel washing out over the lip in little waves, the water carrying it off, the pan’s load getting smaller and smaller and darker.

She did it like she’d done it a thousand times. She probably had.

We all stood and watched her. Kaya with her spear. Rena and Aru. Tira, with the shell in her fist.

Claire tilted the pan and let the last of the water run off.

In the black sand at the bottom of it, flakes caught the sun. Yellow. Dozens of them. Tiny and bright as fish scales.

She tilted it a little further, and something rolled.

A nugget. The size of a fingernail. Dull yellow, rough, heavy-looking even from where I stood.

Nobody said anything.

Claire picked it up between her thumb and finger and held it up in the light. Her face didn’t change at all.

“I swapped their rich cores for barren rock two years ago,” she said.

Her voice was very level. The professional voice. The one she used when something enormous was happening and she needed to hold it at arm’s length to see it properly.

“I sat in the core shed at night and replaced every good interval with rock I’d salted. I knew what was down there. I’ve always known what was under this caldera. It was the whole reason they came.” She turned the nugget in the light. “What I didn’t know was that the quake would open the plumbing and hand it to a creek.”

She put the nugget back in the pan.

“This is a placer deposit,” she said. “Gold eroded out of the rock and carried down by water. Loose in the gravel. You don’t need a drill or a mine or a company. You need a shovel and a box and a man who knows what he’s looking at.” She looked up at me. “The quake cracked the ground under both valleys. Somewhere up there, it cracked open a vein, and the spring and the creek have been washing it down into this gravel for a year. Anyone standing where I’m standing could get rich. Any one man.”

“How rich?”

She looked at the pan. At the bank, dug to pieces. At the sluice.

“Rich enough,” Claire said, “that it would be the most important thing in the world to a certain kind of man.”



I stayed on that bank until the cold creek numbed my feet.

The rest of them had gone back to the fire ring, Tira and Rena arguing over the boot prints, Kaya standing guard with her eyes on the treeline. Claire stayed beside me, the pan in her hands.

Standing there with gold in the creek at my feet, I understood the real danger.

The company that had come for this valley last year had come for copper, and for the anomaly under the caldera, and I’d beaten them with a lie about hazards and a crevasse full of barren core. They’d filed it dead. They’d gone away. A company is a big slow animal; it goes where its paperwork tells it.

Gold doesn’t need paperwork.

Gold is the one thing on earth that would bring my old world here faster than anything. Faster than the women. Faster than copper. Gold travels by rumor, in the pockets of hard men, down rivers and into bars and out of the mouths of drunks, and every man who hears the story brings a shovel and two friends.

The richest ground in the highlands, sitting loose in a creek, a long day’s walk from my children.

“It’s a day from them,” Claire said quietly, beside me, as if she’d heard it. “Maya. Kano. The babies coming. It’s one day’s walk.”

“I know.”

“Whoever built that sluice knows exactly what he’s found.”

“I know.”

She was quiet a moment.

“He’ll come back,” she said. “Men who find this always come back.”



We went back to Kesa’s shelf before dusk.

I’d thought about moving camp. Pulling back over the ridge. Going home.

But we’d found no one. The ash was days cold. The man and his four were up the creek somewhere, or over the ridge, or gone downriver with a pouch of gold, and I couldn’t retreat twenty-five people from a valley we’d just started to claim on the strength of a boot print. And I needed to see him. Whoever he was. I needed to see his face and count his guns and hear what he wanted, and I couldn’t do that from the other side of a mountain.

So I let the fire be lit that night.

It was a decision. I made it with my eyes open, and I’ve thought about it many times since. A fire in the dark is a message too. It says we are here. It says come and see.

Kaya doubled the watch without being told. She put Rena and Aru on the approaches and herself on the creek side, and the rest of the settlers ate and talked low around the flames, tired from a day of mud and channel-digging, and Tevi’s net grew in her lap in the firelight, and Setu sat with the other surrendered men and turned his cord around and around on his wrist.

The sun went down behind the western ridge. The valley went blue, then gray.

A voice rolled down out of the dark.

From the eastern ridge above us. Big and cheerful and completely unafraid, pitched to carry.

In the trade language. Fluent. Better than mine.

“Hello the fire!”

Every spear in the camp came up.

Kaya was already on her feet, moving, putting herself between the voice and the settlers. Rena and Aru melted back into the dark toward the slope.

The voice laughed. A big laugh, easy and loud.

The next words came in English, with a drawl I hadn’t heard in two years. Flat vowels. Sunburnt. A pub accent.

“Don’t shoot, I’m friendly. Mostly.”

A man came down out of the dark into the edge of the firelight.

Big. Big through the belly and bigger through the shoulders. A sweat-blackened bush hat pushed back on his head. Khaki gone pale with washing. A scoped rifle slung across his back, and across his chest a bandolier of brass cartridges catching the fire.

He stopped at the edge of the light and grinned at all of us, like a man walking into his own pub.

In his right hand, a brass lighter.

He flicked it open.

He flicked it shut.

Open.

Shut.


Chapter 4: The Man Who Sells Fire

I let him sit.

It wasn’t hospitality. At the edge of the dark behind him, up on the slope where the firelight didn’t reach, something shifted. Four shapes. I heard the sound before I saw anything, the dry oiled clack of a pump-action shotgun being racked, then another, then two more.

Four shotguns. In the dark. Pointed at twenty-five settlers sitting in the light.

I stood up slowly and kept my hands where he could see them.

“Sit,” I said, in English. “If you’re friendly.”

“Mostly friendly,” he corrected cheerfully, and he sat.

He picked a log on the far side of the fire, the side nearest the dark, and lowered himself onto it with a grunt. Rifle still slung. Hat still pushed back. He set his big boots toward the flames like a man who’d had a long walk and meant to enjoy the end of it.

Kaya was behind him before he’d finished settling.

She didn’t make a sound doing it. One moment she was at the edge of the settlers, and the next she was standing at his back with her spear leveled and the copper point of it a hand’s width from his right kidney.

He felt it. I watched him feel it. His shoulders didn’t move, but his eyes flicked sideways and down, and then he grinned wider, reaching back without looking to pat the air a few inches from the spear point, as if calming a dog he knew wasn’t going to bite.

“Good on ya, love,” he said, in English, to a woman who didn’t speak it. “Keep that right there. I’ll feel safer.”

Kaya’s face didn’t change at all.



I assessed him as I once assessed anyone who walked into camp with a rifle. Not his face. His hands, his gear, his feet. The things that tell you what a man can do.

Big. Six foot or near it, and heavy with it, a belly on him like a barrel of beer, but the shoulders under the khaki were thick with old muscle, and the wrists were thick, and he’d come down that slope in the dark without a stumble. An old soldier gone to beer and hard walking. Fifty-five, maybe. Hard to tell. His face had been sunburnt so many times it had turned to leather, freckled and blotched, the nose broken-veined and red. His hair under the hat was grey-blond and cropped short.

His left ear was missing its lobe. Not a clean cut. Something had taken it, a long time ago.

His forearms were pelted with coarse yellow hair. Under it, on the right one, a tattoo, gone blurred and blue-green with decades. A unit crest. Army. I couldn’t read the words anymore, but I knew the shape of a regimental badge when I saw one.

Yellow hair on his arms.

Setu had been right.

Pale blue eyes, crinkled from squinting at water. Friendly eyes. Easy and warm and interested in everything.

I watched them go around the fire. The settlers. The women. Tira’s copper knife on her belt. The heap of seed-sacks. Tevi’s net. The stake circle for the new wall, just visible in the dark. The women again.

His attention touched each object, and I watched him put a price on every one.

Then those pricing eyes reached me. The number went higher, and he smiled.



He had the bandolier across his chest, brass cartridges in loops, maybe two dozen. The rifle across his back was a bolt-action with a scope, a good one, the stock worn dark where his cheek went. Blundstone boots, the leather split and patched. A big pack at his feet that he’d set down carefully, and sticking up out of the top flap of it, a stub of black antenna.

A satellite phone.

And the lighter. It never stopped. Brass, worn smooth, flicking open and shut in the fingers of his right hand, open, shut, the little snap of the lid like a clock ticking.

He saw me looking at it.

“Filthy habit,” he said. “Gave up the smokes ten years back. Couldn’t give up the lighter.” Open, shut. “My old dad used to say a man should always have fire in his pocket. Only good advice he ever gave me.”



Up on the slope, one of the shapes came a few steps closer to the light. A lowland man, barefoot, bare-chested, with tattoos coiling down both arms in blue-black bands. River tattoos. A pump shotgun held across his body. Hungry eyes. He priced the settlers just as the big man had, but without the smile.

The big man said something over his shoulder, short, in a language I didn’t know.

It wasn’t the trade tongue. It wasn’t English. It had English inside it, bent into new shapes.

“Stap isi,” he said. “Yupela stap long hap.”

The shape stepped back into the dark.

Tok Pisin. The lowland language. The language spoken across the country below the mountains, along its rivers and in its towns. I’d heard it a hundred times in Port Moresby before the crash and never learned a word of it.

“My lads,” he said to me, apologetically. “Bit twitchy around spears. Grew up on the Sepik. Spears mean something different down there.”



Then he turned to the settlers and spoke to them.

In the trade language.

Not the way I spoke it, carefully, with my Vanu accent and my Vanu words bent to fit. He spoke it with Kesa’s ease, with the old women’s rhythm when they bargained at the edges of each other’s valleys. Fluent. Fast. Easy. He made a joke in it, something about how the Koru always put their fish weirs in the wrong place, and I watched three of the Koru men on the crew laugh before they could stop themselves.

He knew their jokes.

He asked Pakai, the heavy-shouldered man, which village his mother came from, and Pakai told him, and he knew the village. He knew a man there. He’d traded salt there, years back, before the wolf.

Within five minutes he had half the Koru side of the fire leaning toward him.

I’d spent two years learning to talk to these people. Two years of mistakes and hand signals and Amara translating my every word. I’d been proud of my Vanu, as a man is proud of a wall built with his own hands.

This man had walked out of the dark and spoken to them better than I ever would.

I felt the ground shift under me.



He turned back to me, and when he spoke again it was English, easy, low, the voice of a man leaning on a bar.

“Naked Survival: Uncharted,” he said. “Season Four.”

I said nothing.

“Watched your memorial episode in a pub in Lae,” he said. “Last year. They ran it on the telly over the bar, all the best bits, you eating grubs in the Outback, you fishing with your hands in some bloody river in Siberia. Lot of sad music. Big photo of you at the end.” He grinned. “They said the plane went down in the Owen Stanleys, mate. Bit off.”

Daniel Voss. Declared dead. Mourned on a bar television.

“You’ve got a good memory for faces,” I said.

“Never forget a face. Or a price.” He flicked the lighter. “Bit of a shock, I’ll admit, seeing you stroll down to the creek in a loincloth. Thought I’d had too much of the jungle juice.”

His eyes moved past me.

To Claire.

She’d been sitting beside Tira on the far side of the fire, half in shadow, where I’d put her without thinking about it. She hadn’t said a word since he’d come into the light. The firelight caught her blonde braid anyway. The only fair hair in the highlands.

His eyes stayed on her for a long moment. I watched him place her. It took him about three seconds.

“And you’d be the GeoSpec girl,” he said. Easy. Friendly. “Sorensen. Doctor Sorensen. Fell down a crevasse doing a survey up north of here. Page six of the Post-Courier. Little photo. Blonde.” He tipped his hat to her. “Sorry for your loss, love. Must’ve been a hell of a fall.”

Claire went white.

I’d seen her frightened before. I’d seen her pale and shaking in the quake season with the ground walking under us, I’d seen her dangling over a hundred feet of white water narrating her own heart rate. This was different. The color went out of her face all at once, like someone had pulled a plug, and she went absolutely still. Not the controlled stillness she used when she was thinking. The stillness of an animal that has just seen the hawk.

Across the fire, Tira’s gaze snapped from her to me. Kaya, behind the big man, saw it too. I saw her knuckles whiten on the spear.

Two dead people. Alive. At one fire.

And one man sitting across from them who knew both facts.



“You’re a long way from anywhere,” I said.

I said it to pull his eyes back to me. It worked.

“Everywhere’s a long way from anywhere up here, mate.” He stretched his boots toward the fire. “Twenty years I’ve been working these hills. Creeks, mostly. Bird of paradise plumes, when the price was up. A bit of this, a bit of that. Trading salt and knives into the valleys nobody’s got round to putting on a map.” Flick. “Off every map, me. The maps don’t come this high.”

“And this creek.”

“This creek,” he agreed, and his eyes softened with the fondness other men saved for talking about a woman. “Came up over the escarpment at the end of the last dry, poking about. Wintered up in this valley in the rains. Nobody here. Whole place empty. Thought I’d found the quietest spot in the highlands.” He laughed. “Then the ground shook back in the season before, and I went poking at the creek when the water dropped, and I found the colour.”

Gold. He said the colour with an old prospector’s affection.

“Best colour I’ve seen in thirty years,” he said. “Best colour anyone’s seen in these hills since the old days. The quake opened her up and served it up on a plate.”



“How did you know where to find us?” I asked.

He weighed me for a moment. Then he shrugged, like a man deciding there was no harm in it.

“Your old wolf told me.”

I waited.

“Big bastard. Scars all over. Teeth filed down to points, like the old headhunters.” He shook his head. “Walked into my hunting camp up on the high ridge in the rains. Alone. Starving. Half-dead with it, all ribs and a spear and a mouth full of hate.” Flick. “I fed him. Seemed rude not to. And he sat at my fire and told me a story.”

“What story?”

“About a valley full of women and copper,” he said. “Just over the ridge. A valley where the women outnumber the men seven to three. Hot springs. Copper in the hills. And a sky-man who’d fallen out of the air and stolen his war-chief off him.” He grinned at Kaya’s spear, still at his back. “That her? The war-chief? He talked about her a lot, the old wolf. Bit obsessed.”

Kaya didn’t understand a word of it. She didn’t need to. She heard the tone.

“I gave him a lighter,” he said. “And a tin of bully beef. And a promise.” Flick. “Told him I’d bring thunder-sticks when the river dropped, if he’d show me the way over. Never meant it, course. You don’t arm a bloke like that. But you tell a hungry man what he wants to hear and he’ll talk all night.”

I reached into my pocket.

I set the brass lighter on the flat stone by the fire, between us, where the light caught it.

He looked at it.

And then he laughed. A real laugh, big and loud and delighted, rolling out across the dark valley. It was a genuinely good laugh. That was the worst of it. It was the laugh of a man you’d want to have a beer with.

Setu had said he laughed like a pig. Setu had been generous.

“Well, I’ll be buggered,” he said. He leaned over, picked up the lighter, and turned it in his thick fingers. Flicked it open. Shut. Then he slid it into his shirt pocket, next to the one he’d been playing with. “Wondered where that went.”

“It was on Raku’s body.”

“Was it now.” He patted his pocket. “Poor bastard. Didn’t make it, then.”

“No.”

“That your doing?”

“Hers,” I said, and nodded at Kaya.

He twisted around on his log and took in the scarred jaw, the cropped hair, the spear. His grin eased as he reassessed her.

“Good on ya, love,” he said again, quieter. And this time he didn’t pat the air.



Business came next.

He did it in English. Man to man. Leaning toward me across the fire, elbows on his knees, lighter flicking, voice dropped low and reasonable. Like a man at a bar making an offer he thinks you’d be a fool to refuse.

Kaya didn’t understand the words. She didn’t watch him. She watched my face through every word, reading it like a scout returning from the treeline before he gave his news.

“Here’s how I see it, mate,” he said. “Partnership. The creek’s mine. I found it, I’ve worked it, I’ve got the sluice in and the pits dug. You and your lot stay off it. Plant your spuds, fix your spring, whatever you’re up to over here, I’ve no quarrel with that. I pan till the wet. Then I go down the escarpment to the rivers before the crossings flood, and I come back up next dry, and I pan some more.” Flick. “Nobody ever hears about a dead TV star or a dead geologist. Not from me. My lips are sealed. That’s worth something to you, I reckon.”

“And what’s it worth to you?”

“Me? The creek, and the quiet.” He smiled. “And a couple of your spare girls for my lads.”

The fire popped.

“They’ve been a long time up in these hills,” he went on, easy, reasonable, “and they’ve got needs, and I’ve got to keep ’em sweet or they wander off. You’ve got plenty. Seventy percent, the old wolf said.” He glanced around the fire at the women. Tevi. Aru, back from the dark now, her bow in her hand. The Vanu women of the work crew. His eyes lingered. “Seems greedy, mate. One bloke. You won’t miss two or three.”

I felt Kaya read my face.

I don’t know what she saw there. Whatever it was, her spear point moved. Not far. A finger’s width closer to his kidney.

He felt that too. He didn’t turn around.



I thought very clearly about killing him.

I could have done it. I was five feet away, across a fire. He was sitting down, rifle slung behind him, a belly slowing him. I’d killed men closer than that with less reason. Kaya was right behind him. One word from me in Vanu and the spear goes in.

And then four shotguns open up out of the dark into twenty-five people sitting in the firelight.

That was the first reason. That was enough on its own.

But there was a second reason, and it was colder, and it was the one I kept turning over in my head while he sat there grinning at me.

If I killed him tonight, and his four men ran, maybe I’d catch three of them in the dark. Maybe even all four. But if one of them got away, just one, back up the ridge and down the escarpment to the rivers, then that man would carry a story down the mountain with him. A white trader dead. A valley full of women. Gold in the creek. And a dead TV star, alive and holding a spear.

The one who gets away is the one who talks.

I didn’t need to kill this man. I needed every one of his men in the same net at the same time, and no one running. Tonight I didn’t have a net.

So I stalled.

“I’ll think about it,” I said.

He sat back and laughed again, softer this time, and flicked the lighter.

“Course you will,” he said. “You’re a thinker. Saw it on the telly.”



He stood up. Slowly, courteously, so Kaya’s spear had time to follow him up. He picked up his pack and swung it onto his shoulder.

“Name’s Lachlan Dunstan,” he said, and held out his hand across the fire. “Lockie. Everyone calls me Lockie.”

I looked at the hand.

I didn’t take it.

He took that well, too. He just nodded, like it was fair enough, and put the hand back in his pocket with the lighters.

“No rush, TV,” he said. “I’m not going anywhere. That’s the beauty of it.” He tipped his hat to Claire again, and the smile he gave her was the worst thing I’d seen all night, because it was kind. “Doctor.”

He turned and walked back up the slope into the dark, whistling, and four shapes fell in around him, and the whistling faded up toward the ridge, and was gone.



The camp stayed breathless until his whistle faded beyond the ridge.

Kaya came around the fire to me. She didn’t lower her spear.

“What did he say?” she asked, in Vanu. “At the end. When you went like stone.”

I told her.

I told her all of it. The creek. The silence. The spare girls for his lads. Seventy percent, the old wolf said.

She listened with no expression at all. When I finished, she turned and looked up the dark slope where he’d gone.

“I’m going after him,” she said.

“No.”

“He’s walking a ridge path in the dark with four men. I know that ridge. I can be on him before he reaches the top.”

“And the rifle.”

“In the dark, a rifle is a stick.”

“And the four shotguns, and whatever he’s got waiting up there that we haven’t seen.” I didn’t raise my voice. I didn’t have to. “No, Kaya. Not tonight.”

Her challenge met mine and held.

She didn’t argue again. She just turned, and walked to the edge of the firelight on the creek side, and stood there with her spear, facing the dark slope where he’d gone.

She took the whole watch herself. I didn’t ask her to. Nobody relieved her. When Aru came to take a turn near midnight, Kaya didn’t even look at her, and Aru went away again.

That’s how Kaya loves. She doesn’t say it. She stands between you and the dark until the sun comes up.



Claire was shaking.

I found her where she’d been sitting, beside Tira, except Tira had gone and Claire hadn’t moved. She had her knees drawn up and her arms wrapped around them, and there was a fine tremor running through her whole body, like a wire strung too tight in a wind.

I sat down beside her and put my arm around her.

She didn’t lean into it at first. She was holding herself too hard for that. Then something gave, and she turned her face into my shoulder, and the tremor went through both of us.

This wasn’t the woman who’d shaken in the quake. That had been fear of the ground. This was older. She’d staged her own death because there was nobody in the world who’d grieve her. She’d done the cold arithmetic of how little her absence would cost, and she’d chosen the valley, and she’d put her old life down a crevasse with the core samples.

And tonight her old life had walked into the firelight and called her by name.

“He can sell me,” she said, into my shoulder. Low, flat. “He can sell you. He’s the only man alive who knows both of us are alive, Daniel.”

“Then he’s the only man we have to worry about.”

She was quiet for a moment.

“That’s a terrible comfort,” she said.

“It’s an honest one.”

She made a small sound that was almost a laugh. I felt her ribs move under my arm. Then she pulled back a little and looked at me in the dying firelight, her face still white, her ear-tips not red at all for once, and the corner of her mouth moved.

It was almost a smile. Not quite.

“You didn’t take his hand,” she said.

“No.”

“Good.” She wiped her face with the heel of her hand, fierce and quick, furious at herself. “I’d have had to divorce you. I’m told it’s complicated here.”

I held her until she stopped shaking, and then a while after that, because she didn’t ask me to stop.



When she finally slept, curled against Tevi’s warmth by the coals, I sat up and did what I’d been trained to do after any contact.

I counted.

One scoped bolt-action rifle, good quality, well kept, the stock worn where his cheek went. He’d fired it a lot. He took care of it.

Four pump shotguns. Four barefoot lowland men. River tattoos. Sepik, he said. They’d racked those pumps in the dark when he sat down, which meant they’d been told to, which meant they did what they were told.

One bandolier. Brass rifle cartridges in loops across his chest. I hadn’t been able to count them in the firelight. Too many to count at a glance. Not so many he could waste them.

One pack. One satellite phone, the antenna stub sticking out of the flap. If it worked, he could talk to someone outside these mountains any time he wanted. If it worked.

And the lighters. Two in his pocket now. The one I’d given back, and his own.

I filed every one of them away in the part of my head where I kept things that might kill my family.

I sat by the coals and watched Kaya’s back at the edge of the dark, straight as a spear, all night, and didn’t sleep either.



Rena came down off the ridge-watch at the first gray of dawn.

She came fast. Not running. Rena never ran unless something was chasing her. But fast.

“He’s moving,” she said.

“Up the creek? Back to his camp?”

“No.” She pointed. Not north, toward the sluice. West. Toward the ridge path we’d come in on.

“Him and two of his men. Packs on. Heavy ones, the kind you carry trade goods in. The other two stayed at the creek.” She crouched beside the dead fire, breathing hard. “They’re on the ridge path, sky-man. Walking west.”

West. Over the eastern ridge. Down into our valley.

Toward Amara, and the babies. Toward Naia, six and a half moons pregnant, and Sela with her hands on a belly that showed nothing yet. Toward Mura and Yara and Tua and two hundred people who’d never seen a rifle in their lives.

“He’s going visiting,” Rena said.

I was already on my feet.

I was already running.


Chapter 5: Gifts

I ran the ridge the way I used to run the long legs on the show.

Not fast. Fast kills you over distance. Four seasons of Naked Survival had taught me that, in the Outback and the Siberian taiga and a dozen places in between. A man who sprints the first hour walks the last one on his knees. You find the pace your lungs can hold forever and you hold it. You take the uphills at a walk and the downhills at a controlled fall. You drink when you pass water, whether you’re thirsty or not. You don’t look at the top of the ridge. You look at the next ten feet.

Lockie had two men with him and packs heavy with trade goods. He’d walk it in a long day.

I meant to do it in a short one.

I passed him an hour out of camp. I didn’t see him, and he didn’t see me. I left the ridge path where it switchbacked above a gully and went straight up the gully instead, a rough scramble through wet rock and ferns that cut out every long switchback below, the kind of line no man with a pack would take. I heard them once, far off and below me, one of the lowland men singing something under his breath. Then the ridge folded between us and they were gone.

My lungs burned. My thighs burned. The old ache in my left forearm where Raku’s steel had opened it woke up and complained.

I kept the pace.

I came over the top of the eastern ridge in the early afternoon and saw the valley laid out below me, green and gold in the sun, smoke rising from the cook-fires, the lake flashing. Home. Two hundred and fifty people who had no idea what was walking toward them.

I went down it at a controlled fall.



I reached the gate an hour and a bit ahead of him.

Lira was on the wall. She took one look at me coming up the path, soaked in sweat and covered in scratches from the gully, and she was shouting for runners before I reached the gate.

I gave the orders at the gate, bent over with my hands on my knees, sucking air.

“A man’s coming. White. Big. With a rifle and two lowland men with shotguns.”

“A rifle,” Lira said.

“A thunder-stick. It kills from far away. Farther than any bow.” I straightened up. “He’s bringing gifts. Good ones. He’ll want to come inside. Nobody lets him inside the wall. Nobody. He trades at the gate, not at the fire.”

Lira nodded. She didn’t ask why. She’d heard thunder-stick and farther than any bow, and that was enough for a woman who’d commanded archers for thirty years.

“And count,” I said. “Everything he gives. Everyone he talks to. Everyone who takes something from his hand. I want every name.”

“Naia will want to do that,” Lira said.

“Then let Naia do it.”



He came down the ridge path in the late afternoon, arms spread wide, laughing.

He’d stopped at the foot of the slope, I learned later, and taken his hat off, and brushed the dust from his khaki, and combed his hair back with his fingers. He came up the last stretch of path toward the gate like a man walking into a party he’d been invited to.

The valley had crowded onto the wall. You couldn’t have stopped them. Word had gone through the lanes faster than any runner. A sky-man. Another sky-man. Coming over the ridge.

He stopped in front of the gate and looked up at all of them. Hundreds of faces. Women and children and old men and warriors, all staring down at him.

He laughed again, delighted, and called up to them in the trade language.

“Well, look at all of you! Isn’t this a sight!”

Then he swung his pack down, pulled a folded blue tarp from the top of it, and spread it on the ground in front of our gate like a man setting out a picnic.



He laid out the gifts one by one. Slowly. Letting them see each thing.

Salt. A sack of it, coarse and gray. He opened the neck and let a handful run through his fingers, and I heard a sound go along the wall. Salt was precious here. We boiled it out of a seep near the lake a little at a time.

Steel knives. Six of them, cheap trade knives with wooden handles, but steel. He drew one and flashed it in the sun, and Tira went utterly silent behind me.

Fishhooks, a whole card of them. Needles. A steel pot, dented but whole.

A box of small hand mirrors. Round, plastic-backed, the kind you’d find in a market stall in any town in the world. He tilted one and flashed the sun off it at the children on the wall, and they shrieked.

Matches. A bottle of pills.

And a box. A full box of brass lighters, each one in a little nest of paper.

He took one out. He held it up so the whole wall could see it.

And he flicked it.

The flame sprang up in his palm, yellow and steady.

The sound that went along the wall took me straight back to my first week in the valley.

Two years ago. A village cook-fire gone out. Women struggling with friction sticks, the long laborious twist. And me, a prisoner with bound hands, pulling a magnesium striker out of my salvaged gear and scraping it, once, twice, until a shower of sparks caught the tinder and flame jumped up in seconds.

They’d gasped exactly like that.

Fire in a man’s palm. Fire in a box. The children crowded forward on the wall, pressing between the adults’ legs to see. A little Koru boy reached both hands down toward the flame like he wanted to hold it.

I stood at the gate and watched my first victory in this valley replayed by the wrong man.

I hated it with a clean cold hatred I hadn’t felt since the night Raku came over the wall.



Mura came down from the wall.

She came slowly, leaning on her stick, one step at a time, and people moved aside for her without being asked. She’d gotten smaller in the two years I’d known her. Bent. But her voice hadn’t gotten any smaller at all.

She walked out through the gate and stood over the blue tarp and looked down at the gifts.

Lockie smiled up at her and held out the lighter, flame still burning.

“For you, grandmother,” he said, in the trade tongue. “Fire in your pocket. You’ll never have to beg a coal from your neighbor again.”

Mura studied the flame without blinking.

“No,” she said.

She said it loud. Loud enough for the wall.

Lockie’s smile didn’t slip. He picked up a steel knife and held it out, handle first. “Something for your grandsons, then.”

“No.”

The salt. “No.” The pot. “No.” A mirror. “No.”

He offered her every single thing on that tarp, one at a time, and she refused every one of them in the same loud flat voice, and by the fifth no the whole wall had gone quiet to listen.

Then she turned around and looked up at them. At the children crowding the wall. At the women who’d leaned forward to see the fire.

“The last sky-man who made fire-tricks at my people,” Mura said, “I called a liar.”

Her eyes found me, standing at the gate.

“I was wrong about him.”

She let that sit for a long moment. Long enough that I felt it land in my chest.

Then she turned back to Lockie and looked down at him from the full height of her bent old back.

“I am not wrong about this one.”

She walked back through the gate on her stick, and didn’t look back.

Lockie watched her go. For just a moment the smile went thin on his face. Then it came back, wider than before, and he laughed.

“Tough old bird,” he said to me, in English. “Every village has one.”



The trouble was that the gifts were good.

That’s what I couldn’t get past. I’d have given anything for them to be junk. Beads and mirrors and trash. But they weren’t.

Tira came out to the tarp. She’d followed me over the ridge at her own pace the moment she heard the word steel, and walked in an hour behind me, blown and furious that I hadn’t waited. I couldn’t have stopped her with a spear. She knelt and picked up one of the steel knives and weighed it in her hand. Tested the edge on her thumbnail. Flexed the blade.

She went very quiet.

“It’s better,” she said finally, low, to me, not to him. “It’s cheap. The handle’s bad. The steel is thin. And it’s better than anything I’ve ever made.” She put it down carefully, as if it might cut her in a way she didn’t like. “It’s the wolf’s machete all over again. The question I can’t answer. Except this time you can just buy it.”



Then Amara came, and Sela with her, and they knelt at the bottle of pills.

Amara picked it up and turned it over. Plastic. White. A printed label. She couldn’t read it. She handed it to me.

I read it.

Amoxicillin. Two hundred and fifty milligrams. A full bottle. I checked the date twice. It was good for another year.

Antibiotics.

I thought about the child with the infected leg, my first season. The red lines crawling toward her heart. The fever, and the boiled water, and the copper knife heated in the fire, and the antibiotic ointment from my crash kit that I’d used on her and never been able to replace. I thought about every fever since. Every infected cut. Kito, Kaya’s son, dead of a fever before I ever came.

A bottle of pills that would have saved half of them.

Amara watched my face while I read it.

“What is it?”

“Medicine,” I said. “Real medicine. From my world. For fevers that come from wounds. For the sickness that goes into the blood.”

She took the bottle back from me, very gently, and held it in both her hands. Then her eyes found mine without accusation. Just the truth, the way Amara always gave it.

“He brought medicine,” she said. “So did you, once.”

I didn’t have an answer for that.

I kept the bottle.

I’d have been a fool not to. A bottle of antibiotics in a valley with no antibiotics is lives. Children’s lives. I’d have taken it from the devil’s own hand.

And I understood, holding it, exactly what that made it. Not a gift. A hook. A thing I couldn’t refuse, handed to me by a man who’d known I couldn’t.



Others took things.

Old Sena came out of the gate with her granddaughter and took a whole bag of salt, and carried it back past the wall grinning with her few teeth and saying, loud enough for everyone, that at her age she’d take salt from a pig if the pig was offering.

A lake-lane woman took needles. A Koru fisherman took hooks.

And Kiru.

Kiru, fourteen, who’d appointed himself Kano’s war-tutor, who wanted a war-band for a baby, who’d have given his left arm for a real blade of his own. He came down off the wall and stood at the edge of the tarp and couldn’t look away from the knives.

Lockie saw it. He saw everything.

He reached into his own shirt pocket, not the tarp, and pulled out a folding pocketknife. Red handle. Steel blade. He opened it with his thumb and flipped it around and held it out to Kiru, handle first.

“For you, young fella,” he said in the trade tongue. “Every warrior needs his own steel.”

Kiru took it. He held it in both hands like it was holy.

I felt something very ugly move in my chest.

Of all the things on that tarp, that was the one that got to me. Not the salt. Not the fire. That boy, holding that knife, looking at that man like he was a god.



Naia watched the whole thing from beside the stores.

She’d had a stool carried to the storehouse porch, which gave her a view of the gate, and she sat on it with her belly out in front of her and her tally-stones in her lap. Six and a half moons, and every one of them imperial. Her braids were up and copper-hung. The shortest wrap in the valley rode her thighs, and the rest of her spilled over the stool, the wide flare of her hips, the heavy round swell of her ass pressed out on either side of it, the high tight drum of her belly above.

Every time someone took a gift from the tarp, a stone clicked from one of her hands to the other.

I went and stood beside her when I could.

“Well?” I said.

She didn’t look away from the gate.

“He performs,” Naia said.

I waited.

“I know a performance,” she said. “I was one for twenty-eight years. The walk. The smile. How he looks at each person as if they’re alone with him on the wall.” Her mouth curved, not pleasantly. “He’s good. He’s very good. My mother would have liked him, before her stroke. He’s what she wanted me to be.”

“How do you know he’s lying?”

“Everything he does is a lie. That’s not the useful part.” Click. Another stone. “The useful part is how to tell which lies matter.”

She turned to me then, finally, and her eyes were very sharp.

“Watch his hands, not his mouth,” she said. “A performer’s mouth is trained. You practice the words and the smile until they come out right every time. But the hands forget. The hands always forget.” She nodded toward the gate, where Lockie was laughing with a woman from the lake lane, the lighter flicking in his right hand. “He flicks that fire-box every time he says a thing he doesn’t believe. Every time. I’ve been watching since he came over the ridge.”

I watched.

Lockie told the lake woman her baby was the handsomest baby in the highlands. Flick, flick.

He told a Koru elder the salt was a gift, no strings. Flick.

He told a young warrior the steel knives came from the best smiths in the lowlands. The lighter stayed still in his palm. That one, he believed. He probably didn’t care enough about it to lie.

“Naia,” I said. “You’re a terrifying woman.”

“I know.” She clicked a stone. “I’m counting every household that took a gift. Every one. I want to know who owes him, in their heads, even if they don’t owe him anything real.” She looked back at the gate. “That’s how men like him work. They don’t want your salt back. They want you to feel you owe it.”



Lockie asked to see the chieftain.

Of course he did. He asked the first elder at the gate, courteously, in perfect trade tongue, with his hat in his hand. A chieftain should receive a guest. It was only proper.

The request went up into the valley, to the hut behind the flowering brush where Yara lay.

The answer came back down with her attendant, a girl of sixteen who’d been sent to carry it word for word and plainly relished the carrying.

“The chieftain says,” the girl announced, loudly, at the gate, “a chieftain does not receive a peddler at her door.”

The wall laughed. Not everyone. But enough.

Lockie took it well. He always took it well. He put his hat back on and bowed to the girl, and flicked the lighter, and grinned.



Sela was one of the ones who came out to the tarp near the end of the afternoon.

She didn’t take salt. She didn’t take a knife. She knelt and picked up one of the little plastic hand mirrors, the cheap round kind, and she held it up and looked into it.

She looked into it for a long time.

I don’t think she knew I was watching. Or maybe she did, and that was part of it. She held the little round mirror close and studied her own face in it. Her eyes. Her mouth. She tilted it down, following the curve of her own throat, the line of her collarbone, the small breast half-bared by her loose wrap. She tilted it back up.

The girl who’d spent her whole life watching other people.

Looking at herself.

She saw me then. She didn’t look away, and she didn’t put the mirror down. She just bit her lip and held my eyes over the top of it, and something passed across her face I didn’t have a name for yet.

That evening I saw her go to Tira’s forge. I heard her through the open side of it, over the hiss of the quench trough.

“Can you make a mirror? A real one. Out of copper.”

“How big?”

A pause.

“Big enough to see all of me.”



The price came out near sundown.

The gifts were mostly gone by then. Lockie had sat down on his tarp with his back to our wall, easy, cross-legged, lighting his lighter and snapping it shut, and some of the elders had come out to sit with him, because he’d been generous and he spoke their language and he was interesting. Mura hadn’t. Yara hadn’t. But three of the council women had, and two old Koru men, and a knot of others.

He talked until the sun touched the western rim. About the lowlands. About the rivers. About the towns where the sky-people lived and the boats that went up and down the Sepik.

Then he said it. Low, friendly, with the casual tone of a man mentioning the weather.

He had four lads with him, he said. Good lads. Far from home. And the big-men down on the rivers, the rich ones with a hundred pigs and gold rings on their fingers, they paid handsome for highland wives. Paid in pigs and gold and steel. Highland girls were strong, and they worked hard, and they didn’t run home because home was too far. So here was an idea. Five young women. Just five. He’d pay in steel and medicine. Everything on the tarp again, and more next dry. Five girls from a valley with so many girls in it.

The circle went silent.

Nobody said anything for a long moment.

One of the old men sitting with them spoke. Not Koru. Taku. One of the scattered river-tribe people who’d come in with Kesa’s refugees, whose own people had been broken by floods two seasons back and then broken again by the wolf. A thin old man with his own faded tattoos.

He was looking at the two lowland men standing behind Lockie with their shotguns. At the blue-black bands coiling down their arms.

“I know those marks,” the Taku elder said. His voice shook. “My mother’s people traded with the river. I know those marks.” He faced Lockie. “Those are the people who buy wives downriver.”

Mura had come to the gate. I don’t know when. She stood in it on her stick, and she’d heard it. She fixed Lockie with her old hard stare, leaned over slowly, and spat in the dirt beside his tarp.

The circle broke up. The council women got up and walked back through the gate without a word. The old Koru men followed them.

Lockie watched them go. He didn’t look angry. He looked like a man who’d lost a small bet.

He turned his head and found me in the gate, and he said it to me in English, easy, almost warm.

“Worth a try.” He flicked the lighter. “Lot of women, mate. Shame to waste ’em on one bloke.”

I walked out to the edge of his tarp and looked down at him.

“You’ll leave the highlands with nothing,” I said.

He looked up at me with those friendly blue eyes. He smiled.

Open. Shut. Open.

“We’ll see who leaves with what, TV.”



Naia found me in the storehouse after dark.

I’d gone there to count what he’d given away, and to be alone for a minute, and to not hit anything. The store-hut was dim and cool and smelled of dry grain and smoked fish, and I stood among the sacks with the bottle of amoxicillin in my hand, turning it.

She came in and shut the door behind her.

“Put that down,” she said.

I put it on a shelf.

She came across the hut to me. Not swaying. She hadn’t swayed at me in a year; she’d stopped the day she decided to stop performing for me. She just walked, heavy and careful around the belly, and her eyes were very bright and very angry.

“He looked at my sisters like stock,” Naia said. “Like pigs at a trade. Five of them. Just five. From a valley with so many.” Her voice shook. “He said it to my elders’ faces. At my mother’s gate.”

“I know.”

“I want him gone.”

“I know.”

“That is my entire position.” She put her hands flat on my chest. “It is non-negotiable. And I negotiate everything.”

She pulled her wrap loose.

It fell away from her breasts and pooled around her hips, and she stood there in the dimness with her belly bare and high and taut, and her breasts full above it, darker at the tips than they’d been before the child, and she looked up at me.

“I’m furious,” she said. “I’m frightened. I’m six and a half moons pregnant and I’ve been sitting on a stool all day counting traitors. I want you to make me stop thinking. Right now. On your knees.”



The stores bench ran along the back wall of the hut, a long heavy plank on stone legs where she sat to do her tallies. The tally-post stood at one end of it, a carved upright hung with strings of counting-stones.

She sat down on the bench and put her back against the post.

I knelt in front of her.

She spread her thighs for me. Slowly. Thick, powerful thighs, oiled and smooth, spreading wide on the plank so the whole pregnant hourglass of her opened in front of me. The wide flare of her hips. The heavy round ass pressed flat and spilling on the bench. The high curve of the belly. And between her thighs, her pussy, dark and full and swollen with the pregnancy, the lips plump and parted and already shining wet.

She lifted her legs.

One at a time, she hooked her thighs over my shoulders, her heels resting against my back, and pulled me in.

I put my mouth on her.

She tasted of salt and musk and the oil she used on her skin. The pregnancy had made her richer, heavier, and she was so wet she was dripping. I dragged my tongue up through her from bottom to top, slow, and her thighs clamped on my head.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh, yes. There.”

I did it again. Slower. I pushed my tongue into her, as deep as it would go, and tasted her from the inside, and she gasped and her hand came down onto my head.

“I have to,” she said, breathless. “The salt. I have to reallocate the salt. Sena took a whole bag. The east lane is short now, I have to move the…”

I found her clit with my tongue.

It was swollen, hard, pushing out from its hood. I circled it once. Twice.

“Don’t stop,” she gasped. “The salt can die. Let the salt die.”

I closed my lips around her clit and sucked.

Her back came off the tally-post. Her thighs locked around my head so hard my ears rang. She cried out, and her fingers went into my hair and fisted there, and she held my face against her pussy like she was afraid I’d go somewhere.

“Please,” Naia said. “Please. I’ll give you anything, I’ll give you the salt, I’ll…” She broke off. “No. No, I’m not bargaining. There’s nothing to bargain. Just don’t stop. Please. Please don’t stop.”

That was the moment I loved most. It was the moment I’d loved since the first time. Every single time, the negotiator’s voice ran out of terms, and what was left underneath was just a woman begging.

I slid two fingers into her.

She was soaking. Hot. Her pussy gripped my fingers and pulled them in. I curled them up toward her belly and found the swollen ridge inside her and pressed, and at the same time I sucked her clit hard, and her whole body bucked on the bench.

“Yes,” she wailed. “Yes, yes, there, please, yes…”

She came gripping the tally-post.

Her hand shot out and grabbed it behind her head, and she held on while her hips jerked against my mouth, her thighs shaking on my shoulders, her pussy clamping and pulsing around my fingers. She came long and hard and loud, crying out in the dark store-hut with no performance in it at all. The post rocked in its socket. Three counting-stones fell off their strings and clicked across the floor.

I kept my mouth on her until she pushed me off, shuddering, too sensitive to bear it.

She drew her thighs off my shoulders, but she didn’t let me rise. Her eyes dropped to the hard shape straining my wrap.

“One term remains unsettled,” she said, still breathless.

“I thought you weren’t negotiating.”

“I’m not. I’m returning what was given.”

Naia slid off the bench and knelt. She freed my cock, took it in both hands, and opened eagerly when I gripped her braids and guided her forward.

Her lips closed around the crown. Her tongue swept under it, then she took me deeper in one slow wet pull, eyes lifted to mine and a hungry moan humming around me.

“Good girl. More.”

She obeyed, cheeks hollowing as I set the pace.

“This does not alter the salt allocation,” she murmured against me.

“Deeper.”

The negotiator vanished. She took another inch and sucked hard, enthusiastically returning every bit of pleasure I’d given her. I let her bring me close, then drew her back by the hair.

“Not tonight,” I said. “You wanted me to make you stop thinking. I did.”

Her wet lips curved. “Annoyingly well.”



She settled back on the bench afterward, panting, flushed, one hand on her belly and the other braced against the tally-post. Her braids had come half down.

Her gaze dropped to the three stones on the floor.

“Those were the lake lane,” she said. “I’ll have to recount.”

“I’m sorry.”

“You’re not.” She was still breathing hard. Her eyes were wet. “Neither am I.”

I sat back on my heels and looked up at her. She reached down and wiped her wetness from my chin with her thumb, slow, imperial.

“I meant it,” she said. “About him. I want him gone.”

“So do I.”

“Then make it happen, sky-man. That’s your whole job.” She leaned back against the post and closed her eyes. “My job is to count who took his salt. Tomorrow I’ll know exactly who in this valley can be bought for a bag of it.” A pause. “It’s fewer than he thinks.”



He was gone when the sun came up.

The blue tarp was folded and taken. The gate-camp he’d made on the slope below our wall was empty, the fire ring cold. Lira’s night watch had seen him go in the dark, she said, him and his two men, walking back up the ridge path east, and she’d had an arrow on him the whole way up and been told not to use it, and she was not happy about it.

“He waved,” Lira said, disgusted. “At the top of the ridge. In the dark. He knew we were watching, and he turned around and waved.”



The runner came from the east before midday.

One of the young Vanu men from the work crew, sent back over the ridge by Kaya. He came down the path at a dead run and fell against the gate, gasping.

“The East Fire,” he said. That’s what the valley had started calling it, the founding camp over the ridge, after the fire you could see from our wall on a clear night. “Kaya sent me. Last night and the night before.”

“What?”

“The trader’s men,” he panted. “Two of them. After dark. At the edge of the outpost, where the new wall isn’t finished.”

He looked up at me.

“Talking to the Koru work crew. Low. In the trade tongue. For a long time.”


Chapter 6: The Watcher

I went back over the ridge the same afternoon, and I told Kaya to let them talk.

She didn’t like it. She stood in the half-built gate of the outpost with her arms folded and her jaw set and listened to me say it, and I watched every muscle in her body argue with me.

“They come to my wall at night,” she said. “They whisper to my crew. And you want me to let them.”

“I want to know what they’re saying. If we chase them off, they’ll just find somewhere else to say it.”

“And if they’re saying open the gate?”

“Then I want to know which night.”

Her jaw worked while she considered it. Then she unfolded her arms.

“Two moons,” she said. “I’ll give you two moons of whispering. After that I start cutting throats.”

“That’s fair.”

“It’s generous,” Kaya said. “I’m learning.”



We worked.

For two weeks we worked as if the valley were burning, and in truth it nearly was.

The diversion channel went in first. Eight hands and then twelve, Koru and Vanu, cutting a trench from the head of the spring down the side gully to the creek, lining it with stone where the slope was steep, so the spring’s black first flow ran around the terraces instead of over them. Kaya ran the crews in shifts from dawn to dark and walked the channel end to end twice a day, and anyone who slacked heard about it.

The ponds came next. Three of them, stepped down the slope below the spring, each one a shallow basin walled with packed clay and stone. The first pond was the biggest. It took the water straight from a sluice gate we cut in the diversion channel, and held it, and let it sit. Claire stood over it every morning with a bamboo tube, filling it, holding it to the light, making marks on her bark.

The black silt dropped. Day by day you could see it happen. A thick dark bed on the bottom of the first pond. The water spilling over its lip into the second a dull gray instead of black.

After that came Kesa’s relief grooves in the terrace walls, notched in by Koru hands who’d been taught the craft by their grandmothers. The lower terraces cleared of weeds, turned, their old walls shored up.

And the outpost.

Kesa’s shelf south of the creek had become a village in two weeks. Not much of one. Eight huts, lashed the Vanu way with the flexible joints we’d learned in the quake season, thatched with grass cut from the valley floor. A palisade of sharpened stakes enclosing it, driven deep and lashed at the top, with a single gate on the north side facing the creek. And beside the gate, a platform on four posts, head-high above the stakes, where a bowwoman could stand and see every approach.

Tevi finished her first net on the ninth day and started a second before the sun had moved a finger’s width.

The Koru men worked beside the Vanu women and nobody sorted themselves by blood anymore. The mud didn’t care.

And at night, twice more, Lockie’s two men came to the edge of the unfinished wall and whispered to the Koru crew in the dark, and Kaya stood in the shadows with her spear and listened to them, and let them.



Clean water reached the third pond on the fourteenth morning.

The water came down from the spring black, and dropped its silt in the first pond, and ran gray into the second, and dropped more, and spilled into the third, and sat there in the morning sun.

And in the third pond, you could see the stones on the bottom.

Claire stood over it with her bamboo tube and didn’t fill it. She didn’t need to. She just stood there looking down into water clear enough to count pebbles through.

“Well,” she said.

Below the third pond we’d built the filter bed. A long trough lined with clay, filled in layers: coarse gravel, then river sand, then crushed charcoal from our own cook-fires, then fine sand on top. The water from the third pond ran into the head of the trough and seeped down through the layers, slow, and came out the bottom through a hollow bamboo spout into a clay basin.

It came out clear. Clear as the lake at home. And when I cupped it in my hands and drank it, the rotten-egg sulfur taste was almost gone.

I passed the cup to Claire. She drank. She closed her eyes.

“Almost none,” she said. “The charcoal’s taking it. Give it another week to settle in and you won’t taste it at all.”



The Koru men of the crew came down to the channel.

They’d heard. Everyone had heard; news travels fast through a camp. They came down from the terraces and ringed the ponds, staring into the clearing water.

Then one of them stepped into the clean channel below the filter bed, where the cleared water ran on down to the reclaimed terraces. He stood in it up to his ankles. He bent down and put his hands in it.

Clean water. From his own spring. The spring his grandmother had drunk from, and her grandmother, the spring the quake had turned to poison and the wolf had left to rot.

He laughed out loud.

It wasn’t a big laugh. It just came out of him, surprised and helpless, the way a man laughs when something he’d given up on turns out to be alive. And then the man beside him stepped in, and then Pakai, the heavy-shouldered one, and then all six of the surrendered men were standing in the channel with their hands in the water, and some of them were laughing and one of them wasn’t, one of them was just standing there with water running through his fingers and his face turned away.

Kesa came down last.

She didn’t step in the channel. She walked to the bamboo spout at the bottom of the filter bed, and knelt, and cupped her hands under it, and filled them. She drank.

She stood up. She nodded once, to no one.

Then she went back up the slope to the terraces and picked up her digging stick and went back to work.

That was her whole scene. She never said a word about it. She didn’t have to.



The clean water was the beginning, not the end.

Another moon passed at the East Fire. We raised the rest of the huts, thickened the palisade, and worked our way up through the abandoned terraces while the first reclaimed plots greened below us. I crossed the ridge often enough to learn every slick root on the path, losing a full day each way whenever the valley needed me. Naia’s belly grew from six and a half moons toward seven and a half while she ran the main village with Amara. Lockie’s men kept whispering at the wall after dark, and Kaya kept honoring the time she’d given me, though by the end of that moon she sharpened her spear while she listened.

Sela had come east three days before, because of a hand.

One of the Vanu women on the channel crew had been levering a stone into place and the lever had slipped and the stone had come down on her fingers. Four of them broken, one badly. Kaya had sent a runner over the ridge at dawn. He reached the main valley near dark, and Sela started back at first light the following morning with her healer’s kit, Tua’s copper probes, and her bone needles. She arrived at the East Fire that evening, set every finger clean, splinted them, and made the woman cry exactly once.

She’d stayed. There were blisters and cuts and a man with a fever from a bad tooth, and she treated all of it, and in the evenings she sat at the outpost fire with her knees drawn up and her dark hair loose and watched everything.

Watching was the thing she did. It had always been the thing she did.

On the night she finished tending the broken hand, she went out and did it properly.



I didn’t know she was gone until she came back.

It was past midnight. The fire had burned down to coals and most of the camp was asleep, bone-tired from weeks of mud and work. I was lying awake by the coals, the way I did, listening. Kaya was on the platform. Rena was at the creek.

Sela came in out of the dark on the creek side, past Rena’s post, walking carefully.

She was wet to the waist. There were fern fronds caught in her hair and mud on her arms and the front of her wrap.

And she was shaking. Not with cold, though the night was cold. Not with fear.

She came straight to me and knelt down by the coals and put her muddy hands on my chest, and her eyes were enormous and bright in the dark.

“I was the best watcher in this valley,” she whispered. “I still am.”



She told it in a low fast voice, her hands still on my chest, like she was afraid it would leak out of her if she stopped.

She’d seen the trader’s men come to the wall the night before. She’d watched Kaya let them. And she’d thought: nobody’s watching the other end.

So tonight she’d slipped out of the firelight on the creek side and gone down into the ferns along the bank. She’d lain down in the wet, flat on her belly, in the dark under the fronds, where the creek ran loud enough to cover breathing.

She’d lain there a long time. She was good at lying still. She’d spent two years lying still in doorways, behind bushes, and at the edge of the bathing pool.

And they’d come.

Two of the trader’s lowland men, with their shotguns. They’d come down along the far bank and crossed at the shallows, below the fish weirs, where the outpost wall couldn’t see.

And waiting for them on our side of the creek, in the dark, had been Setu. And two of the other surrendered men.

“The trader came next,” Sela said. “Down the bank, by himself. With the fire-box going open and shut.” Her voice shook. “I could have touched his boot.”

“What did he say?”

“He talked to them in the trade tongue. I heard all of it. The creek carries voices along the water, did you know that? It carries them right along the surface.” She swallowed. “He said he knew they’d been Raku’s men. He said he knew the Vanu had taken their chief and their valley and their name. He said it wasn’t right.”

“What did he offer?”

“Shotguns. Thunder-sticks, one each, their own. He said they’d never have to kneel to a Vanu war-chief again.” Sela’s fingers tightened on my chest. “Their valley back. This valley. He said when it was done, the Vanu would be gone from it, and it would be Koru again, and they could have it.”

“When what was done?”

“He said…” She stopped. “He said, and your pick of the Vanu women. When it’s done. He said it like that. Your pick.”

I didn’t say anything.

“He wants one of them to open the gate,” Sela said. “The outpost gate. At night. He said the night after the new moon, when it’s darkest. One of them opens the gate, and his men come in, and the rest of it he didn’t say. He didn’t have to.”

“And they said?”

Her eyes found mine and filled.

“Setu said yes,” she whispered. “I watched him say yes.”



I held her for a while. She was cold through, and shaking, and filthy, and triumphant, and all of those things at once.

“I lay in the ferns until they were gone,” she said into my neck. “All of them. I didn’t move. I didn’t breathe. A beetle walked across my face and I let it. Then I came back.” She pulled back, searching my face. “Did I do well?”

“You did better than well.”

“I watched,” she said, and her voice did the thing it did, went from a whisper to something clear and strong. “It’s the thing I’m best at. It’s the thing I’ve always been best at. They used to think it was a weakness. The shy girl in the doorway.” She wiped her face with a muddy hand. “It’s not a weakness. Tonight it was the most important thing in this camp.”



Kaya wanted all three of them seized before dawn.

I found her on the platform and told her, and she was down the ladder before I’d finished.

“Where are they?”

“Asleep. Or pretending.”

“Then I’ll wake them.” She had her spear. “Setu first.”

“No.”

She stopped.

“Let me talk to him,” I said. “Alone. At first light.”

“He said yes to a man who wants to hand our women to his lowland dogs. He said yes to opening my gate.” Her voice was very flat and very quiet, and I’d learned that meant more than shouting. “I tied his cord, Daniel. In front of the whole valley. I knelt on the ground and tied his cord with my own hands.”

“I know.”

“Then let me be the one who cuts it.”

“Let me talk to him first,” I said. “Then, if you still want to, I won’t stop you.”

She held my eyes until the answer settled between us.

Then she turned her back on me and went back up the ladder.



I went to Setu at first light.

He was sitting by himself at the edge of the surrendered men’s shelter, with his knees drawn up and his hand wrapped around the cord on his wrist. He hadn’t slept. You could see it in his face.

When he saw me coming he started shaking before I’d said a word.

I sat down across from him. Just sat. I didn’t have a weapon out. I gave the silence room and kept my hands open where he could see them.

He broke first. They always do, the ones who are carrying something.

“I said yes,” Setu said. His voice cracked on it. “Last night. To the trader. You know. You know already, I can see it.”

“I know.”

“I said yes so he’d tell me the plan.” The words came out in a rush. “Which night. How many men. Where they’d come from. He wouldn’t say it until we said yes, so I said yes, and then he told us.” He was crying now, not wiping it. “I was coming to tell Kaya. This morning. I was coming, I swear it on the cord. But I was afraid she’d kill me before I got the words out.”

“Why would she kill you?”

He gave me the pity reserved for fools. “Because I said yes,” he said. “And because I was his. And because her shadow…” He stopped. “When her shadow goes over me, I still feel his hand on my neck. Raku’s. I can’t help it. I know she’s not him. My body doesn’t know.”

I believed him.

I don’t know exactly why. Two years of reading men. The way he’d said I swear it on the cord and touched it. The fact that he hadn’t run in the night, when he could have.

“The other two,” I said. “The ones who were with you. Did they mean it?”

Setu hesitated. Then he shook his head. “They’re afraid. They said yes because I said yes. They’ll do what I do.” He swallowed. “One of them hates the Vanu a little, still. But he hates the trader more. The trader looked at Tevi. Tevi’s his mother’s sister.”



I brought him to Kaya.

She came down off the platform and stood in front of him, spear in hand, and her shadow fell across him, and I watched him flinch. His whole body. Like a struck dog.

Kaya saw it.

Her gaze moved over his face, the hearth-cord she’d tied, and the hand gripping it hard enough to pale his knuckles.

I kept out of it. It wasn’t my choice to make. I’d brought him to her for exactly that reason.

The war-chief of the Vanu, who had wanted every Koru dead in the season I came. Who had watched Raku kill her husband. Who had put an arrow through Raku’s throat with her own hand. Looking down at the last boy Raku had owned.

“You said yes to him,” she said finally.

“Yes, war-chief.”

“Why?”

He told her. The same thing he’d told me. It came out halting and ashamed and completely honest.

She listened to all of it without moving.

Then she crouched down, so that her face was level with his, and her shadow wasn’t over him anymore.

“Then keep saying yes to him,” Kaya said.

Setu stared at her.

“Say yes to everything he asks,” she said. “Tell him you’ll open the gate. Tell him which night. Tell him how many of us are sleeping and where. Tell him the truth about all of it except the one thing that matters.” She held his eyes. “And come and tell me every word he says back. Every word. Can you do that?”

His mouth opened. Closed.

“You’re trusting me,” he said.

“I tied your cord,” Kaya said. “Cords mean something or they don’t.” She stood up. “I’ve decided they do. Don’t make me regret it.”

She walked away.

Setu sat there with his hand on his wrist and watched her go, and something happened to his face that I’m not going to try to describe.



He told us everything he knew, that morning, in the shelter with Kaya and me and Claire.

Four men. Four pump shotguns. The trader’s rifle, the one with the eye on it. The trader never let it out of his reach. He slept with it.

“And the bullets for it,” Setu said. “The trader wears them. Across his chest, in a belt. I counted them.”

“You counted them?”

“When he sat with us. While he was talking.” Setu looked a little embarrassed. “I count things when I’m afraid. It makes the fear go somewhere.”

Claire regarded him with sudden and total professional respect.

“How many?” I said.

“Twenty-three.”

I said it back to him. “Twenty-three.”

“Twenty-three,” Setu said. “I counted twice.”

I filed it.

Twenty-three rounds. A rifle that could reach farther than any bow in the valley. A man who didn’t miss much.

From that moment on, I kept a count in my head. I’d keep it until it didn’t matter anymore. Every shot that rifle fired, I would know about, and I would subtract.



The trap needed nets.

It needed Dala’s fish-trap nets, the big ones, and clubs, and Lira and her best bowwomen, and none of those were on this side of the ridge. The new moon was four nights off. Setu would send word the moment Lockie named the exact night.

So Sela and I walked the ridge back to the valley, a long day, leaving at dawn.

She walked beside me the whole way and didn’t stop talking. About the ferns. About the beetle on her face. About how the creek carried the voices along the water like a trough carries grain. About Setu’s face when Kaya crouched down.

I let her talk. She’d earned it.

We came down into the valley at dusk.



The mirror was waiting.

Tira had delivered it while Sela was away. It stood propped against the inside wall of the healer’s hut, Sela’s hut now in everything but name, and when Sela pushed back the door hide and saw it, she stopped dead on the threshold.

A sheet of copper as big as a war-shield. Taller than it was wide, so it would hold a whole person. Tira had hammered it flat over days, and then burnished it, and burnished it again, with sand and then ash and then leather, until the surface of it was smooth as still water and red-gold as a fire.

Sela walked into the hut and stood in front of it.

The coals in the hearth were banked low, and their light caught in the copper and filled it, and in that warm red-gold glow Sela looked at herself.

All of herself.

Not a little round piece at a time, like the cheap trader’s mirror. All of her. Head to feet.

She stood there until the coals shifted and painted a new face in the copper.

I let the door hide fall behind me and stayed by it, and watched her look.



“I’ve never seen it,” she said at last.

“Seen what?”

“All of me. At once.” She turned a little, one way, then the other. “When I was small I used to look in the lake. But the lake moves. It’s always moving. You never get to see all of yourself at the same time.” She turned back to face it square. “This doesn’t move.”

She untied her wrap.

She let it fall. Deliberately. Slowly, the way she’d let it fall at the festival in front of the whole tribe, one shoulder and then the other, the cloth sliding down her small body and puddling at her feet.

She watched herself do it in the copper.

I watched her too.

Small bare feet on the woven mat. Slim calves. The narrow girlish hips. Her waist, so tiny I could close my two hands around it. Her belly, and here was the thing, the thing nobody could see yet but her: a curve. The smallest curve, low down. Not enough to show under a wrap. Enough to show to someone who knew exactly what her body had looked like for twenty-four years.

Her breasts, small and high and firm, and those pink nipples, unusually pink on her brown skin, already standing up in the cool air. The long dark hair falling down her back.

Her face, looking at her face.

She put one hand flat on that tiny curve and looked at it in the mirror.

“There,” she whispered. “Do you see it?”

I came up behind her. I looked over her shoulder into the copper, at the two of us there, her small and bare and red-gold in the firelight, me tall and dark behind her.

I saw it.

“I see it.”

She leaned back against me. Her eyes stayed on the mirror.

“I spent my whole life watching other people be wanted,” she said. “In doorways. In the ferns. From behind the wall at the bathing pool. I watched you want Amara. I watched you want Kaya. I watched you want every one of them.” Her eyes met mine in the copper. “I’ve never watched us like this. I’ve never seen what wanting me looks like from outside my own body.”

She turned her head and looked up at me.

“I want to watch,” Sela said. “I want to see it. Please.”



I sat down on the edge of her sleeping platform, facing the mirror.

I pulled her down into my lap.

She sat on my thighs with her back against my chest, facing the copper, and I took her knees in my hands and spread them. Slowly. Wide. I hooked her legs over the outsides of my knees, so that when I opened my own legs, hers opened with them, and she was spread wide open in front of the mirror, nothing hidden, every inch of her laid out in that red-gold light.

She looked.

I watched her look. I watched her eyes go down the copper to her own spread thighs, to the soft pink of her pussy between them, the lips parted, already wet and shining in the firelight. I watched her lips part.

“Oh,” she breathed.

“Look at her,” I said.

“I am.”

“Tell me what you see.”

That was the thing that undid her. She’d been saying things out loud for two years now, narrating her own want to whoever would listen, the shy girl’s voice grown strong. But she’d never had this. Never had herself to narrate to.

“I see her,” Sela said. Her voice started low and climbed. “I see a girl sitting in a man’s lap. She’s spread open. She’s wet. You can see how wet she is from here, it’s shining.” She lost her next word, then found it while she kept watching. “She used to hide. She used to cover herself up with her arms at the pool because her nipples were the wrong color. Look at her. She’s not hiding anything.”

I put my right hand between her legs.

In the copper, she watched my hand arrive. She watched my fingers part her. She watched my middle finger slide up through her wetness and find her clit, and she watched her own hips jerk when it did.

“Oh, look,” she whispered. “Look what he does to her.”

I cupped her breast in my left hand. It fit in my palm entirely, small and firm and warm, the pink nipple hard against the center of my hand. I rolled it between my finger and thumb, and in the mirror her whole face changed.

“Look at her face,” Sela said, breathless. “Look at her face when you do that. She looks… she looks…”

“Beautiful.”

“Hungry,” she said. “She looks so hungry.”

I worked her clit in slow circles. Her head fell back against my shoulder, but her eyes stayed open, locked on the mirror, locked on her own spread body and my hands on it. Her hips started rocking against my fingers.

“Watch her,” I said, low in her ear. “Watch her come for me.”

“Yes. Yes, I’m watching, I’m…”

She came staring at herself.

Her thighs strained against my knees. Her whole small body arched in my lap, and I felt her pussy pulse under my fingers, and she cried out. But she didn’t close her eyes. She held them open, wide and wet and shining, and watched herself come in the copper from the first shudder to the last.

“I saw it,” she gasped, when she could. “I saw my own face. I’ve never seen my own face do that.”



My cock was pressed hard against the small of her back. She could feel it. She reached behind her and wrapped her fingers around it, and in the mirror I watched her bite her lip.

“I want to watch it go in,” she said. “I want to see.”

I took her by the hips and lifted her.

She weighed almost nothing. I lifted her up off my lap and held her there, poised, her legs still spread over my knees, and she reached down between her own thighs and took hold of my cock and held it upright beneath her.

Both our gazes settled on the mirror.

In the red-gold light, the head of my cock touched her. Pressed against the soft wet pink of her. She held it there, and I held her there, and neither of us moved.

“Now,” she whispered.

I lowered her.

She watched every inch of it. Her pussy spreading around the head. The lips stretching, parting, taking it. Her small body sinking slowly down, and my cock disappearing up into her, inch by inch, until she was sitting fully in my lap again with all of me buried inside her.

“Oh,” Sela said. “Oh. Look at it. Look at her. Look how full she is.”

She was so tight. She always was, small as she was, and the way she was sitting made her tighter. I felt her pussy clench around me, hot and slick and fluttering.

“She’s taking all of it,” she said, and her voice climbed again, clear and strong in the little hut. “She’s taking all of you and she can see herself doing it. She used to watch other girls do this. She used to lie in the dark and touch herself and watch through a crack in the wall, and now look at her.”

I started to move her.

My hands on her hips, lifting her and letting her down, slow. In the copper, her small body rose and fell on my cock. You could see everything. My cock sliding out of her, wet and shining in the firelight. Her pussy clinging to it as it went. Then her sinking down, and the whole length of it swallowed up again.

The voyeur and the exhibitionist, in the same body, at the same moment. Watching herself be watched.

“Faster,” she said. “I want to see it faster.”

I gave her faster. I lifted her and dropped her onto me, and her breasts bounced with it in the mirror, small and quick, the pink nipples flicking. She reached up and grabbed my hair behind her head and held on, and she never once took her eyes off the copper.

“Look at her,” she chanted. “Look at her, look at her, look at her…”



I wanted to see her face.

I lifted her off me and turned her and laid her down on her back on the sleeping platform, and she made a sound of protest until I reached over and took hold of the mirror’s edge and angled it. Tilted it, so that from where she lay, with her head on the furs, she could still see it. See herself. See both of us.

She turned her head on the furs and found herself in the copper and smiled.

I knelt between her thighs and pushed back into her.

Missionary. Slow. Deep. Her small legs coming up around my hips. And she lay under me with her head turned to the side, watching the mirror, watching me move on top of her, watching her own body take me.

She put one hand flat on her belly. On that tiny curve.

“Watch what you did to me,” she said.

It wasn’t a whisper. It was the strong clear voice. She was telling the mirror. She was telling me.

“Watch it. There’s a baby in there, and you put it there. At the festival. In front of everyone.” Her hips rose to meet me. “And now you’re inside me again and I can see it. I can see all of it. The belly and you and me.”

“Look at yourself,” I said. “Don’t look away.”

“I’m not.”

“Good girl.”

She lit up at that. She always did. It had been her word since the first night, the praise for doing the thing that scared her. And looking at herself had scared her more than any crowd ever had, I think. Being seen by other people was one thing. Seeing herself was another.

“Good girl for looking,” I said, and drove deeper, and her eyes went wide in the copper.

“I’m going to,” she gasped. “Again. I’m going to, and I’m going to watch it.”

She came the second time with her eyes locked on the mirror and her hand pressed to her belly, crying out, her small body arching under mine. Her pussy clamped down on me in long hard waves.

I didn’t hold back.

I buried myself in her and came, deep, pulse after pulse, filling her. She felt it. She turned her face from the mirror to me for one second, eyes wide, and then she turned back to the copper as if she didn’t want to miss it.



I pulled out slowly.

She didn’t close her legs. She lifted her head off the furs and looked down her own body into the angled mirror, at her spread thighs, at her pussy still open and flushed and swollen. And she watched my cum well up out of her and run, slow and white, down between her cheeks onto the fur.

She watched it with total seriousness. With the intensity of a healer watching a wound close.

“That,” she said, “is the best thing I’ve ever watched.”

A laugh got out before I could stop it. She turned an offended stare on me.

“I mean it. I’ve watched a lot of things.”

“I know you have.”

She lay back on the furs and pulled me down beside her, and we lay there on our sides, facing the mirror, the two of us in the red-gold glow, her back against my chest, my hand on her belly. On the curve only she and I could see.

She stayed quiet until the fire settled lower.

“I spent my whole life watching other people be wanted,” Sela said. “I finally got to watch me.”



The runner came at dawn.

It was the same young man from the work crew. He’d walked the ridge in the night. He was grey with exhaustion and he didn’t sit down.

“Setu sent me,” he said. “The trader came to the creek again last night. He’s named it.”

“When?”

“The night after the new moon. The outpost gate. Setu opens it from the inside.”

The new moon was three nights off. The night after it was four.

Four nights.


Chapter 7: The Night Door

We left within the hour.

Lira came, with Neka and three more of her best bowwomen. Dala came, because the nets were hers and nobody else in the valley could rig them the way she could. Two Vanu warriors carried the nets, great bundles of knotted fiber that had spent their lives pulling fish out of the lake. Four more carried clubs, short and heavy, cut from ironwood.

And I carried the copper plate.

It was the alarm plate from the quake season, a broad disc of hammered copper hung from a post by a thong, that had rung over the valley the night the mountain moved and sent every household running for its assembly stone. I’d taken it down from its post myself. It rode on my back now, wrapped in a hide so it wouldn’t flash in the sun.

Tira came too, because she’d heard the word shotgun and there was no power in the valley that could keep her from a new kind of steel. Sela walked beside me. She’d argued for coming, and she’d won, because the outpost had no healer and because nobody wins an argument with Sela anymore.

We reached the East Fire at dusk. Three nights before the new moon.



I taught them the doctrine the next morning.

Everyone. All twenty-five settlers, the bowwomen, Dala, and Kaya. I stood them in a half-circle inside the outpost’s new palisade, and I told them how to fight a gun.

I’d been thinking about it since the fire where Lockie sat down. What I knew. What I’d been taught, a long time ago, in places with sand instead of jungle. What I’d seen. The Army doesn’t teach you how to fight guns with spears. But it teaches you how guns work, and what they can’t do, and a man who knows what a weapon can’t do knows how to beat it.

“First rule,” I said. “No fire on the wall at night.”

Uneasy faces met mine. Fire on the wall was how the Vanu had always kept watch. Torches at the posts, so you could see who was coming.

“You can see him,” I said. “And he can see you. Better. A torch on a wall doesn’t show you the dark. It shows the dark where you are. Everything that’s lit is a target. Everything that stands in front of a light is a shape he can aim at.” I pointed at the platform by the gate. “Nobody stands on that at night with a fire behind them. Nobody.”

Nods.

“Second rule.” I held up one of the spent shotgun shells Tira had found at the creek. The red hull, the brass base. “This is what the lowland men carry. Shotguns. Four of them. A shotgun throws a handful of little stones, all at once. At forty paces, it’s a noise. It spreads out, it slows down, it stings. At four paces,” I closed my fist around the shell, “it’s death. It’ll take a man’s head off.”

“So we stay at forty paces,” Aru said.

“So we never let them close with us in the open,” I said. “And we make them come through doors.”

I walked to the gate. The single gate on the north side of the palisade, facing the creek. It was a narrow passage, a doorway two men wide, cut through the stakes, with a heavy gate of lashed poles that swung inward. Above it, a lintel of crossed timbers, thatched against the rain.

“In here,” I said, standing in the passage. “In the dark. In a space this narrow. A shotgun is a long stick that makes a loud noise. It’s hard to swing. It’s hard to aim. If you’re close enough to grab it, you’re close enough to take it. In here, a spear and a net and a club beat a trigger. Every time.”

I looked around at them.

“Third rule. Clubs in the passage. Not spears.”

Kaya frowned. “Spears are better.”

“In the open, yes. In here, in the dark, with our people and their people all tangled up together?” I shook my head. “You put a spear into the dark in this passage and you’ll put it through one of ours. A club only hurts who it hits.”

She thought about that. She nodded, slow.



“Fourth rule.” I nodded to Dala.

Dala was a solid woman of forty with a fisherman’s forearms and a face that had stopped expecting good news when the Koru killed her brother. She’d taken a Koru woman’s children into her own cook-fire in the refugee season and never explained why. She didn’t explain much.

She’d spent the morning with the two warriors and the nets, up on the lintel above the gate passage. Now she showed them. Two of the big lake nets, the heavy ones she used to seine the shallows, rolled and hung from the crossed timbers of the lintel, directly over the passage. Held up by a single cord that ran along the lintel and down to a peg.

“When the cord goes,” Dala said, “they fall. Both at once. Anyone in the passage is in the net.” She tugged the cord to show them, not hard enough to release it. “A man in a net is a fish. He thrashes. He can’t lift his arms. He can’t point his thunder-stick.” She shrugged. “Then you hit him.”

“Who pulls it?” someone asked.

“I do,” Dala said. “I’ve been pulling nets since before most of you were born.”



“Fifth rule,” I said. “Bows on the platform shoot at flashes. Nothing else.”

Lira gave me the expression of a woman who’d been shooting things for thirty years and didn’t need to be told how.

“When a gun fires,” I said, “there’s a flash. A spit of fire out the end of it. Even in the dark, you’ll see it. That’s the only target. Not shapes. Not sounds. Not movement. You don’t know who’s moving in the dark. But a flash is them.”

“And if there’s no flash?” Lira said.

“Then you hold your arrow.”

She considered that, and I saw her decide it was sensible.

“Sixth rule,” I said. “Every shot gets counted.”

“Why?” That was Neka, young and curious.

“Because they have a limited number of them,” I said. “The shotguns have shells. The rifle has bullets. Twenty-three bullets, Setu counted. When they’re gone, the thunder-stick is just a stick.” I looked around. “Every time you hear it, count it. Out loud if you can. If he’s firing at straw, let him. If he’s firing at the dark, let him. Every bullet he spends on nothing is one he doesn’t spend on you.”



“Last rule.”

I looked up at the eastern ridge above the valley. Green and steep and close. Too close.

“The rifle,” I said. “The one with the eye on it. That’s the thing you have to understand. It sees farther than any of you. In daylight, from up on that ridge, he can hit a man standing on this wall. A long way farther than Lira can shoot.”

Lira didn’t argue. That was how I knew she’d understood.

“In daylight, the ridge is his,” I said. “He can sit up there all day and choose. We can’t reach him, and we can’t hide from him. So we don’t try to fight him in the day.” I looked back at them. “But the eye on that rifle needs light to see through. In the dark, it’s blind. In the dark, he’s a fat old man on a hill who can’t see his own feet.”

I let them sit with that.

“The night is ours,” I said. “Keep it.”



I hung the copper plate that afternoon.

A post by the gate, inside the palisade. A thong through the hole in the plate’s rim. I struck it once with a club to test it, and the sound went out over the valley, a deep shivering ring that I felt in my teeth, that brought everyone in the outpost to their feet.

“That means drop everything,” I said. “That means now.”

Kaya stood looking at the plate for a while after the others had gone back to work. She touched the edge of it.

“This rang for the mountain,” she said.

“It’ll ring for whatever needs it.”



I found her on the platform that night, in the dark, with no fire behind her.

She stood at the rail looking out at the creek and the black mass of the ridge beyond it. Her spear leaned beside her. The starlight caught the edges of her. The scar on her shoulder. The line of her back going down into the loincloth. The long hard thighs. She’d been standing there long enough that the night’s cold had tightened her skin, and her small breasts sat high and hard under the binding, the nipples standing out through the cloth like arrowheads.

I stood beside her. Neither of us said anything for a while.

“You taught them well,” she said finally.

“I taught them what I know.”

“You taught them to hide.” She wasn’t looking at me. “To stand in the dark. To wait. To shoot only at fire. To let him waste his bullets on nothing.” She was quiet a moment. “That’s not how the Vanu fight.”

“It’s how you fight a gun.”

“I know.” Her hands tightened on the rail. “I hate it. I hate all of it. I hate that there’s a man on that ridge I can’t reach. I hate that I have to wait for him to come to me. Every part of me wants to go up there tonight and cut his throat in his sleep.”

“You could get lost in the dark on that ridge. He could have lookouts. He sleeps with the rifle.”

“I know.” Her voice was rough. “I said I hate it. I didn’t say I’d do it.”

She turned her head. In the starlight her eyes found mine, very dark.

“This is a war I can fight,” she said. “You gave it to me. The mud and the ponds and the walls. And now there’s a real one inside it, and it’s the one kind of war I can’t win with my hands.” She looked back at the ridge. “I’ll do it your way. I’ll stand in the dark. But I want you to know what it costs.”

“I know what it costs.”

“No,” Kaya said. “You don’t. Not yet.”



The night after the new moon was absolute black in those mountains.

No moon at all. Clouds low over the ridges, blotting out the stars. The valley so black that a man standing on the platform couldn’t see the creek twenty paces off. Only the sound of it, running over the gravel.

Everyone was in place by full dark.

Dala on the lintel above the gate passage, lying flat on the crossed timbers, one hand on the net cord. Kaya inside the passage, pressed flat against the stakes on the left side, a club in her hand. Two warriors on the right side, clubs. Me behind them, just inside the palisade where the passage opened into the outpost, with a club of my own and my old habit of standing between the dark and the people I was keeping from it.

Lira on the platform with Aru and Neka and her bowwomen, arrows nocked. No fire behind them. Lying low on the planks, looking out into black.

The rest of the settlers in the huts, in the back of the outpost, away from the gate. Sela with them, her healer’s kit open. Claire with them. Tevi, with her net in her lap, knotting in the dark by feel, because Tevi’s hands didn’t know how to stop.

Setu at the gate.

He’d been sent there by us, and he was supposed to be there by them too. The man who opens the door. He stood inside it with his back against the heavy poles and his hand on his cord, and I could hear him breathing from where I was.

We waited.



The waiting is the worst part. It always is. I’d waited in the dark before, in other places, and my body remembered it. The dry mouth. The heartbeat in the ears. The way every sound in the night gets huge.

A frog, down at the creek.

Something moving in the grass. A rat.

Kaya breathing, slow and even, in the passage in front of me. I could hear her doing it deliberately. Slow in. Slow out.

The creek.

Then, from the far side of the gate, the thing we’d been waiting for.

A low whistle. Two notes.

Setu’s whole body jerked.

He stood there a moment. I saw his hand grip the cord on his wrist. Then he turned around, and reached up, and lifted the bar off the gate.

He pulled it open.



They came through fast.

Three of them. Lowland men, barefoot, silent on the packed earth. I didn’t see them. I heard them, and then I saw the torch.

One of them carried it. A bundle of dry grass tied to a stick, lit on the far side of the gate, so they could see what they were walking into.

The torch came through the gate first. It lit the passage in a sudden flare of orange. It lit Setu, flattened against the open gate, white-faced. It lit the three men, crowding in behind the light, pump shotguns up, their river tattoos coiling in the firelight. It lit the stakes on both sides.

It didn’t light Kaya. She was pressed into the shadow at the edge of the flame, and the torch had made the dark around it darker.

The first man was two steps into the passage. The second was right behind him. The third was in the gateway.

Dala pulled the cord.



The nets came down out of the dark like the sky falling.

Both of them at once. Heavy wet lake nets, weighted at the edges with stones, dropping from the lintel straight down over the passage.

The first two men went down under them in a tangle of fiber and limbs. They didn’t even have time to look up.

The torch went with them. It fell out of the first man’s hand and hit the ground and rolled, still burning, sparking, against the base of the stakes.

The third man, in the gateway, got half of the second net over his head and shoulders. The other half fell short behind him.

Once the nets dropped, everything went mad.

Kaya came out of the shadows with her club. Her voice cut through the dark like cold iron. “Now! Right side! Hit the one on the right!” The two warriors surged forward. Clubs came down on netting, on the shapes thrashing under it. Somebody screamed. A man’s voice, high and terrified, shouting in Tok Pisin.

One of the netted men got his shotgun up. Not up. Out, somehow, tangled in the mesh, the barrel sticking up through a hole in the net at a crazy angle.

It went off.

The noise was enormous. In that narrow passage, between the stakes, it was like being inside a thunderclap. My ears rang. The muzzle flash lit the whole passage for an instant, white, and I saw everything frozen: the nets, the clubs raised, Kaya’s face, the torch on the ground.

The shot went straight up into the thatch of the lintel. Dry grass and splinters rained down.

“One shell,” I heard myself say, out loud. “Shotgun. One.”

Kaya’s club came down on the man’s arm. He screamed. The shotgun went out of his hand.



The third man, in the gateway, tore himself free.

He was fast, and strong, and terrified, and he got his hands on the edge of the net over his head and ripped it back. He came out of it swinging his shotgun like a club.

Kaya went for him. She didn’t have room to swing. She drove the butt of her club at him instead, short and hard, and it caught him across the face and the shoulder and opened him up. I heard it. I saw blood in the torchlight.

He didn’t go down.

He spun away from her and ran. Straight back out through the open gate into the black, gone, the net trailing off him onto the ground.

“Let him go!” I shouted. “Let him go! Hold the gate!”

Kaya had already stopped at the gateway. She stood in it with her club, breathing hard, staring out into the dark where he’d gone.

She didn’t follow.



Two of them.

Two of them on the ground in the nets, and the warriors on them, and Dala down off the lintel now with rope, tying wrists through the mesh. One was curled around his broken arm, sobbing. The other had stopped moving and was lying very still with a warrior’s knee in his back, saying something over and over in Tok Pisin.

Two shotguns, on the ground in the passage. I kicked them clear.

I’d done it. We’d done it. The gate had held. The net had fallen. Two taken, alive.

It was the moment I should have felt it. Something. Triumph. Relief.

What I felt instead was the cold.

The cold that comes up from your stomach when you realize you’ve made a mistake, a moment before you know what it is.

Three men. Three men came through the door.

Where was the fourth?

Where was Lockie?



I understood it all at once. In the same breath, the way you understand you’re falling.

He’d never been coming through the door.

He’d sent his men to test it. To open the gate, and take the outpost if they could, and find out what was waiting inside if they couldn’t. And he’d stayed where a man with a rifle and a scope belongs.

On the ridge.

And the torch was still burning.

It lay on the ground where it had rolled, against the base of the stakes, and the shotgun blast had brought down burning straw from the lintel onto it, and the fire had caught. The dry thatch of the gate lintel was going up. Flames climbing the crossed timbers. The whole gate lit up bright as a bonfire.

Lighting everything.

The passage. The stakes. The platform beside the gate, head-high. And on it, standing up now, lit gold and orange and perfect against the dark, the bowwomen. Lira, at the rail, craning to see what was happening below.

“GET DOWN,” I roared.

The rifle cracked from the dark ridge.



It was a different sound from the shotgun. Not a boom. A crack. Flat and sharp and hard, like a branch breaking in the cold, and a long heartbeat later the echo of it came back off the far side of the valley.

Lira went down.

She didn’t fall. She was knocked. Something hit her high in the right side and spun her halfway around, and she went down onto the planks of the platform, and her bow went over the rail and clattered to the ground below.

“Lira!”

Aru was on her, dragging her flat.

“Twenty-two,” I said. Out loud. Flat. Like a range officer. I don’t remember deciding to do it. My mouth just did it.

Crack.

Something smacked into the platform post, and splinters flew. A miss.

“Twenty-one.”

Crack.

A clay water jar on the platform, beside Aru’s head, exploded. Water and clay shards everywhere. Aru threw herself flat over Lira.

“Twenty.”

He was taking his time. That was the worst of it. Not a spray of shots. One. Then a pause. Then one. Working the bolt between each one, choosing. He could see everything the fire lit, and the fire lit everything.

I couldn’t reach him. Lira’s bows couldn’t reach him. There was nothing on the ridge for them to shoot at, not even a flash they could hit at that distance.

There was only the light.



“Hides!” I shouted. “Wet hides! Now!”

The water troughs were by the huts. We’d filled them that afternoon. I’d made sure of it, because I’d been afraid of fire.

Someone understood. Tevi, I think. Tevi, who never stopped moving, came running out from the huts with a sodden hide in her arms, the drying-hide from the net frame, water streaming off it. Then Claire behind her with another. Then two of the settlers.

I took the first hide from Tevi and went up the palisade stakes by the gate, climbing the lashings, and threw it over the burning lintel.

It hissed. Steam everywhere. The fire under it choked.

Another hide came up to me. I threw it over the next burning section. Kaya was beside me now on the stakes, dragging burning thatch off the lintel with her bare hands and throwing it down into the passage where Dala stamped it out.

A third hide. A fourth.

The fire went out.

The dark came back.

Not all at once. The embers glowed red in the crossed timbers for a while, and steamed. But the flames were gone. The platform went dark. The gate went dark. The passage went dark. The outpost dropped back into the black of a moonless night, where a man with a scope on a ridge couldn’t see his own feet.

I stood on the palisade with my hands full of wet soot and waited for the next crack.

It didn’t come.

I waited. Ten heartbeats. Twenty.

Nothing.

He’d stopped. The moment he couldn’t see, he’d stopped. He didn’t waste a single round on the dark.

I filed that away, too. That told me something about him. He wasn’t a man who shot out of rage. He shot when it bought him something. He was careful with every one of those twenty-three.

Twenty now.



The two netted men sat in the middle of the outpost in the dark with their hands tied, and Claire knelt in front of them.

They’d been speaking in Tok Pisin the whole time. Fast and frightened. The one with the broken arm was crying. The other one, younger, kept saying the same thing over and over, a phrase I didn’t understand.

Claire listened to it for a while.

Then she answered him.

In Tok Pisin.

I stared at her. So did Kaya.

It was rusty. You could hear it. She stopped and started, reached for words, got some of them wrong and corrected herself. But it was Tok Pisin. The young man’s head jerked up and he stared at her like she’d grown wings.

“You speak it,” I said.

“Badly.” She didn’t look away from him. “GeoSpec had contract sites all over the country. Three years of field camps. The crews all spoke it. You pick it up or you eat alone.” She said something else to the young man, slower. He answered her in a rush. “I haven’t used it since I left the survey camp. I thought I’d lost it.”

“You didn’t tell me.”

“You didn’t ask.” A flicker of the dry thing, even now. “It never came up. There’s very little call for Tok Pisin in a hidden valley.”

She questioned them until the younger man’s answers stopped tumbling over one another. I sat beside her and waited. Kaya stood over all of us with her club.

When Claire finally turned to me, her face was grim.

“He pays them in cartridges,” she said. “Shotgun shells. And promises. Gold, when they go down in the wet. A share of the creek.” She glanced at the young man. “They haven’t been paid anything in two moons. Not even the shells. He keeps saying next week. They’ve been eating his bully beef and whatever they can snare. This one,” the young man, “says they’re hungry all the time. He says the trader eats first.”

I took in the broken arm and the younger man, barely out of his teens, shaking.

“Feed them,” I said.

Kaya’s head turned toward me.

“Feed them first,” I said. “Then we talk more.”

Her jaw shifted once. Her gaze moved from me to the two men tied and shaking on the ground in the dark, and the club lowered at her side.

She went and got the fish herself.



Sela was already on the platform.

I don’t know when she’d gone up. The moment the rifle stopped, maybe. The moment the fire went out. She’d come out of the huts with her kit in her arms and gone straight up the ladder to the platform in the dark, and nobody had stopped her.

I went up after her.

Lira lay on the planks, on her back. Aru was holding her head. Neka was holding her hand. It was too dark to see much.

Sela knelt over her. She had both hands on Lira’s right shoulder, pressing, and even in the dark I could see that her hands were black and wet up to the wrists.

Lira was awake. She was breathing hard and fast through her teeth and not making any other sound at all, because she was Lira.

“Sela,” I said.

Sela didn’t look up.

“It’s still inside her,” she said. Her voice was very steady. The healer’s voice. “I can feel it. Under my fingers. The thing he threw.”


Chapter 8: The Thunder-Stick

We couldn’t do it in the dark.

Sela wanted to. She knelt over Lira on the platform with her hands pressed into the wound and the blood running out between her fingers, and she wanted to go in after the bullet right there. But you can’t dig a piece of lead out of a woman’s shoulder by feel on a platform in a moonless night, not without killing her. So we did the only thing there was to do.

We held pressure until dawn.

Sela held it first, then me, then Sela again, then Aru. Hands flat on a wad of boiled cloth, pressing our combined weight into the hole in Lira’s shoulder, and when the cloth soaked through we put another on top of it and kept pressing. Lira lay on her back on the planks and breathed through her teeth and said nothing for hours.

Near dawn she spoke once.

“Is he still up there?”

“I don’t know,” I said.

“Then don’t let anyone stand up where he can see them.” She closed her eyes. “I didn’t. I stood up. That was stupid.”

“You stood up to see if your people were alive.”

“That was stupid,” Lira repeated, and didn’t say anything else.



We carried her down at first light, under a hide held up between two poles so the ridge couldn’t see who was under it, and laid her on a sleeping platform in the biggest hut.

Sela had water boiling before I’d set Lira down. She’d been ordering it in the dark, in the steady low healer’s voice, and people had been obeying without thinking about it. Two clay pots on the fire. Clean cloth in one, the copper tools in the other.

Tua’s probes. The old healer’s copper needle case, passed to Sela after the quake. The long thin copper probes Amara had once asked me to forge to her own design, for finding arrowheads in flesh.

Nobody had ever made them for this.



I’d done a field-medicine course in the Army, a long time ago, and some of it had come back in the dark while I was pressing on that wound. Not surgery. Nobody taught combat engineers surgery. But they taught you what a bullet does. Where it goes. What you do and don’t dig for.

I cut the soaked cloth away in the morning light and looked.

A hole in the front of her shoulder, high, just below the collarbone and out toward the joint. Small. Neat. Swollen and dark around the edges. It was the kind of hole that looked like nothing.

I rolled her gently onto her side, Aru supporting her arm, and examined the back.

No hole.

“It didn’t come out,” I said.

“I told you.” Sela was washing her hands in the boiled water, up to the elbows, scrubbing. “It’s still inside her. I felt it.”

“Where?”

“Here.” She dried her hands on boiled cloth and laid two fingers on Lira’s back, high, above the shoulder blade, where a hard lump sat under the skin like a knot in wood. “It went through the front and stopped here. Against the bone, I think. Or in the meat above it.”

I pressed around the lump with my own fingers, careful. Lira hissed.

I felt the shape of it. Hard. Irregular. Sitting in the thick muscle over the top of the shoulder blade, not in the blade itself.

“In the muscle,” I said. “Not the bone. It hit something going in, something slowed it down. It’s lodged in the meat above the blade.” I sat back on my heels, the first good news of the morning finally in hand. “That’s the best place it could be.”

“Why?”

“Because it missed the lung,” I said. “It missed the big vessels under the collarbone. It missed the joint. It went in, and it lost its speed, and it stopped. It’s close to the skin. We can reach it from the back.”

“Then we reach it,” Sela said.

She looked up at me. Her eyes were steady.

She was twenty-four years old and about three and a half moons pregnant, and she’d set four broken fingers the week before and delivered a war-chief’s son in a storm before that. And her hands, when she held them up, didn’t shake at all.

“Tell me what you know,” she said. “I’ll do the rest.”



I talked her through it.

I’ll remember that morning as long as I live. The two of us over Lira’s back in the grey light coming through the door, Aru holding Lira’s good arm, Neka holding her head, Kaya standing in the doorway with her arms folded and her face like stone.

“Cut here,” I said. “Over the lump. Along the line of the muscle, not across it. Not long. Just enough.”

Sela took a copper blade from the boiling pot, blew on it, and cut. One clean stroke. Lira went rigid from shoulders to heels. She didn’t make a sound.

“Now the probe. Gently. Follow the channel it made. It’ll feel different from the meat around it. Softer.”

Sela slid the long thin copper probe into the cut. Slowly. Her eyes half-closed, her whole face gone inward, feeling.

“There,” she breathed. “I touch it. Something hard.”

“Can you get behind it?”

“I’m trying.”

She worked the probe around it. Slow. Patient. I watched her do it and didn’t say a word, because there was nothing I could tell her that her fingers didn’t already know.

“The hooked one,” she said, and held out her hand without looking, and I put the second probe into it. The one with the bent tip. She slid it in beside the first.

A long moment.

Then she drew both probes back out together, slowly, and between their copper tips, bloody and ugly and misshapen, was the bullet.

It wasn’t bullet-shaped anymore. It had mushroomed out, flattened, torn itself open against whatever it had hit going in. A crumpled lump of lead and copper jacket, the size of the last joint of my thumb.

Sela held it up to the light between the probes.

“That,” she said, “is what he threw.”

She dropped it into a clay dish. It rang against the bottom.



We cleaned the wound with boiled water, front and back. Sela packed it with clean cloth soaked in boiled honey, the way Amara had taught her, and bound it, and bound Lira’s arm to her chest so the shoulder couldn’t move.

Then I went to my pack and got the bottle.

I’d brought it east. I hadn’t known why, exactly, when I packed it. I’d just known I wanted it within reach.

I shook the pills out into my palm and counted. Enough for her. Enough for a full course, with some left over.

I counted them into Lira’s good hand.

“Two of these every day,” I said. “Morning and night. Until they’re gone. Every single one, even when you feel better.”

Lira rolled the white pills across her palm.

“From his tarp?”

“From his tarp.”

She rolled the pills once across her palm. Then she put two in her mouth, swallowed them dry, and closed her hand over the rest.

“Good,” she said. “Let him pay for it.”



I sent a runner back over the ridge before noon, to tell the valley.

I didn’t see what happened when the news arrived. I heard about it later, from Naia, days afterward, when I was home.

When the runner told Amara, Naia said, she was at the fire with Kano at her breast. She listened to all of it. The gate, the nets, the fire, Lira on the platform. The pills from the trader’s bottle.

Amara said only one thing.

“His medicine for his wound.”

Then she went back to feeding the baby, and didn’t speak for a long time.

And Kiru.

Kiru heard it at the forge, Naia said. He’d been pumping Tira’s bellows, the way he’d been doing since he was small enough to fight other children for the privilege. The runner told the whole story again, to whoever would listen, and Kiru listened to all of it with his face going stiller and stiller.

He put down the bellows handle, walked out of the forge, and went straight through the lanes to the lake.

He took the red pocketknife out of his wrap. The one the trader had given him at the gate. Every warrior needs his own steel.

He threw it as far out into the lake as he could.

It went a long way. He had a good arm. Naia said you could see it flash in the sun, once, before it hit the water.

He never said why. He came back to the forge and picked up the bellows and pumped them until Tira told him to stop, and he never said a single word about it to anyone.

His little sister had watched him do it, from the shore. When he’d gone back to the forge, Naia said, she’d sat down at the water’s edge and braided a grass charm, very carefully, with her tongue between her teeth. And then she’d tied it around her own wrist.



Kaya broke at midday.

I should have seen it coming. I think I did. I’d been watching her since dawn, standing in the doorway while Sela dug the bullet out, her arms folded, her jaw set, her eyes on the blood. Not moving. Not speaking.

She hadn’t slept. None of us had. But Kaya had stood the whole night on the platform, in the dark, doing it my way. Waiting. Hiding. Letting the man on the ridge come to her.

And he’d come, and he’d shot Lira through the shoulder, and she’d stood there and let him.

I was at the gate with Claire and the two captured men when it happened. Claire was asking them questions in her rusty Tok Pisin. I heard the settlers go quiet behind me, and I turned around.

Kaya was walking across the outpost toward the gate.

She had her spear. She had her copper knife on her hip. She was walking fast and straight and her face was calm, completely calm, with the calm that came over her just before she killed something.

She walked past the platform. Past the dark stain on the planks where Lira had lain. Past me. Straight out through the open gate, and turned north, toward the creek, toward the ridge path that climbed the slope where the rifle had been.

In full daylight.

“Kaya.”

She didn’t stop.

“Kaya. Stop.”

She didn’t stop.



I caught her twenty paces outside the gate, on open ground, in the full sun.

I didn’t argue. There wasn’t time to argue. The ridge was right there above us, green and steep and close, and somewhere up in it was a man with a scope who had just watched a war-chief walk out of a gate into the open.

I took hold of her.

I got my arms around her from behind, pinning her arms to her sides, and I pulled her back off her feet.

She fought me.

This wasn’t her wrestling-ring fight, testing and playful and half wanting to lose. She fought me for real. She drove her head back into my face and I felt my nose go. She stamped down on my instep with her heel. She twisted in my arms like a snared animal, all that hard warrior’s muscle straining against me at once, and she got an arm free and drove her elbow into my ribs, and then she turned in my grip and hit me in the face with her closed fist.

Hard. Hard enough that the sky went white for a moment.

I held on.

I held on through all of it. I didn’t hit her back. I didn’t try to throw her. I just locked my arms around her and held, and took every blow, and walked her backward toward the gate one step at a time, dragging her, her heels digging into the dirt.

Everyone in the outpost was watching. Every settler. The Koru men. Claire. Tevi, with her net forgotten in her lap. The two tied lowland men, gaping.

Everyone saw the war-chief of the Vanu held.

She kept fighting until we were back inside the gate. All at once, she stopped.

She just stopped. Every muscle in her body went still. She hung in my arms breathing hard, her back against my chest, her head down.

I put my mouth by her ear.

“Open ground,” I said. “Daylight. A scope.” My voice was rough. My nose was bleeding into my mouth. “You’d be dead before you saw him. He’d put one through you from four hundred paces and never even have to stand up.”

She didn’t answer.

“I’m not burying you for his fun,” I said.

I let her go.

She stood there a moment. She didn’t look at me. She didn’t look at anyone.

She walked away across the outpost, into the hut she slept in, and let the door hide fall behind her, and didn’t come out.



Sela set my nose. It wasn’t broken badly. She pressed it back into place with two quick fingers and I saw stars, and she packed it with cloth and told me not to be a baby about it.

Claire watched her do it, then turned toward the hut where Kaya had gone.

“She hit you very hard,” Claire said.

“She meant to.”

“You didn’t hit her back.”

“No.”

Claire was quiet a moment. “There was something frightening about watching you refuse to hit her back.” Her concern settled on me. “Is she all right?”

“No,” I said. “Not yet.”



She came to my hut that night.

I’d been lying awake on the sleeping platform in the dark, with my face aching and the count running in my head. Twenty. Twenty rounds left. Four men, down to one on the ridge and one with him and one running wounded somewhere in the dark. Two in our hands.

The door hide moved.

Kaya came in and let it fall behind her and stood there in the dark.

I sat up.

She had something in her hands. Coiled. I couldn’t see what it was until she came closer to the banked coals of the hearth and the red glow caught it.

Rope.

A coil of it, thick as my finger, pale and hand-twisted, the fibers laid tight. Not a hearth-cord. Those were sacred, and thin, and plaited with color. This was working rope. Tevi’s rope. I’d seen it on her lap every evening since we came east, growing coil by coil. The Koru double-knot, the grain-proof weave Tevi had taught to half the girls in the valley. The knot that never slips.

“Tevi gave me this,” Kaya said.

Her voice was very quiet.

“I went to her tonight and asked her for a length of her best rope. She didn’t ask me what for. She didn’t say a single word. She just cut it and coiled it and put it in my hands.” Something moved at the corner of Kaya’s mouth. “And she gave me that Tevi stare. You know the one.”

“I know how Tevi looks at people.”

“That exact stare.”

Kaya stood by the coals with the rope in her hands and didn’t come any closer.

“I have never known how to stop,” she said.

I gave her the room to say it.

“Not since Tano. Not since I was twenty-three and they put the spear in my hand and said you’re the war-chief now, there’s no one else. Nearly ten years I didn’t stop. Then you came, and we fought the wolf, and I still didn’t stop. Then I carried Kano, and I didn’t stop. Then I had him and I trained until I could fight again, and then we killed the wolf.” Her hands tightened on the rope. “And now it’s over. And I still can’t stop. I walk the wall. I sharpen the knives. I pick fights with Lira. And today I walked out into the sun to die because a man shot someone I love and I couldn’t make my own legs stand still.”

Her voice cracked. Just once. She put it back together.

“You stopped me today,” Kaya said. “With your arms. In front of everyone. I hit you and you held on.” She lifted her eyes to mine, finally. “I can’t ask you to do that every time I’m about to die stupid. I can’t ask you to hold me in the dirt in front of the whole camp every time my body won’t listen.”

She held the rope out to me.

“Do it with this.”



I got up off the platform and went to her.

I didn’t take the rope yet. I put my hands on her face instead. Her jaw, the scar along it. Her cheek, where I could feel the heat of her.

“Are you sure?”

“I brought it, didn’t I?”

“That’s not what I asked.”

Her eyes held mine. She knew what I was asking. She’d always known.

“I’m sure,” she said. “I want to stop. I want you to make me stop. I want to not be able to do anything but what you let me.” A breath. “I want to find out what that feels like.”

“Then here’s the other thing,” I said. “If you want it to end, for any reason, at any time, you tap twice. Wherever you can reach. My arm. My leg. The furs. Twice.”

Something flickered in her face.

Two taps. The ring. Five months ago, in front of the whole valley, when I’d pinned her in the same hold I’d pinned her in the day we met, and she’d looked up at me and deliberately tapped the ground twice. And stayed there.

“My tap,” she said.

“Your tap. Two, and I untie you. Right then. No question.”

She nodded once.

“I won’t use it,” she said.

“I know. But you’ll have it.”

I took the rope out of her hands.



I untied her binding first.

I took my time about it. I unwound the chest cloth slowly, round and round, and let it fall, and her small breasts came free in the coal-glow, high and firm on the muscle of her chest, the dark nipples already tight. I untied her loincloth and let that fall too.

She stood naked in front of me in the dark and didn’t move.

I took in all of her and let her see exactly what the sight did to me.

Her bare scarred feet. The long calves. The thighs, carved and hard. The narrow hips, and the short dark curls between her legs. Her stomach, flat and ridged with muscle, and low on it, the soft silvered line that Kano had left, the one she hated. Her breasts. The scar on her shoulder, and the ones on her arms, and the one on her jaw. Her cropped dark hair. Her eyes.

“Turn around,” I said.

She turned.

“Hands behind your back.”

She put them there. Crossed at the wrists, at the small of her back, just above the rise of her ass. The position she’d held through the quake season, kneeling in the dirt behind the granary, eight moons pregnant, holding her own hands there by choice for the whole time she had her mouth on me.

She’d held them there with discipline then.

Now I held them with rope.

I wrapped her wrists. Twice around, snug, not tight. I tied Tevi’s double-knot, the way I’d watched Tevi tie it a hundred times, the two loops locking each other so the harder you pull the harder it holds. I slid two fingers under the rope at each wrist to be sure the blood could move.

It held.

She pulled against it. Once. Testing. I saw every muscle in her back go taut, her shoulders straining, the long line of her spine arching.

The rope held.

She let out a breath. Long and slow and shaking.

“Oh,” Kaya said, very quietly.



“Kneel,” I said.

She knelt on the furs by the sleeping platform.

“Now don’t move.”

She went still.

It was the hardest order I’d ever given her. I watched it land. I watched her whole body take it in, every muscle that had been trained for thirty-three years to move, to strike, to answer, told to do nothing.

I walked around her.

I knelt behind her and put my mouth on her shoulder. On the old scar there, the long pale one. I kissed it, slow, and felt her flinch.

“Don’t move,” I reminded her.

She didn’t move. But she shook.

I kissed every scar on her. I took my time. The shoulder. The ones on her upper arms, three of them, small and pale. I came around in front of her and kissed the one on her jaw, slow, from the ear all the way to the chin. I kissed her mouth, and she tried to kiss me back, hungry, rising up on her knees, and I pulled away.

“Don’t move.”

She sank back down. Her breath was coming fast now. Her nipples were so hard they looked painful.

I kissed down her throat. Down her chest. I took one small breast in my mouth and sucked the nipple, hard, and she made a noise, and I felt her body jerk as her arms tried to come around to pull me closer and hit the rope.

She couldn’t. The rope held her. Her hands stayed where I’d put them.

“Oh,” she said again. “Oh, gods.”

I kissed down her stomach. The hard ridged muscle, twitching under my mouth. Then lower. The soft silvered line Kano had left.

She went rigid.

“Don’t,” she said.

“Don’t move,” I said, and kissed it.

I kissed it the whole length, slow. Her mouth opened, but she stayed still beneath me; tears ran down her face.

“I hate that,” she whispered. “That line.”

“I love it. He made it. You carried him. It’s the only scar on your body you didn’t get from a fight.”

She had no answer. She just knelt there with her hands tied behind her back and let me kiss the part of her she couldn’t stand, unable to stop me or wipe the tears from her face.

I kissed her thighs. The inside of them, where the muscle ran long and hard toward her pussy. She was wet. I could smell it, see it, shining on her curls in the coal-glow. Her thighs were shaking.

I didn’t touch her there.

I put my hands on her ass instead. Both hands, cupping it from behind, that tight warrior’s ass, the hardest, most perfect ass in the highlands. I squeezed it, and she moaned, and her hips pushed back into my hands, and I stopped.

“Don’t move.”

She stopped. She shuddered from head to foot with the effort of it.

“You’re killing me,” she said through her teeth.

“You asked for it.”

“I know.” She was panting. “I know I did. Don’t stop.”



I stood her up and bent her over the sleeping platform.

The edge of it came to the tops of her thighs. I put a hand between her shoulder blades and pressed her forward, down, until her cheek was on the furs and her chest was flat against them and her bound wrists lay across the small of her back.

Her ass rose up in front of me. Tight and round and hard, the muscle flexing, the skin shining with sweat in the dim light. Her thighs parted a little on their own. Between them her pussy was open and swollen and dripping.

I took hold of the rope.

The length of it between her wrists. I gathered it in my left hand, close to the knot, so that I held her tied wrists in my fist like a rein. When I pulled, gently, her shoulders came back off the furs and her back arched.

She gasped.

“That’s what I’ll use,” I said. “To hold you. You go where I pull.”

“Yes.”

I lined up my cock with her pussy and pushed into her.

She was so wet I slid in to the hilt in one stroke. She was so tight she squeezed the breath out of me. She cried out into the furs, a raw sharp sound, and I felt her try to push back onto me, and I pulled the rein, and her back arched, and she couldn’t push anywhere.

“Mine,” I said. “I set the pace. Not you.”

“Yes.”

I started to fuck her.

Deep. Hard. My right hand on her hip and my left holding the rope, pulling her wrists back toward me every time I drove in, so her body came back to meet me whether she wanted it or not. The furs hissed under her. The platform creaked. The wet sound of it was loud in the hut, my hips slapping against her ass, her pussy sucking at me every time I pulled out.

I let go of her hip and fisted her hair.

It was short, but I could get a grip on it at the crown. I pulled her head back. Her throat arched. Her mouth fell open.

She was making noise.

That was the thing. That was what I’d been waiting for without knowing it. Kaya had fought every sound she’d ever made, since the first night, since the claiming hut. She bit her fist. She bit her forearm. She bit my shoulder. She fought the noise like it was an enemy getting over the wall.

She couldn’t reach her forearm now. Her hands were tied behind her back. She couldn’t reach anything with her teeth.

The sound came out of her.

Every stroke. A low raw cry that started in her chest and broke open in her throat, over and over, and she heard it. I watched her hear it. Her eyes went wide, shocked, at her own voice.

“You hear that?” I said. “That’s you.”

“I can’t…” Another stroke. Another cry. “I can’t stop it.”

“Good. Don’t.”

I let go of her hair and brought my hand down on her ass.

The crack of it filled the hut. She bucked under me, and cried out louder, and her pussy clenched down on my cock so hard I nearly lost it.

“Again,” she gasped. “Again.”

I spanked her again. The other cheek. Then the first one. Her ass reddened under my palm, the dark skin flushing darker, hot to the touch. Every time my hand came down she clenched on me, and cried out, and the sound got bigger, less controlled, more naked.

“Good girl,” I said. “Let it out. Let me hear all of it.”

She let it out.



She was close. I could feel it in her, the shaking in her thighs, the flutter deep inside. But I didn’t let her finish there.

I pulled out of her.

She made a sound of pure outrage into the furs.

“Not yet,” I said, and stood her up, and turned her around, and untied her wrists.

She stared at me, panting, betrayed. “What are you…”

“Hands up.”

She lifted them.

The hut’s roof-post stood in the middle of the floor, a thick trunk of ironwood sunk deep in the earth, holding up the thatch. I walked her backward to it until her shoulders touched the wood. I took her wrists and raised them over her head, and wrapped the rope around them, and around the post above them, and tied it off. The double-knot again.

She stood tied to the roof-post with her arms stretched above her head, facing me.

She pulled at it. Hard, this time. All her strength. Her whole body strained, the muscles standing out in her arms and her shoulders and her stomach, her breasts lifting with it.

The rope held. The post didn’t even creak.

She sagged against it, breathing hard, and raised her eyes to mine.

There was nothing in her hands. Nothing to hold. Nothing to grab. Nothing to fight. No spear, no knife, no club, no wall. The rope made her surrender physical in a way even our claiming had not: Kaya stood in front of me with nothing at all to do but receive whatever I gave her.

I watched her understand it.



I stepped in close. I took her left thigh behind the knee and lifted it, up and over my hip, and held it there. She stood on one foot against the post with her other leg wrapped around me and her arms tied above her head.

I pushed into her.

Face to face. Slow now. I’d been fast and hard over the platform. Now I went slow. I sank into her inch by inch while she watched me do it, her eyes locked on mine, her mouth open.

She had no way to hide from my eyes. That had always been what broke her. From the very first night. Not the roughness, not the pinning. The eye contact. Being seen.

Now she couldn’t even turn her face away without the rope pulling.

I moved in her. Long slow deep strokes, all the way in, all the way out, my hand under her thigh holding her open. Her back scraped against the post. Her breasts pressed against my chest with every stroke. I could feel her heart going under them like a drum.

“Look at me,” I said.

“I am.”

“You don’t have to hold anything right now. You know that? Nothing. Not the spear. Not the wall. Not the war. Not the valley.” I pushed deep and held there. “I’ve got it. All of it. You can put it down.”

Her face crumpled.

“Good girl,” I said, very low. “You can stop now. I’ve got it.”

And she stopped.

I felt it happen. I felt it go through her whole body, from her tied wrists down to the foot planted on the floor. Every muscle she’d been holding tight since before I met her let go at once. She sagged against the rope. She sagged against me. Her head fell forward against my shoulder.

She stopped fighting the sound.

She wasn’t biting it back anymore. She wasn’t trying to. She just let it come out of her, whatever it was, low and broken and continuous, the rope drawing the sound from her differently, and I kept moving in her, slow and deep and steady, and the sound climbed.

“Daniel,” she said into my shoulder. Just my name. Not sky-man.

“I’ve got you.”

“Daniel. I’m…”

She came crying.

The rope changed the shape of her surrender. She couldn’t choose each grip to loosen or each defense to lower. She came open. All the way open. Her pussy clamped down on me and pulsed and pulsed, and her whole body shook against me, and she pulled at the rope with both arms, hard, and it held her, and she sobbed into my neck. Great heaving sobs, her chest shuddering against mine. The tears ran down my shoulder.

She kept pulling at the rope while she came. Not trying to get free. Just to feel it hold.

I couldn’t hold back any longer. I drove up into her one last time, as deep as I could reach, and held her there against the post, and came. Deep inside her. Pulse after pulse, flooding her, filling her, while she hung from the rope with her forehead on my shoulder and wept.

I held her through all of it. Her thigh over my hip. My arm around her back. Her whole weight hanging between me and the rope.



I untied her after.

The knot came loose easily. That’s the thing about Tevi’s double-knot. It holds anything you put against it, and it gives way the instant you know where to pull.

Her arms came down. She almost fell. I caught her.

I carried her to the sleeping platform and laid her down on the furs, and lay down beside her, and took her wrists in my hands. There were red marks where the rope had been. Not deep. Just the memory of it, pressed into her skin. I rubbed them warm with my thumbs, one and then the other, slow.

She lay on her side facing me and watched me do it.

Her face was wet. Her eyes were swollen. She looked younger than I’d ever seen her. She looked like someone who had just set down something she’d been carrying so long she’d forgotten it wasn’t part of her body.

“That’s the first time since Tano I haven’t been holding something,” she said.

Her voice was hoarse. She’d used it more in the last hour than in the last year.

I kissed her forehead.

She closed her eyes.

She was asleep in under a minute. I felt her go. Her hand went loose in mine, and her breathing went long and slow, and her whole body softened with the familiar trust she’d first given me at her claiming.

Kaya asleep first. It had become a joke in the family. Always the first one out, always snoring by the time anyone else had settled.

I lay beside her in the dark and understood what was different. It wasn’t that she was tired. It was that restraint itself had carried what she normally had to surrender, for as long as it lasted.

I didn’t sleep. I lay there holding her wrists and listening to her breathe, and I kept the count in my head, and I thought about the man on the ridge.



The rifle cracked at dawn.

It came from the ridge, flat and hard, and I was on my feet with my heart slamming before the echo came back off the far side of the valley.

Kaya was on her feet too. Awake in an instant, with a warrior’s readiness, her hand reaching for a spear that wasn’t there.

We went out into the grey light.

Nobody was hurt. Nobody had been standing where he could see them. The settlers had learned. They were crouched behind the stakes and in the doorways of the huts, and every one of them was looking toward the pen at the back of the outpost.

The pigs.

We’d brought four pigs east, to breed. Three of them were squealing and crashing around the pen in terror.

The fourth lay on its side in the mud, not moving.

“Nineteen,” I said.

Then his voice came down off the ridge.

He’d come down the slope some way. Far enough that his voice would carry. Not far enough that any bow could reach him. It rolled down over the creek and the new terraces and the outpost’s palisade, big and cheerful as ever, and he spoke it in the trade language, so that every man and woman in the East Fire would understand every word.

“Sky-man!”

A pause. Letting them all hear it.

“Come and talk! Alone!”

Another pause.

“Or the next one’s a woman.”


Chapter 9: Terms

I went alone, and I went unarmed, and Kaya went with me without being seen.

That was the arrangement. We made it in the grey light over the dead pig, fast and quiet, crouched behind the stakes.

“He said alone,” I said.

“He said alone,” Kaya agreed. “He didn’t say unwatched.”

She’d take her bow and go out through the back of the outpost, the south side, away from the ridge, and work her way up through the terraces and the long grass along the creek. Rena would go with her to watch her back. By the time I walked out the front gate, she’d be lying in the ferns somewhere with an arrow on the string, close enough to reach him.

“You loose only if he raises the rifle,” I said. “Only then. If he raises it at me, or at the outpost, or at anything. Otherwise you don’t move. You don’t breathe. You let him talk.”

Her eyes held mine.

Twelve hours before, she’d been tied to a roof-post with her arms above her head, crying into my neck. I wondered if she’d be angry. If she’d push back. If the thing that had broken open in her last night had closed back over.

“I’ll hold,” Kaya said.

That was all. Then she went.



He was waiting at the creek.

Not on the ridge. Down on the valley floor, on the east bank of the creek, below the slope where the rifle had been. At the mouth of the side gully, the crooked fern-choked slot in the hillside that Kesa’s grandmothers had called where birds fall. He’d made himself a small fire there on the gravel fan that spilled out of the gully’s mouth, and a blackened billy can hung over it on a stick, and he sat on a flat rock beside it with his rifle across his knees.

The brass lighter was in his fingers. Open. Shut.

One of his lowland men stood behind him, up the bank, with a pump shotgun. A heavy man, older than the others, with a grey beard and a face like a closed door. I’d seen him at the fire the first night. I’d guessed then that he was the one the others looked to. The headman.

The other one, the one who’d run from the gate, was nowhere I could see.

I walked across the open ground toward them with my hands empty and my arms loose at my sides. Midday. Full sun. The worst light in the world to be walking toward a rifle.

I didn’t look for Kaya. If I looked for her, he’d look where I was looking.

I stopped ten paces from him.

“TV,” Lockie said warmly. “Good of you to come.”



He looked tired.

That was the first thing I noticed. It was small, and he hid it well, but I’d spent two years reading men and animals and weather, and I saw it. The skin under his pale eyes had gone dark and pouchy. There was grey stubble on his jaw that hadn’t been there at the first fire. His khaki had a tear at the shoulder he hadn’t mended.

The friendly smile was the same. The eyes above it had gotten harder.

“Tea?” he said, nodding at the billy can. “Last of the bags. I’ve been saving it for a special occasion.”

“No.”

“Suit yourself.” He poured some into a tin mug and sipped it. “How’s the lady on the platform?”

I didn’t answer.

“Alive, then,” Lockie said. “Good. I’m glad. Honest to God, TV, I am. I don’t go around shooting women for fun.” He sipped his tea. “She stood up in the light. What was I meant to do? You’d have done the same.”

“I wouldn’t have been on the ridge.”

“No, you’d have been down at the gate with a big stick waiting for my lads.” He grinned. “Nets. Bloody fishing nets. That’s a new one on me, and I’ve seen a lot.” He shook his head admiringly. “Army, you were. Before the telly. I can always tell.”

“So were you.”

“Twenty-two years.” He touched the faded tattoo on his forearm under its pelt of yellow hair. “Didn’t agree with me in the end. Too many rules. Not enough profit.” Flick. “Up here, there aren’t any rules. That’s what I like about it.”



Somewhere behind me, in the ferns along the creek, Kaya was lying with an arrow nocked and the war-bow half raised.

I knew it without looking. The way you know where the sun is with your eyes shut.

She wouldn’t waste her strength holding a full draw through a long talk. No real archer would. She’d keep the string under light tension, muscles ready, then draw to her cheek the instant Lockie raised the rifle.

She’d lie there through every word without shifting enough to stir a fern. I knew she would. Not a twitch.

Twelve hours ago she couldn’t make her legs stand still. Now she’d hold herself motionless for as long as it took, because I’d asked her to, and because she’d decided to.

I kept my eyes on Lockie.



“Here’s how it is,” Lockie said.

He set down the mug. He picked up the rifle off his knees and laid it flat across them again, not pointing at anything. Just resting his hands on it.

“Terms. Proper terms this time. None of that I’ll think about it business.”

“I’m listening.”

“The creek’s mine till the wet,” he said. “That hasn’t changed. I pan till the rains come, then I go down. Your lot stay off it.” He held up one thick finger. “Three women. Not five this time. I’ve come down in my price. Three, for my lads. Young ones, healthy.” A second finger. “My two blokes back. The ones in your nets. Alive and in one piece.” Third finger. “And if I don’t get all that, I put one round into your little fort every day. Every day. Starting tomorrow. Until I do.”

He smiled.

“First day, a pig. You’ve seen that. Second day, it won’t be a pig.”



I didn’t say anything.

I let it sit there between us. The creek ran. The billy can hissed on the fire. Up the bank behind him, the headman shifted his grip on his shotgun.

Lockie watched my silence. His smile thinned. He’d expected me to argue. Men argue. They get angry, they plead, they bargain. They give you something to push against.

He tried another angle.

“And don’t think you can just sit me out, TV,” he said. “Wait for the wet, wait for me to go down. Because I’ve got a mate.” He flicked the lighter open. “My mate Denny. Denny Kerslake. Known him thirty years. He knows exactly where I am. He’s got the coordinates of this creek.”

I watched his hands.

Watch his hands, not his mouth, Naia had said. A performer’s mouth is trained. The hands forget.

On Denny, the lighter was still. Open in his fingers, the flame not lit, not moving at all. Still as a stone.

“And if I don’t walk out of these hills by the wet,” Lockie went on, “Denny comes up in the dry with twenty blokes.”

Flick. Shut. Flick. Open.

“Twenty blokes with guns,” Lockie said. “And he won’t be as nice as me.”

Flick. Flick.



I kept my face exactly where it was.

Inside, I was doing arithmetic. Fast, and cold, and careful.

Denny was real. The hand had stayed still on his name. There was a partner, a Denny Kerslake, a man down in the lowlands somewhere who knew about this creek. That was true.

Twenty blokes was a lie. The hand had jumped on it like a nervous horse.

So: one man, somewhere, who knew. Not an army.

That was bad. It wasn’t as bad as he wanted it to sound.

The rest of the board laid itself out in my head, piece by piece, like Naia’s tally-stones.

His men. Four of them, a month ago. Two in my nets now, tied and fed and talking. One running wounded in the hills, cut across the face by Kaya’s club, somewhere out there in the dark with no medicine. One left. The headman, standing up the bank behind him with a shotgun and a closed face.

His men hadn’t been paid in two moons. Claire had gotten that out of the young one in the nets. They were hungry. He ate first. The lowland men who’d come up into these hills with him had come for money, and the money wasn’t coming, and men who follow you for money stop following you when it stops.

His ammunition. Twenty-three rounds when Setu counted them. Three at the platform. One for the pig. Nineteen now, in the loops across his chest. Every one of them was a round he couldn’t replace until he got down the mountain.

And the rain.

I looked past him, just for a second, at the eastern sky. A thin grey line of cloud lay along the top of the ridge. It hadn’t been there a week ago.

The wet was coming. Oko had given me two moons at the start of all this, maybe less. It was less. And when the wet came, the rivers rose, and the crossings flooded, and there was exactly one way down out of these highlands to the lowland rivers where Lockie’s life was. The escarpment trail. The trail his boots had come up. The trail that flooded out every wet season and stayed shut until the dry.

If the wet caught him up here, he was trapped here until the dry. With no men. With no food but what he could shoot. With nineteen rounds and dropping.

His clock was worse than mine.

That was the thing I understood, standing in the sun at the mouth of that gully. His clock was worse than mine, and he knew it, and that was why he was making threats instead of just waiting. A man with time doesn’t threaten. He waits.



“Well?” Lockie said. “Speak up, TV. I’m not getting any younger.”

“Here’s my counter,” I said.

He raised an eyebrow. Interested.

“Walk out now,” I said. “Today. With what’s in your pockets. You can keep the gold you’ve panned. You can keep the lighters. Keep the shotguns, even. I don’t care.”

I pointed at the flat rock beside him.

“Leave the rifle on that rock. And walk down the escarpment, and don’t ever come back up. That’s the only deal you’ll get from me.”

He met my stare.

He laughed.

It was the real laugh again. The big one, rolling out across the creek, loud and warm and genuinely amused, and the worst thing about it was that it was almost likeable. I could picture him in a pub in Lae, buying a round, telling a story, making everybody at the bar laugh with him. Any other life, and I might have liked him.

“Oh, TV,” he said, wiping his eye. “Oh, you’re a good one. You’re a bloody good one.” He shook his head. “Leave the rifle. That’s gold. That’s the best one yet.”

He stood up.

Slowly, easily, the rifle held by the stock in one hand, pointed at the ground. He picked up his tin mug and poured the rest of his tea onto the fire, and it hissed.

“Full moon, TV,” he said. “That’s what I’ll give you. Full moon. Plenty of time for you to talk it over with your girls.”

He flicked the lighter shut and put it in his pocket.

“Then I start shooting.”



I turned and walked away.

I didn’t hurry. I walked back across the open ground toward the outpost at the same measured pace, with the sun on my back and my hands empty. Every nerve I had was on the rifle behind me. I didn’t turn around.

I got twenty paces. Thirty.

And then I did turn. Just my head. Just for a second. Because I’d seen something on the way in that I’d noticed and not noticed, and it had been sitting at the back of my mind the whole time we talked, and I wanted to look at it again.

His fire.

The little cook-fire on the gravel fan at the gully’s mouth, where his billy can had hung.

In it, half-burned, was a stake.

A wooden stake. Sharpened at one end. There was still a scrap of cloth tied to the top of it, curling and blackening in the heat.

Red cloth.

It was one of ours. One of the stakes we’d driven across the mouth of the gully in the first week. No one enters. Where birds fall. He’d pulled it up out of the ground and broken it over his knee and fed it to his fire to boil his tea.

And in the ashes beside it, tossed there like rubbish, a small carved thing. White. Tevi’s bone charm. The one we’d hung from that stake, so that even a child who couldn’t understand the reason would understand the warning.

Lockie saw me looking.

He looked down at the fire, and at the stake burning in it, and back up at me, and he grinned.

“Bit of juju,” he called. “Burns nice.”



I walked back to the outpost.

After the sun had shifted halfway toward the rim, Kaya came in through the back of the palisade with Rena. Her face was calm. She set her bow down with deliberate care, then rolled one cramped shoulder and flexed the hand that had kept the string ready.

She’d held her concealment for the whole of it. Lockie had never raised the rifle, so she’d never completed the draw.

She sat down with her back against a stake and rubbed the stiffness from her forearm, and she had no words for it, and I sat down beside her.

“You held,” I said.

“I held.” Her voice was flat. Tired. “My whole body feels like it’s been tied into a knot.”

“That’s what holding feels like.”

She thought about that.

“Peace is harder than war,” Kaya said. “Nobody told me.”



I needed a night in the valley.

I needed Claire’s hide. I needed to think somewhere a rifle couldn’t see me. And I needed, though I wouldn’t have said it out loud, to see my children.

Claire came with me. She wanted her notes, she said, and her instruments, and she wanted to look at the eastern valley on paper instead of in the mud. Kaya held the outpost. Sela stayed with Lira. Setu stayed with the settlers, and nobody said a word about it.

We left at dawn the next day and walked the ridge. A long day. We didn’t talk much.

We came down into the valley at dusk, into the smell of cook-fires and the sound of children, and I stood at the gate a moment and just breathed it.



Naia was waiting.

She was sitting on the storehouse porch on her stool, with her tally-stones in her lap and her eyes on the ridge path, and she’d been sitting there, Amara told me later, since midday. Not moving. Just watching the ridge.

When she saw me come down it, she didn’t get up. She didn’t wave. She just sat there, very still, and watched me walk the whole way to the gate.

Then she looked away. Back down at her stones.

Seven and a half moons. She’d been running the valley with Amara for weeks while I was over the ridge. She’d been running it well. I could see it everywhere I looked, in the swept lanes and the full water jars and the quiet efficiency of it all. She’d been doing it with my child the size of a melon inside her, sitting on stools because standing hurt, counting salt and settling feuds and waiting.

I went straight to her. I knelt down in front of her stool.

She kept looking at her stones.

“You’re late,” Naia said.

“I’m sorry.”

“You were supposed to come back three days ago. I had it on my tally.” She clicked a stone. “Lira was shot.”

“She’s alive. She’ll live. Sela got it out.”

“I know. The runner told us.” Click. “And you went out alone to talk to him. In the day. Unarmed. The runner told us that too.”

“I had to.”

“You didn’t have to.” Her voice was very even. “You chose to. It’s different.” She clicked another stone, hard, and then her hand stopped moving.

She kept her hand on the stones until her anger stopped making them click.

Then her bright, wet, furious eyes found mine.

“I am not negotiating tonight,” Naia said. “With anyone. Especially you.”



She’d arranged everything, of course.

Amara had taken the babies to the healer’s hut for the night, with Maya and Kano both. Claire had gone to her instruments. The long hut was empty except for us, and a fire burning low, and the furs laid out on the sleeping platform in a way that told me someone had laid them out on purpose.

“I arranged it,” Naia said, when she saw me notice. “This morning. I had a feeling you’d be back tonight.” She lowered herself onto the furs with the careful magnificence of a woman sitting down around a baby. “I was wrong about the three days. I wasn’t wrong about tonight.”

She sat on the furs with her legs folded under her and reached up and began to take down her hair.

I watched her do it.

Naia’s braids were a statement. They’d always been. The elaborate plaits, the shells and copper beads clicking at the ends, an architecture built each morning so the valley would see the chieftain’s daughter coming. She never took them down in public. I’d seen her hair loose maybe a dozen times in two years, and every single one of them had been in the dark, with me.

She unwound them one by one. Slowly. The shells and the copper beads clicking into her lap. The long black hair coming loose and falling down her back in thick crimped waves, all the way down, past her shoulders, past her waist, pooling on the furs behind her.

When she was done she shook it out and met my eyes through it.

“There,” she said. “Now take off my wrap.”



I knelt behind her on the furs and untied it.

It fell off her shoulders and down around her hips, and I pushed it the rest of the way off, and she knelt there naked in the firelight with her back to me.

I drank in the sight of her. I couldn’t not.

The long black hair falling down her back. The curve of her spine under it. And below, the thing every eye in the valley watched, the thing I’d watched walk away from me across a council chamber the day I was brought in as a prisoner. That massive round ass, spread wide and heavy where she knelt, her full weight settled back on her heels so the two great globes of it pressed out on either side, oiled and smooth and gleaming in the firelight. The pregnancy had made it bigger. Her hips had spread wider, softer, and her ass had filled out with them, until it was almost absurd. It was the most beautiful thing in the highlands, and she knew it, and she’d spent her whole adult life using it on every man who looked at her, and then she’d given it to me.

She rose up on her knees.

Kneeling upright, her back straight, her thighs apart. She reached back, found my hands, and pulled me in close behind her, until my chest was against her back and my knees were between hers.

“Hold me,” she said.

I put my arms around her.

My right hand went to her belly. It was huge now, high and tight, a hard warm drum under my palm. I spread my fingers across it. Something moved under them. A slow roll, a push.

“She’s awake,” Naia murmured. “She doesn’t like it when you’re gone. She kicks me all night.”

“She?”

“I’ve decided,” Naia said. “I’m always right.”

My left hand went to her breasts.

They’d grown too. Heavier. Fuller. Riding high above the belly now, the dark nipples gone darker and wider, swollen and sensitive. I cupped one and she sucked in a breath. I brushed my thumb across the nipple and she shuddered against me from head to foot.

“Careful,” she whispered. “Everything is so… everything is so much, now.”

She let her head fall back onto my shoulder. Her loose hair spilled over my arm. Her throat arched, and I put my mouth on it, and she moaned.



“The front,” Naia said, after a while, “is occupied.”

“I noticed.”

“So.” She reached behind her. Her hand found the little clay oil pot on the edge of the platform, where she’d set it that morning because she arranged everything. She tipped oil into her palm, warm from sitting near the fire. And she reached back between us and took my cock in her oiled hand and stroked it, slow, from root to tip, coating it, and I groaned into her neck.

“You know what I want,” she said.

“Tell me anyway.”

“I want you in my ass.”

She said it without any performance in it at all. No knowing smile. No lowered lashes. The chieftain’s daughter, seven and a half moons pregnant with my child, kneeling naked in the firelight with her hair down, saying exactly what she wanted in plain words.

“It’s mine,” she said. “It’s the one thing I have that’s still mine to give when the rest of me belongs to her. And I want to give it to you. Now.”

She guided me.

She reached back with her oiled hand and held my cock and set the head of it against her. Between those two great globes, at the tight dark center of her. And she pressed back.



Slow.

She set the pace. I let her. It was her act, her choice, and she’d owned it since the night of her vow, and I wasn’t going to take it from her now.

She pushed back onto me a little at a time, and I felt her open. The tight ring of muscle yielding, slowly, stretching around the head of my cock, and her breath coming out in a long shaking hiss.

“Oh,” she breathed. “Oh, gods. It’s always… every time I forget…”

“Slow.”

“I am being slow. Don’t tell me slow.”

She took a little more. And a little more. Her back pressed against my chest, her head on my shoulder, her ass pressing back into my hips inch by inch as she sank down onto my cock. So tight. So hot. The oil made it smooth and her body made it almost impossible, and she took it anyway, all of it, until she was sitting fully back against me with my cock buried to the root in her ass and her great round cheeks pressed hard into my hips.

She stayed there. Shaking. Breathing.

“There,” she whispered. “There. All of it.”

“You feel incredible.”

“I know.” A wet laugh. “I know I do. Tell me anyway.”

“You’re so tight I can barely think. You’re so full. You feel like nothing else in the world, Naia.”

She made a sound that wasn’t a word.

She started to move.



It wasn’t much. She couldn’t do much, kneeling upright, heavy with the child. She rocked. Small slow movements of her hips, forward and back, her ass grinding against me, my cock sliding a finger’s width out of her and back in. But at that angle, with her back against my chest and her full weight on me, every tiny movement went all the way through both of us.

I held her. One hand on her belly, holding the child. One hand on her breast, rolling the swollen nipple.

“Harder,” she whispered.

I moved with her. I rocked my hips up into her as she rocked back, and the stroke got longer, deeper, and she cried out.

“Yes. Yes, like that. I’ll give you anything,” she gasped. “Anything you want. The salt. The stores. I’ll give you the whole east lane, I’ll…”

She stopped.

“No,” she said. “No, no, I’m not bargaining. There’s nothing, there’s no… I’m not trading anything. There’s no terms. Just don’t stop. Don’t stop. Please don’t stop.”

That was it. That was the thing. The sound of Naia running out of terms.

“I’m not going to stop,” I said into her ear.

“Promise.”

“I promise.”

I slid my hand down off her belly. Under the curve of it, down between her spread thighs, to her pussy. She was soaking wet. Swollen. Her clit was hard and slick and pushing out, and when I found it with two fingers she jerked against me so hard she drove herself all the way down onto my cock.

She screamed. Not loud. Into her own hand. But she screamed.

“There,” she sobbed. “There, there, gods, don’t stop, please…”

I worked her clit in slow firm circles while I fucked her ass, both at once, and she came apart in my arms.



She came shuddering upright against me.

Her whole body went rigid, her back arched into my chest, her head thrown back on my shoulder with her loose hair spilling everywhere. Her ass clamped down on my cock so hard it was almost pain, and pulsed, and pulsed again, and her pussy pulsed under my fingers, and she cried out over and over, low and broken, with no words in it at all.

No terms. No bargaining. No performance. Just Naia, coming apart on my cock with my arms around her and my child kicking under my hand.

I couldn’t hold back.

I wrapped both arms around her, one around her breasts and one around her belly, and held her against me, and drove up into her ass one last time as deep as I could go. And I came.

Deep. Hard. My cock jerking inside her, pumping my cum up into her ass in long pulses, filling her. She felt it. She moaned when she felt it, low and long, and her ass squeezed around me like she was trying to keep every drop.

I held her until it stopped. Until we both stopped shaking.

We stayed like that. Kneeling. Joined. My arms around her and the baby.



When her shaking eased, she let me lay her down.

On her side, on the furs, the way she had to lie now, with a rolled fur under the belly. I lay behind her. She pulled my arm around her and laid my hand back on the child.

Her hair was everywhere. On the furs, on my face, in my mouth. I didn’t mind.

“The hands,” she said, after a while.

“You were right.”

“I know I was right. Tell me which.”

“Denny,” I said. “He has a partner. Denny Kerslake. He said the name and the lighter stayed still. The partner’s real. He knows about the creek.”

Naia went quiet.

“And then he said twenty blokes,” I said. “Twenty men with guns, coming up in the dry. And the lighter went like a bird’s heart.”

“So the partner is real and the army is not.”

“The army’s a bluff.”

She let out a long breath.

“Good,” she said. “One man coming is a problem. Twenty is a war.” She was quiet again. “You watched his hands. You did what I told you.”

“I did what you told me.”

“Good,” she said again, and there was something almost shy in it. “It’s strange. Being useful for something that isn’t my body or my name.” Her fingers moved on mine over her belly. “I like it.”



She was quiet for so long I thought she’d gone to sleep.

Her next words came very softly: the thing she hadn’t told anyone.

“My mother is failing.”

I held still.

“She won’t eat much now. She sleeps most of the day. Amara goes every morning and every evening, and Amara doesn’t say anything, and that’s how I know.” Naia’s voice was very even. “She told me three days ago. When you should have been back. She had her attendant send everyone out and she took my hand in her good hand, and she told me.”

“Told you what?”

“That she’s holding on for the baby. For this one.” Her hand pressed mine harder against the belly. “She said she’ll hold her granddaughter. She said she’s decided. And after that…” Naia’s voice didn’t break. It just went very careful, like a woman carrying something full to the brim. “After that, she told me, terms are met.”

There was no answer that could carry what she’d told me, so I held her closer.

I held her. I held her and the child and her loose black hair, and the fire burned down, and after a while I felt her shoulders shake once, very slightly, and then stop.



Later still, she was half asleep, and I was lying awake with my eyes on the wall.

Claire had hung her hides there, the two of them, side by side. The old one, the whole caldera, our valley, with its red marks from the quake. And the new one she’d painted in the evenings over the past weeks at the East Fire, on a fresh-scraped pigskin: the eastern valley. The creek running down the middle. The old village. The new outpost on Kesa’s shelf. The ponds and the diversion channel. The sluice, marked with a small black square.

And up on the eastern slope, at the mouth of a side gully, a single red dot. Painted very carefully. Circled twice.

The mountain’s mouth.

Naia stirred against me. She spoke without opening her eyes, slurred with sleep, the way she said the most important things.

“What does he want,” she murmured, “more than winning?”

It was the negotiator’s question. The first question you ask about anyone across a table. Not what they say they want. What they want more than the thing they say.

My attention settled on the red dot on the hide.

“The gold,” I said.

Naia made a small satisfied sound, as if I’d finally given the right answer, and went to sleep.

I lay there in the firelight with that dot fixed in my mind. At the gully where the creek gravel spilled out in a fan. Where the floor was loose rounded stones and the slope ran low and gentle for the last thirty paces, easy walking, like a path inviting you in. Where the gas lay thickest at the very bottom, where the gravel was deepest.

Where a man had pulled up our stake and burned it in his fire and called it juju.

“Then we give him all of it,” I said to the dark.

“Right where the birds fall.”


Chapter 10: Gold Settles Low

We went back over the ridge at first light, Claire and I, with the eastern hide rolled up on my back.

The full moon was eleven nights off.

I’d lain awake most of the night beside Naia working it through. Walking it. I used to walk a problem like this on the show before the cameras rolled, step by step, searching for the point where it broke. I’d found a lot of places where it broke. I’d fixed some of them. Some of them I’d need Claire for.

She walked beside me up the switchbacks with her braid over her shoulder and her field boots on under her wrap, and she didn’t ask me anything until we were most of the way up.

Then she said, “You’re going to use the hollow.”

It wasn’t a question.

“How did you know?”

“You were looking at my red dot like it owed you money.” She kept climbing. “And you asked me, twice, at supper, whether the gas in that gully would be thicker in the morning or the evening. Nobody asks that twice unless they’re planning to put something in it.”

“Someone.”

She was quiet for a few switchbacks.

“Someone,” Claire agreed.



We laid it out that night in Kaya’s hut at the East Fire. Kaya, Claire, Kesa, Rena, Tira, and me, crouched around the eastern hide spread flat on the floor with a lamp at each corner.

I told them what I’d seen at the parley. The stake burning in his fire. The bone charm in the ashes. Bit of juju. Burns nice.

“He doesn’t believe in it,” I said. “Any of it. The dead ground, the charms, the stakes. He thinks it’s native nonsense. He laughed at it to my face.”

“Then he’s a fool,” Kesa said flatly.

“He’s a man from my world,” I said. “Where I come from, most men would laugh at it too. They’d see a stick with a rag on it and think superstition. They wouldn’t think there’s a reason the old women put that there.” I tapped the red dot. “He’s lived up here twenty years. He’s traded with every valley in these hills. And he wasn’t listening to the grandmothers now about where not to walk.”

“So he’ll walk in there,” Kaya said slowly.

“If he wants something badly enough.”



“Gold is heavy,” Claire said.

She’d been quiet, looking at the hide. Now she put her finger on the creek, down at the sluice, and traced it upstream.

“It’s one of the heaviest things in the world. Heavier than lead. When it washes down a creek, it doesn’t float along with the sand. It sinks. It drops out wherever the water slows down, and it works its way down through the gravel until it hits something it can’t get through.” Her finger moved to the gully’s mouth, where the gravel fan spilled out. “It settles in the low places. The deep places. In a creek bed, the richest gold is always in the lowest gravel. Every prospector alive knows that. It’s the first thing you learn.”

She moved her finger up the gully to the red dot.

“So does the gas,” she said. “It’s heavier than air. It settles in the low places. It pools at the bottom.” She looked up at us. “The floor of that gully is creek gravel. It’s low. It runs gentle for the last thirty paces, like a path. It’s exactly where a prospector would expect to find a bonanza, if he saw gold there. It’s exactly where he’d crouch down to pan it.”

Nobody said anything.

“And it’s exactly where the air kills you,” Claire said.



“So we put gold at the bottom of it,” Kaya said.

“We put gold at the bottom of it,” I agreed. “Real gold. Enough to make his eyes go wide. Scattered in the gravel right where he’d expect it.”

“And then?”

“And then we tell him it’s there.”

Rena frowned. “How? He’s not going to believe us.”

“No. He’d never believe us.” I turned to Claire. “But he’d believe one of his own men.”



I did the salting myself.

I wasn’t going to ask anyone else to do it. That was never a question. I’d walked into the mountain’s mouth in the quake season to pull Kiru and his sister out of the hollow by the eastern spring, on one held breath, and I knew what it felt like. I knew what it cost. I knew exactly how long I had before my vision started to go.

We did it by the rules. Every single rule we’d written in the dead-ground after Kiru dropped. I made everyone watch so they’d see the rules followed even when it was me.

A rope around my waist, knotted with Tevi’s double-knot. A belay above me, the rope run around the trunk of a tree at the gully lip. Three handlers on the rope, uphill, where the air was good: Kaya, Rena, and broad-shouldered Pakai. If my legs went, they’d haul me out like a fish.

Claire at the lip with a torch on a long pole, lowered to knee height so we could all see it gutter. And a count.

In my hand, a pouch.

Claire’s panned gold was in it, every flake she’d washed from the sluice in the first week. And the nuggets from the captured men’s pouches. They’d carried them, the young one had told Claire, sewn into the waistbands of their shorts, their own small secret shares, the only pay they’d seen in two moons. They’d given them up without a fight when Claire asked. The young one had cried a little. I’d promised him he’d get them back in salt.

Seven nuggets, the biggest the size of my thumbnail. A good handful of flakes.

Enough to make a greedy man’s heart stop.



I stood at the lip of the gully and breathed.

Three big breaths. In as deep as I could go, out as far as I could push. The old freediving trick I’d learned for a river episode years ago, blowing off the carbon dioxide in your blood so your body doesn’t scream for air as soon. Not so many that I’d go dizzy. Three.

On the third breath in, I held it.

I went down.



The ferns were cool and wet against my legs. The slope ran gentle, easy walking, the loose creek gravel shifting under my feet. I kept low. Not crouched. That was the rule. The gas lies thickest right at the bottom, heaviest down near the ground. You keep your head up. Crouching to hide from it is how you die.

Ten paces. Twenty.

The gully walls rose on either side of me, steep and green, and the light got dim. The air was very still. No wind reached down in here. I could hear my own heart.

Thirty paces. The bottom.

Deep creek gravel, rounded stones, a few old leaves on it. And bones.

I hadn’t expected that. I hadn’t let myself think about it. But there they were, scattered on the gravel. Small bones. Hundreds of them. Fine and white and hollow. Birds. Generations of birds, coming down at dusk to drink from the seeps in the gravel, and not flying out again. Kesa’s grandmother’s story, lying in a white drift at my feet.

A larger skull. A pig, maybe. A dog.

I opened the pouch.

I didn’t dump it. A salted claim looks salted if you dump it; any prospector knows that. I scattered it. I crouched, fast, careful, keeping my head up, and pressed the nuggets down into the gravel one by one, in the low places between the stones, where water would have left them. I sprinkled the flakes into the sand in the cracks. Where they’d catch the light when a man knelt and looked.

My chest was starting to burn.

The flakes caught what little light there was. Even in that dim green gloom, they glinted.

I stood up. Too fast. The world swam.

I turned around and walked back up the slope.



Those thirty paces stretched until they felt endless.

My chest was on fire. My body was screaming at me to breathe, just breathe, just one breath, and every part of my mind that knew where I was told it no. The gravel slid under my feet. The walls of the gully swung slowly around me like I was on a boat.

Little lights started at the edges of my eyes. White sparks. Crawling inward.

I felt the rope go tight around my waist.

They were hauling. Kaya and Rena and Pakai, pulling me up the last stretch. I let them. I kept my legs moving and let the rope carry me, and my vision was going grey at the edges and full of stars in the middle, and then there was light, and the wet ferns at the lip, and Kaya’s hand on my arm yanking me the last two steps up onto the good ground.

I breathed.

Great ragged heaving gasps, bent double with my hands on my knees. The stars in my eyes swirled and faded. The world stopped rocking.

Claire was standing over me. She had her fingers on the side of my neck, taking my pulse, the way she took the soot collars’ readings. Her face was white.

“Thirty-one seconds,” she said.

Her voice was very level.

“Thirty-one seconds from the lip to the lip. I counted.” She took her fingers off my neck. “Don’t do that twice.”



The story came next.

It was Claire’s work, mostly. I sat beside her and watched her do it, just as she’d watched me enter the hollow.

The two captured men had been at the East Fire three days now. Fed. Their wounds dressed by Sela. The older one’s broken arm splinted. They’d stopped expecting to be killed by the end of the third day. The young one, especially. He was barely out of his teens, a thin nervous lowland boy with river tattoos only half finished on his arms, and he’d attached himself to Claire like a lost dog following the first person who feeds it.

The older one with the broken arm was his cousin. They were from a river village on the Sepik, three weeks’ walk and canoe below the escarpment. The boy had a mother there. He talked about her constantly.

Claire sat down with him by the fire and explained what we wanted, in Tok Pisin, slowly, reaching for the words.

He listened to it with his mouth open.

His eyes moved from me back to her before he said something short.

“He’s asking why he should trust us,” Claire said. “It’s a fair question.”

“Tell him because we fed him,” I said. “Tell him because we didn’t kill him. Tell him because he’s seen how we treat Setu and the Koru men who used to be our enemies.”

Claire told him.

The boy thought about that for a long time.

Then he asked something else.

“He wants to know what happens to him after,” Claire said. “Him and his cousin. When it’s over.”

“Salt,” I said. “As much as they can carry. Food for the walk. Their gold back, weighed out in salt. And safe passage down the escarpment to the river before the crossings close. Our scouts will walk them there.”

Claire told him. She said it carefully. And then she said something else, softer, and I didn’t catch it, and the boy’s eyes filled.

“What did you say?”

“I told him he’d see his mother,” Claire said quietly. “Before the wet.”



The boy agreed.

He’d “escape.” That was the plan. In a few days, at dusk, he’d slip out of the outpost when nobody was watching and run back up the creek to Lockie’s camp. Make it look desperate. A scraped arm, maybe, torn clothes, a story about crawling out under the stakes.

And he’d tell Lockie a secret he’d overheard while he was a prisoner.

That the Vanu weren’t stupid. That they’d been panning the creek themselves, secretly, ever since they came east. That they’d found gold. Lots of it. More than Lockie’s sluice had ever seen. And they’d been hiding it where no native would ever go looking, and where no native would ever steal it.

In the Koru juju-hollow. The haunted gully. The one with the red rags.

“Will he believe it?” Kaya asked.

I thought about the stake burning in Lockie’s fire. Bit of juju. Burns nice.

“He’ll believe it,” I said. “Because he’ll think we’re fools for being afraid of the place. And he’ll think he’s clever for not being.”



Next, we shaped the ground around it.

“Every exit,” I said, on the hide. “We close every door he has except one.”

The ridge path first. The one we’d come in on, and the one Lockie had walked to our gate. From the high rock above it, his rifle ruled the outpost.

“Smoke,” I said.

Kesa and the Koru women knew it better than anyone. The smoke-filter hearths from the season of the eye in the sky, the ones that had hidden our cook-fires from the drone, worked by packing green brush and damp earth into the fire’s throat so the smoke came out cool and thin and scattered. Turn that inside out, and you had the opposite. Green brush piled on a hot fire, wet leaves on top, and it roared up grey and thick and blinding.

“Five fires,” I said. “Along the ridge path, from the rock down. Ready to light. When he moves, we light them. He can’t see through it. He can’t shoot through it. The ridge stops being his.”

Rena nodded. She’d light them herself.

“The wall came next.” I turned to Tevi, who’d come in and sat down in the corner without being asked and started knotting. “Straw men. Ten of them. Dressed in wraps. Standing on the outpost wall like warriors on watch.”

Tevi grinned with her few teeth. She knew exactly what I meant. We’d built a whole decoy village once, of huts and a tended fire, to draw a drone away. She’d woven half the thatch for it.

“He’ll shoot at them,” I said. “Every straw man he puts a bullet through is a bullet he doesn’t have. Let him spend his life on grass.”

“And the headman,” Kaya said.

I’d been waiting for her to say it.

The headman. Lockie’s last loyal man. The grey-bearded one with the face like a closed door. The boy said Lockie had given him a shotgun of his own, a gift, not a loan, and paid him double what he’d paid the others back when he’d paid anyone. He’d stay with Lockie to the end.

“When Lockie moves on the hollow,” I said, “he’ll want cover. The boy says he’ll send the headman down the creek to fire the huts. Burn the outpost. Keep us all busy putting out flames while he fills his hat.”

“So someone stops the headman.”

“So you stop the headman.” I held her gaze. “Your line. At the creek. You hold it. The settlers’ huts are behind you.”

Kaya traced the creek twice, then the route to the outpost on Kesa’s shelf and the huts full of people she’d moved here.

“I’ll hold it,” she said.

“You’ll have to wait. Until the signal.”

“I know.”

“Even when he’s in the open. Even when you want to go.”

“I know,” Kaya said. And then, quieter, “I’ve been practicing.”



“Every door closes,” I said. “The ridge, smoke. The wall, straw. The creek, Kaya. His men, gone. Behind him, the rains coming, and the escarpment trail flooding. In front of him, the full moon, and his own deadline.”

I put my finger on the red dot.

“One door left open. The gold. At the bottom of the gully.”



Kaya’s attention moved from the red dot to me.

“And if he doesn’t go in?”

“Then he doesn’t go in.”

The whole circle waited on me.

I’d thought about this part longer than any other. Lying awake beside Naia. Walking up the ridge. Standing at the lip of the hollow with my chest on fire.

“I want to say this out loud,” I said, “so everyone here hears it.”

I looked around the circle. Kaya, Claire, Kesa, Rena, Tira, Tevi.

“This plan rests on one thing. That he chooses gold over his life. We’re not going to push him in. We’re not going to drag him. We’re going to make it easy for him, and we’re going to leave the door open, and that’s all.” I turned to Claire. “When he goes for the gully, I’ll be at the rim. I’ll tell him. In plain English, so there’s no misunderstanding. I’ll tell him to walk back up. I’ll tell him to leave the gold. I’ll tell him the ground kills.”

Kesa’s face didn’t change. Tira nodded slowly.

“If he walks back up,” I said, “he walks out with nothing. No gold, no rifle, no men. We walk him down the escarpment ourselves if we have to.” I paused. “If he doesn’t, the mountain decides.”

Nobody said anything for a while.

“That’s a good choice to give him,” Kaya said at last. “It’s more than the wolf gave anyone.” Her eyes held mine. “Is it enough for you?”

“I don’t know yet.”

“It’s more than enough,” Claire said quietly. “It’s a door. He can walk through it or not.” She looked down at her hands. “I think about all the people in my old life who never got a door. Who just got a file.”



Tira stayed after the others had gone.

She sat by the lamp with her knees drawn up, and I saw what she had across her back, and understood why she’d stayed.

Raku’s steel. The contractor’s machete. The one that had snapped my old crash-salvaged blade at the guard in the fight at the beacon, and opened my forearm through the old scar. The one I’d taken off his body with the finger-bone necklace and the brass lighter.

Tira had carried it on her back since the harvest festival. She’d carried it over the ridge. She’d sat with it every night at her forge, turning it in the firelight, trying to make it tell her how it was made.

She unslung it now, scabbard and all, and held it across her two hands. Her thumb followed the worn edge once.

Then she held it out to me.

“You’re going to need steel,” she said.

I didn’t take it right away.

“It’s yours,” I said. “You’ve been working on it.”

“I’ve been sitting with it. It won’t talk to me.” She pushed it into my hands. “My copper is good. My copper is the best in the highlands. But his rifle is steel, and his knives are steel, and when you’re face to face with him at the rim of that gully, I don’t want you holding my copper.” Her jaw tightened. “I watched your old blade break against this one. I’m not watching it again.”

I took it.

It was heavier than I remembered. Balanced well. The edge was keen; she’d been honing it, even while she studied it.

“It keeps secrets,” Tira said. “Make it keep yours.”



Claire couldn’t stop.

I found her in our hut late that night, the new hut at the East Fire that we’d built with the others, lashed and thatched on Kesa’s shelf. She was sitting cross-legged on the sleeping platform with her field notebook open on her knees and a charcoal stub in her hand, and she was writing. Numbers. Lines of them.

“What are you doing?”

“Exposure paths.” She didn’t look up. “He knows I’m alive. He knows you’re alive. He has a partner who knows about the creek. Does the partner know about us? Did he tell him? When? How? If he tells him, what does Denny do with it? Does he sell it? Who does he sell it to? The papers? GeoSpec? GeoSpec’s lawyers? My old department?” She scratched a line. “If GeoSpec finds out I faked my own death to protect a site they wanted, they’ll…”

“Claire.”

“Every one of those is a branch. Every branch has three more branches. I’ve been trying to put probabilities on them and I can’t, because I don’t have enough data, because I don’t know what’s in that man’s head.” Her charcoal snapped. She stared at the broken stub in her fingers. “I can’t control what he knows. I’ve been sitting here for two hours trying to control what he knows.”

I sat down on the edge of the platform.

She looked up at me. Her face was pale. The flush that always came up her throat when I got close to her didn’t come. She was too far inside her own head.

“I need to control something,” she said. “One variable. Any variable. I don’t care what.”

I waited.

She searched my face, then closed the notebook and set it aside very carefully, the way she set down her instruments.

“Lie down,” Claire said.



I lay down on my back on the furs.

She got up on her knees and pulled her wrap loose and let it fall.

I’d seen her naked more times now than I could count. It still hit me every time, because she always looked at me with that same expression, braced and daring and terrified, like a woman stepping off a cliff to see if the air would hold.

Long legs, pale and freckled, the long field-hardened muscles of her thighs. Her hips, slim, subtle. Her stomach, flat. And her breasts, small and firm and high, the nipples pink on her fair skin. Pale pink. Already tight. The freckles scattered across her shoulders and down her chest and over the tops of her breasts like someone had flicked a brush.

She threw one leg over me and straddled my hips.

“I’m setting the pace,” she said.

“All right.”

“I mean it. Don’t help. Don’t touch my hips. I’m doing this.”

“All right.”

She reached down between us and took my cock in her hand. I was hard. I’d been hard since she said lie down. She held it upright and raised herself up on her knees above it, and I watched her face while she lined it up.

She lowered herself onto it.



Slowly. So slowly. She was wet, but she went slow anyway, easing down a little at a time, her eyes half closed, her lips parted. I felt her open around me. Inch by inch. Hot and tight and gripping.

She let out a long breath when she was all the way down.

Then she started to move.

She rode me like a metronome.

Up. Down. Up. Down. Measured and even and deliberate, every stroke exactly the same length as the one before it, exactly the same speed. Her hands flat on my chest. Her eyes fixed on a point somewhere over my head. Her lips moving.

She was counting.

Under her breath. I could barely hear it. “Nine. Ten. Eleven. Twelve.” On every downstroke. Her voice level and precise. “Thirteen. Fourteen.”

I let her.

I lay there with my hands at my sides like she’d told me and let her have it. Let her set the rhythm and hold it and count it. I watched her do it.

The flush came.

It came slowly, beginning low as it always did. Pink across her chest. Pink blooming over her small breasts, around the pale nipples, which had gone hard and dark with blood. Then climbing. Up her throat, in a scarlet tide. Into her cheeks.

“Twenty-six. Twenty-seven.”

Her ear-tips went red.

“Thirty. Thirty-one. Thirty-two.”

Her voice was still level. Her rhythm was still perfect. But her breath was starting to come short between the numbers. Her pussy was getting wetter around me, hotter, starting to flutter on every downstroke in a way she couldn’t count.

“Forty. Forty-one. Forty…”

She hitched. Just once. Lost the rhythm for half a stroke. Caught it again.

“Forty-two. Forty-three.”

I let her have it for a long time. Long past fifty. Long past a hundred. I watched the flush spread and deepen until her chest, throat, and face were rose and scarlet. I watched sweat bead on her freckled shoulders and run down between her breasts. I watched her bite the inside of her cheek, hard, the way she did when her composure started going. I watched her fight to hold the count.

She was holding it. Barely. Because she needed to.

And I understood that what she needed wasn’t to hold it.



I took her hips.

Both hands. Hard. My fingers sinking into the slim muscle of her hips.

“I said don’t…”

I broke her rhythm.

I pulled her down onto me off the count. Deep. Deeper than she’d been going, all the way to the root, and held her there, and then I lifted her and pulled her down again, faster, not even, not measured, not anything she could count. And I slid my right hand down her belly and put my thumb on her clit.

The numbers fell apart mid-word.

“A hundred and… a hundred and six… a hun…”

She didn’t finish it.

“Daniel,” she gasped. “Daniel, I can’t, I can’t keep…”

“Don’t keep it.”

“I need to…”

“You don’t need to. Let it go.”

I circled her clit with my thumb and drove up into her off every rhythm she’d built, and I watched her lose it. All of it. The count. The control. The last variable she’d been holding onto. I watched it go out of her face.

She came.

And the flood came with it.

It came out of her all at once, the way it always did, her body’s answer, impossible to measure, manage, or hide. Hot and wet and sudden, a gush that poured out of her around my cock and soaked my stomach and my thighs and the furs under us. She cried out, the raw astonished sound she’d never once gotten used to, and she was still coming, and it came again, another gush, splashing down onto me from above.

She was sitting up on me, riding me, and it rained down.

Drenching both of us. Running down my sides. Soaking the furs.

She couldn’t stop it. She never could. That was the thing about Claire. She could hold a count for a hundred strokes. She could hold her breath for thirty-eight seconds under a rockfall. She could hold her professional face while a man who knew her dead name sat across a fire from her.

She could not hold this.



She collapsed forward onto my chest.

All of her strength just went. She fell on me in a wet shaking heap, her face in my neck, her whole body trembling, her pussy still clenching around my cock in little aftershocks.

“Oh, god,” she said into my neck. “Oh, god. Oh, god.”

“You’re all right.”

“I’m soaking. We’re soaking. The furs are…”

“The furs don’t care.”

She lay there shaking. She couldn’t set any pace now. She couldn’t have set a pace if her life depended on it. She could barely hold her head up.

I put my arms around her and held her against me. And I started to move.

From underneath. I drove up into her, slow at first, then harder, my hips rising off the furs, her limp body held against my chest. She had no rhythm to fight. She had nothing to fight with. She just lay on me and took it, her face in my neck, her breath coming in short broken gasps against my skin.

“I can’t,” she whispered. “I can’t do it again. I just…”

“You can.”

“That’s not… that’s not how… Daniel…”

I pushed up into her deep and held there, and ground against her, slow, my pelvis pressing into her clit.

She came again.

It tore out of her with no warning at all. Not built up, not climbed toward. It just took her. Her whole body jerked against my chest and she cried out into my neck and the second flood came, soaking me all over again, running hot down my hips.

She didn’t count it. She didn’t even try.

I couldn’t hold back any longer. I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her down hard onto me and came inside her. Deep. I felt it pulse out of me into her, filling her, and she moaned into my neck when she felt it, a low astonished sound.

Her legs were trembling on either side of me. Her thighs, pressed against my hips, shaking like leaves.

We lay there until our breathing matched. Soaked. Wrapped around each other in the ruin of the furs.



Eventually she lifted her head.

Her face was scarlet. Her hair had come half out of its braid and was stuck to her cheeks and her neck. Her ear-tips were so red they looked burned.

She looked down at the furs. At me. At the soaked mess of both of us.

“Two for two,” Claire said.

Her voice was hoarse and very dry.

“Two for two,” I agreed.

“On top. I was on top. I had the pace. I had a count. I had a hundred and six strokes of controlled data, Daniel.” She shook her head slowly. “And it still happened. Twice.”

“It always happens.”

“I know it always happens. That’s what’s so…” She put her face back down on my chest. “The data’s getting embarrassing.”

A laugh broke loose. She punched me in the ribs, weakly, and laughed too, into my chest, and for a while we just lay there laughing in the wet dark like fools.



When it had passed, she stayed quiet until the fire cracked between us.

“I can’t control what that man knows,” she said finally.

“No.”

“I sat here for two hours trying to.”

“I know.”

She lifted her head again and found my face in the dark.

“No,” I said. “You can’t control what he knows. But you can control what he does with it.”

She frowned.

“That’s not how control works,” she said.

“It is tomorrow.”

Claire studied my face as if the answer might settle into a measurable line. Her breathing slowed first; then the rigid set of her shoulders eased.

She put her head back down on my chest, and I felt her breathe out, long and slow, and I felt something in her go quiet that had been loud for two hours.

“Tomorrow,” she agreed.



Nine days passed.

We used every one of them. The smoke crews built and rebuilt their green-brush piles until Rena could light all five without showing herself on the ridge. Tevi’s ten straw warriors took shape behind the wall, dressed in old wraps and shifted twice a day so no distant watcher saw the same silhouettes frozen in place. Kaya walked her creek line until she knew every stone underfoot. I watched Lockie’s ridge through a slit in the palisade and counted patrols, meals, and every glimpse of the bandolier. Nothing moved before it was ready.

On the ninth day, with the full moon two nights away, the boy went at dusk.

We watched him go from the platform, lying flat behind the stakes, Kaya and Claire and me.

He slipped out through the south side of the palisade, where we’d loosened two stakes on purpose. He had scratches on his arms we’d put there with a thornbush, and a torn wrap, and his face was streaked with dirt and his eyes were wide and frightened, and none of that was acting. He crossed the open ground in a low scrambling run, into the long grass by the creek, and turned north, toward the sluice. Toward Lockie’s camp.

He looked back once. At the outpost. At Claire, though he couldn’t have seen her.

Then the grass closed over him and he was gone.

“Will he do it?” Kaya said quietly.

“He wants to see his mother,” Claire said.

Nobody said anything else.



I looked up, past the creek, past the ridge, at the eastern sky.

The thin grey line of cloud I’d seen at the parley had become something else. It stood along the whole top of the eastern ridge now. A wall of it. Dark grey, heavy, its underside ragged, its top lit gold by the last of the sun. Standing there like a wave that hadn’t broken yet.

The first rain-front of the season.

In the sky behind us, low over the western hills, the moon was coming up. Almost round. A thin sliver missing from one side.

Two nights off full.

Kaya tracked the rain-front, the moon, and finally me.

“Tomorrow,” I said, “or never.”


Chapter 11: The Last Night of the Dry

Claire went down to the creek in the dark with the boy’s cousin.

It was the last piece. The one I’d kept to myself until the boy was gone, because I didn’t want him carrying it in his face when he walked into Lockie’s camp.

There was one more of Lockie’s men out there. The one who’d torn free of the net at the gate and run, with Kaya’s club-butt opened across his face and shoulder. He’d been out in the hills nearly two weeks. Wounded, with no medicine. Hungry. Unpaid. If he was still alive, he was somewhere near Lockie’s camp, because there was nowhere else for him to go.

And he was the one who could run.

One survivor could still carry every detail downhill. I’d understood that at the first fire and I’d been turning it over every night since. If this ended and that man was still loose in the hills, he’d walk down the escarpment when the wet broke and spread every detail along the rivers.

So we were going to ask him to come in.



They crouched at the edge of the creek below the outpost, on our bank, where the water ran loud over the gravel. Claire, and the cousin with his splinted arm, and Rena a few paces behind them in the dark with her knife.

The cousin called first. Low. In Tok Pisin. His voice ran out over the water and the creek carried it north, up the valley, as Sela had described, carrying voices along the surface like grain through a trough.

Then Claire.

I was on the platform and I could just hear her. Her rusty careful Tok Pisin, pitched to carry and no louder. I didn’t understand the words. I knew what she was saying because we’d worked it out together that afternoon.

There’s food at the Vanu fire. Hot food. Fish and yams. Salt to carry home. A healer for your face. And in the morning, a river trail. Your cousin’s here. He’s fed. He’s safe. Come down.

She said it over and over, a little differently each time. The cousin said it with her.

Nothing answered.

They kept calling until my legs went numb on the planks. The moon, nearly full, slid behind the rain-front, emerged, and vanished again. The creek ran.

Then, from far up the valley, from the dark along the water, a voice called back.

One word. Hoarse.

The cousin’s whole body went still. Then he called again, something urgent and fast, and the voice answered, longer this time.

Claire turned her head toward the platform. I couldn’t see her face in the dark. I could see her lift one hand.



The boy came back down before first light.

For good, this time.

He came along the creek bank in the grey dark, fast and low, and he wasn’t alone. He had his arm around another man, half carrying him. The runaway. The one from the gate.

He was in bad shape. Kaya’s club had split the skin over his cheekbone and down across his shoulder, and nearly two weeks in the hills had let it go bad, swollen and angry and weeping. He was grey with fever. He’d been living on nothing. When they got him inside the stakes he sat down on the ground and just stayed there, shaking, staring at nothing.

Sela was on him before he’d finished sitting. Her kit, her boiled cloth, her calm healer’s voice. She started cleaning the wound, and he flinched, and then he looked up at her face in the dawn light and something went out of him, and he let her.

The cousin knelt beside him and put his good arm around him and said something over and over.

Claire came up from the creek. Her face was pale and wet and exhausted and she was very nearly smiling.

“Both of them,” she said.

“Both of them.”

“It worked.” She said it like she didn’t quite believe it. “I just talked someone in out of the dark. In Tok Pisin.”

I went to the boy.

He was shaking too, but not with fever. He was crouched by the fire with a bowl of fish someone had shoved into his hands, eating it as fast as he could get it into his mouth, and when I crouched down across from him his enormous eyes locked onto mine.

Claire crouched beside me and asked him, gently.

He told it with his mouth full.



He’d done it. All of it. He’d gone up the creek at dusk exactly as planned, with his scratched arms and his torn wrap, and he’d found Lockie at his camp by the sluice, sitting by his fire, and he’d stumbled into the light gasping.

Lockie had been glad to see him. Clapped him on the back. Given him bully beef. Asked how he’d gotten out.

And the boy had told him the secret.

The Vanu had been panning the creek. Secretly. Ever since they came east. They’d found gold, more gold than Lockie’s sluice had ever seen. And they were hiding it where nobody would ever look. In the Koru juju-hollow. The haunted gully, with the red rags on the sticks. Because no native would ever go in there, not even to steal.

Claire translated what he said next word for word, and her voice went flat doing it.

“He laughed,” she said. “Lockie. He laughed so hard he had to put down his bully beef. He said…” She checked with the boy. “He said, bloody natives. Sitting on a fortune and too scared of ghosts to spend it. He said he’d been living next to a gold mine for a month and burning its fence for firewood.” She paused. “He said it was the funniest thing he’d ever heard.”

“He believed it.”

“He swallowed it whole.” Claire listened as the boy went on. “He started planning right there, at the fire. At dawn, tomorrow. Today, now. He’ll go up the gully and clean it out. Every nugget. He’ll send the headman down the creek to fire the huts, to keep everyone busy putting out the flames. And then…” She stopped. Listened. “And then he’ll shoot his way out. Down the valley to the escarpment trail and over the edge before the rain closes it. He said with the juju gold in his pack, he doesn’t need the creek anymore. He doesn’t need the women. He doesn’t need anything.” Her gaze found mine. “He said the old wolf was right. The valley’s full of treasure. It’s just lying around for any man with the stones to pick it up.”



The boy had slipped away from Lockie’s fire after midnight, when he heard his cousin calling from the creek.

He’d found the runaway in the rocks above the sluice, where he’d been hiding for days, too sick and too scared to go back to the camp and too sick and too scared to go anywhere else. He’d told him about the food and the healer and the river trail. He’d gotten him up. He’d half carried him down.

“Lockie will know,” I said. “When he wakes up and they’re both gone.”

The boy shrugged. He said something short.

“He says Lockie will think the ghosts took them,” Claire said. She almost smiled. “He says Lockie will laugh about that, too.”



Lockie didn’t laugh.

We heard him find out.

It was still dark, the grey just coming up behind the eastern ridge. A shout from up the valley, from the direction of the sluice. A man’s voice, big, English, shouting a name. Then shouting it again. Then a string of words that carried all the way down the creek on the morning air, words I hadn’t heard anyone use in two years. Everyone in the outpost heard them. None of them understood them. They didn’t need to.

The rifle answered.

It cracked from up the valley. Flat and hard. Not at the outpost. Not at anything. At the dark along the creek, at the water, at the place where his men had gone. The sound of a man shooting at shadows because he was angry and there was nothing else to shoot.

The echo came back off the far ridge.

Every face in the outpost turned toward me.

“Eighteen,” I said.



I went to get my pack before the light came.

Raku’s steel, in its scabbard, strapped across my back. A coil of rope. A copper knife on my hip, Tira’s best. A water gourd. The things I’d need at the rim of the gully if it came to that.

I picked up the pack by its strap, and something on the strap caught my fingers.

I looked down.

A grass charm. Braided tight. Tied around the strap with a little knot and a bow.

It was the kind Kiru’s sister made. The braided grass pigs and birds and nothing-in-particulars she’d been tying to things since the quake season, to Maya’s circlet, to my pack before the hunt, to her own wrist the day her brother threw his knife into the lake. So the mountain takes the grass instead.

I hadn’t put it there.

Sela, sitting by the fire with the runaway’s head in her lap and a poultice in her hand, looked up and caught me looking at it.

“She gave it to me,” Sela said. “When I came east. She said you’d need it more than I would.” Sela looked back down at her patient. “I tied it on last night while you were on the platform. I didn’t think you’d mind.”

I touched it. Just once.

Then I slung the pack on my back and went out into the grey.



The rain started at dawn.

Not the real rain. Not yet. The rain-front stretched from end to end along the eastern ridge now, a wall of dark cloud, and it was spitting. Fat single drops, far apart, cold, slapping into the dust and the leaves and my face. The wind came down off the ridge ahead of it, smelling of wet earth and cold stone.

The last morning of the dry.

Everyone was in place.

Rena and four of the Koru men up on the eastern slope, spread along the ridge path, crouched by their five heaps of brush. Green brush, freshly cut, piled on beds of dry kindling with wet leaves heaped on top. Each one with a clay fire-pot of hot coals beside it, banked, ready.

The straw men on the wall.

Tevi had made ten of them in two days, working without stopping, her old hands flying. Bundles of grass bound into the shape of men, dressed in old wraps, with sticks for spears propped against their shoulders. At a distance, in bad light, they looked exactly like warriors standing watch on the palisade. She’d even tied some of them with a lean, one arm out, like a man pointing.

The settlers were in the back of the outpost, low, behind the huts, away from the wall. The children lay flat in the biggest hut with Tevi and three of the Koru mothers.

Claire on the platform with me. Lying flat. Watching.

And Kaya at the creek.



I could see her from the platform.

She was down on the creek bank below the outpost, just inside the long grass, where the bank dipped. Lying flat behind a fallen log with Aru beside her. Kaya’s spear was in her hand. Her throwing spear, the light copper-headed one she’d carried on the hunt for Raku, the one with the balance she swore by.

The spitting rain had darkened her skin in patches. It ran down the scar on her shoulder. Her back was bare and wet and very still, the long muscles lying quiet, the channel of her spine shining. She’d tied a strip of dark cloth around her cropped hair to keep the rain out of her eyes.

She’d been lying there since before first light. She’d be lying there as long as it took.

I thought of her tied to the roof-post, learning another way to put the weight down.

She was carrying it herself now. By choice, and without letting it carry her.



Lockie started shooting as the light came up.

He was on his high rock. The flat grey boulder that jutted out of the eastern ridge above the path, the one he’d used the night of the gate. It gave him a view of the whole outpost, the palisade, the platform, the huts. At that distance, with that scope, in that light, he could pick any man he wanted off the wall.

He picked the straw men.

The first shot cracked down off the ridge, and on the palisade, one of Tevi’s grass warriors jerked and spun half around on its stake, straw spraying out of its chest.

Claire flinched beside me.

“Seventeen,” I said.

A pause. Long. He’d be working the bolt, putting his eye back to the scope, looking to see if the man fell.

The straw man didn’t fall. It hung there on its stake with its grass guts hanging out.

Crack.

Another one jerked on the wall. The one Tevi had tied with the pointing arm. Its head, a knot of grass under a scrap of cloth, came clean off and bounced down into the outpost.

“Sixteen.”

Beside me, Claire let out a sound that was almost a laugh. “He can’t see they’re straw. At that distance. In this light.”

“He can see they’re not falling.”

“Then why is he still…”

Crack.

A third one. Clean through the middle. Straw everywhere.

“Fifteen,” I said.

Claire looked at me.

“He’s scared,” I said. “He’s trying to pin us down. Keep the wall clear while the headman moves.” I watched the ridge. “He thinks he’s shooting at warriors who won’t lie down. He’s spending his life on straw.”



The fourth shot didn’t come.

He’d stopped. Maybe he’d seen the straw at last. Maybe he’d just stopped trusting what he was seeing.

Or maybe he was moving.

I lifted my arm and waved it once, over my head, toward the ridge path.

Up on the slope, Rena’s fires went up.



It happened all at once. Five fires along the ridge path, one after another, from the high rock down toward the valley floor. Rena and the Koru men tipped their coal pots into the dry kindling and the dry kindling went up like paper and the green brush on top of it caught.

And the smoke came.

Grey and thick and roaring, boiling up off those heaps of wet green brush like something alive. The smoke-filter craft turned inside out. Instead of scattering the smoke, we’d made it billow. It rolled up the slope in the wind coming off the ridge, the wind ahead of the rain, and it swallowed the path, and it swallowed the rocks around the path, and it swallowed the high grey boulder where Lockie had been lying with his rifle.

In a hundred heartbeats, the whole eastern ridge from the valley floor to the top was a wall of grey smoke.

Nothing could see through it. Nothing could shoot through it.

The ridge wasn’t his anymore.

Claire whispered something. I think it was oh my god. I think it was in English.



“There,” said Claire.

She had her hand on my arm, pointing.

Down at the creek. North of Kaya’s log, a long way north, where the creek came down out of the valley from the direction of the sluice.

A man was coming along the bank.

Big. Grey-bearded. The headman. Crouched low in the long grass beside the water, moving south toward us fast. I could see the pump shotgun in one hand. And in the other, held low, down by his knee where he thought no one would see it, a torch.

Unlit.

He’d light it from a fire-pot or a flint when he got close. Close enough to throw it onto the thatch of the settlers’ huts. Eight huts, dry grass roofs, after a whole dry season of sun. With the children lying flat in the biggest one.

He was in the open.

He was coming along the creek bank in the long grass, crouched, and the grass only came to his waist. From where Kaya lay, he was in plain sight. Sixty paces. Fifty.

He hadn’t seen her.



I watched Kaya.

She didn’t move.

Her whole body lay visible below me. I could see every line of her. Lying flat behind her log, her throwing spear in her hand, her eyes on the headman coming down the bank.

Forty paces.

He was in the open. He was alone. He had a shotgun, and at forty paces a shotgun was a noise. Kaya could have been up and on him in six strides. Every nerve in her body had to be screaming at her to go. Now. Go now. Kill him now.

She didn’t move.

I watched her breathe. Slow in. Slow out. The measured rhythm she’d used in the gate passage the night the nets came down. Each breath controlled.

Beside her, Aru’s head turned. Aru was looking at her, not at the headman. Waiting for her to go. Waiting for the war-chief to rise up out of the grass and take him.

Kaya didn’t look back at Aru. She didn’t look at anything except the headman.

Thirty paces.

She’d been told to wait for the signal. She knew why. Because the huts were behind her, full of the people she’d moved here, the people she’d walked over the ridge and fed and worked beside. Because the headman had a shotgun, and if she rose too soon, too far, he’d have time to fire it. Because the man on the ridge still had a scope, and for all any of us knew, he had a gap in the smoke.

Twenty-five paces.

The headman stopped.

He crouched lower in the grass. He set the shotgun across his knees. He took something out of his belt pouch, and I saw a spark. Flint on steel. Another spark.

The torch caught.

A small flame at first, sputtering in the spitting rain. Then bigger, as the grass bundle took it. Yellow and orange. He shielded it with his body.

Kaya didn’t move.

I could see her hand on the spear. Her knuckles had gone pale. Her whole back was a single held line.

The headman looked toward the huts. Measured the distance. Twenty-five paces from where he crouched to the nearest roof. Too far to throw from there. He’d have to stand.

He shifted his weight.

I put my hand on the club, beside the copper plate.

The headman came up out of the grass. Stood up to his full height, the burning torch drawn back over his shoulder, his arm cocked to throw.

I struck the plate.



The sound went out over the valley.

That deep shivering ring I’d felt in my teeth the first day I hung it. The sound that had sent the whole Vanu valley running for their assembly stones the night the mountain moved. The sound that meant drop everything, now.

Kaya came up out of the grass on the first note.

She didn’t run at him. There wasn’t time to run at him. She came up to one knee with her hips and shoulders already turning, her arm already going back, and she threw.

I watched the spear go.

It crossed twenty-five paces in the time it took the ring of the plate to reach the far side of the valley. It was low and flat and it didn’t wobble at all. It hit the headman just under the ribs of his raised arm, where the torch arm was drawn back, and it went through him.

He never threw the torch.

It fell out of his hand behind him, into the wet grass. He went down on top of it. The shotgun slid off his knees into the creek.

He didn’t get up.



For a long moment, nothing in the valley moved.

The smoke rolled up the ridge. The spitting rain came down. The plate’s ring faded out.

Kaya stood up.

She stood up out of the grass slowly. Her gaze passed from the man pinned by her spear to the huts behind her, eight dry roofs and children in the biggest one.

She turned her head and looked up at the platform. At me.

She didn’t smile or raise her arm. Across that distance, she held my eyes until the fading copper note left only something still and clear between us. No triumph. No rage.

Aru was standing beside her now, staring at her. At the throw. At the man.

“You waited,” Aru said.

I heard it later. Aru told the whole outpost. She told it for years.

“You waited,” Aru said. “He was right there, in the open, and you waited. I didn’t think you could.”

“Neither did I,” Kaya said.

She walked down the bank to the man and put her foot on his chest and pulled her spear out of him.

“Peace isn’t not fighting,” Kaya said, to no one, wiping the copper head on the wet grass. “It’s choosing when.”



Up on the ridge, the smoke was starting to thin at the top.

I watched it with the scope I didn’t have. I watched it with my own eyes, the old way, the way I’d watched ridgelines in places I’d rather forget, looking for movement.

I found it.

The high grey boulder, showing through a gap in the smoke for a moment, then gone again.

A figure beside it. Big. Standing up.

He’d seen it. He’d seen all of it, through the gaps. His headman dead in the grass with a spear through him. His two captured men at our fire. The boy gone. The runaway gone. The smoke on every path down the ridge. The rain coming. Fifteen rounds in the loops across his chest.

He was standing there on the ridge in the smoke and the spitting rain, and every door he had was closing, one after another, in front of his eyes.

Every door except one.



I knew what he’d do before he did it.

I don’t know how. Two years of reading men and animals. The way he stood. The way his head turned, not toward the outpost, not toward the escarpment trail far down the valley, but up. North. Toward the eastern slope beyond the smoke.

Toward the gully.

He had no men. He had no creek. He had no women. He had no way out that didn’t go through smoke or spears or the rain.

He had one thing left in this valley that was his.

And it was lying in the gravel at the bottom of the mountain’s mouth, glinting.



He broke from the ridge.

I saw him go. Out from behind the boulder, down the slope, not along the path where the smoke was but straight across the hillside, through the ferns and the rocks, fast. Faster than a man his size had any right to move. The rifle in one hand. Something flapping in the other. A sack. An empty sack.

Running for the gully.

I was already off the platform.

“Claire,” I said, landing on the ground. “Kaya. The rope. Rena. Bring the rope.”

I didn’t wait to see if they heard.

I went out through the gate and across the creek, splashing through the shallows, and up the far bank. Up the slope. Not after him. Across. Cutting across the hillside on a line I’d worked out on the eastern hide three nights ago, lying awake beside Claire. A straight line from the outpost to the lip of the gully. Shorter than his. Steeper.

Raku’s steel was heavy on my back. I didn’t draw it. You don’t run up a hill with a drawn blade.

The rain was coming harder now. Not spitting. Falling. Cold, fat, steady drops, running down my face, slicking the ferns, turning the loose earth to mud under my feet.

I climbed.



I came up over the last rise and there was the gully.

The crooked fern-choked slot in the hillside. The red-cloth stakes in a line across its mouth and along its lips, the ones he hadn’t pulled up, drooping in the rain, the bone charms swinging on their thongs. The gravel fan at the bottom where his little fire had been.

And Lockie.

He came up over the other side of the rise at the same moment I did, where the two lips of the gully pinched together above its mouth. Four paces from me. Maybe five. Both of us arriving at the same narrow shoulder of ground in the same breath, from two sides, gasping.

He stopped.

He turned.

The rifle came up.

He had it in both hands now, the sack dropped at his feet, the stock swinging to his shoulder, the barrel coming around toward me. Rain dripped off the brim of his bush hat. His face was red and wet and heaving, his chest going like a bellows. His pale blue eyes found me over the sights.

He was grinning.

Even now. Even after everything. That big easy pub grin, spreading across his sunburnt face, like we’d just bumped into each other at the bar.

“Well, well,” Lockie said.

The rifle settled on my chest.

“Just you and me, TV.”


Chapter 12: The Mountain’s Mouth

A rifle is a long-distance weapon.

Everything about it is built for range. The length of the barrel. The weight of the stock. The scope, with its glass eye that can see a man’s face from four hundred paces and put a round through it. A man with a rifle and a scope owns every piece of open ground he can see.

At four paces, all of that turns against him.

The scope was the first thing. At four paces, through a scope, a man becomes a blur of color filling the lens. You can’t aim through it. You have to lift your head off the stock and look over the top of it, down the barrel, like a man with a shotgun. And there was rain on the glass, running in streaks.

I watched Lockie’s head come up off the stock.

Half a second. That’s all it took him. Half a second to understand the scope was useless and lift his cheek and look over it. His eyes found me over the barrel. The barrel steadied.

Half a second was enough.

I went inside it.



There’s only one place a rifle is weak, and it’s the place nobody wants to go. Toward the muzzle. Close. Inside the length of the barrel, where the man holding it can’t bring the business end around to you without stepping back.

I went at him low and fast, using what men who did it for a living had taught me on the mats. Not at his body. At the rifle. Both hands.

My left hand closed on the barrel just behind the front sight. My right hand on the forestock. I shoved the muzzle up and to the side, past my left shoulder, away from my face.

It went off.

The noise was enormous. Right beside my ear. The world flashed white and narrowed to a high thin whine, and the muzzle blast slapped the side of my head like an open hand, and heat seared through my palm where I held the barrel.

I didn’t let go.

Somewhere far away inside my own skull, some stupid stubborn part of me said, fourteen.



Lockie was strong.

I’d known he would be. I’d watched him come down the slope in the dark the first night. Big, heavy, an old soldier gone to beer and hard walking, and the beer hadn’t taken the strength out of him. It had just buried it under a belly.

He twisted the rifle in my hands and nearly tore it out of my grip. He drove forward into me with all his weight, and I went back a step, and my heel slid in the mud at the lip of the gully.

We went down together.

Into the mud. Into the wet ferns at the edge of the drop. Rolling. The rifle between us, both of us holding it, his big hands on the stock and the grip and mine on the barrel and the forestock. The rain hammering down on us. The world tilted and spun and mud went in my mouth.

He came out on top.

He was heavier than me. He used it. He got his knee on my chest and leaned every pound into it and pushed the rifle down across my throat, trying to choke me with it, and his face was right above mine, red and wet and snarling. Rain ran off the brim of his hat onto my face.

And his right hand went to the bolt.

I felt him do it. Even with the rifle across my throat and the world going dark at the edges. He was working the bolt. Lifting the handle, drawing it back, to chamber another round. Thirteen left in the loops across his chest. One more in the magazine, ready to slide up into the breech.

If he got that bolt closed, he could lean back and shoot me through the face.

I knew that rifle. Not that exact rifle. That kind. The bolt-action. I’d carried one. I’d cleaned one a thousand times. I’d stripped it on a folding table in the dust with a sergeant shouting the count at me until I could do it blind.

The bolt came back under his hand.

I let go of the barrel with my left hand and grabbed it.

Not his hand. The bolt. My fingers closed around the handle of it, over the top of his, as he drew it back to its full stop. And my thumb found the bolt release. The little lever at the back of the action that lets the bolt come free of the receiver. Every soldier who’s ever cleaned a rifle knows exactly where it is.

I pressed it, and I pulled.

The bolt came out of the rifle.

It came clean out of the receiver in my hand, a long steel cylinder with the handle sticking off it, sliding free of the action like a sword out of a scabbard. Lockie’s hand closed on air.

I threw it.

I threw it sideways as hard as I could, into the ferns, into the rain. It turned over once in the air, flashing, and vanished in the green.



Lockie stared at the rifle.

For one second he just stared at it. At the open empty action, the hole where the bolt had been. You could see him not understand what had happened.

A heartbeat later, he understood.

“A rifle without its bolt,” I said, from under his knee, choking, “is a club.”

His face changed.

The grin vanished completely. What was underneath it was something I’d seen on Raku’s face, on a lot of faces, in a lot of places. The face of a man who has just realized that the thing he trusted to keep him safe is gone.

He clubbed me with it.

He took the rifle by the barrel and swung the stock down at my head. I got an arm up. The stock hit my forearm and my forearm went numb from the elbow down, and the stock kept going and caught me across the side of the skull.

The world rang like the copper plate.



I don’t remember everything that happened next. I remember pieces of it.

I remember getting my legs up between us and kicking him off my chest. I remember him going back into the ferns and the rifle flying out of his hands. I remember reaching back over my shoulder for Raku’s steel, and getting it out of its scabbard, and then his boot came down on my wrist in the mud and the machete went out of my hand and slid away down the slope.

I remember the knife.

He had a knife. Of course he had a knife. A big sheath knife on his belt, a hunting knife, the kind with a blade as long as your hand. He came at me with it low, as old soldiers are taught, point first and close.

I caught his wrist. He twisted. The blade went along my side. I felt it go. Not deep. Across the ribs, a long cold line and then heat, and then wet.

I remember hitting him. Again and again. His face. His jaw. His nose, which broke under my fist. He hit me back. He hit hard. He’d been in a lot of fights, and he’d won most of them, and he knew every dirty trick there was. He tried to thumb my eye. He tried to knee me in the groin. He headbutted me and my vision went white again.

It was filthy. It was two big men rolling in the mud and the rain at the lip of a gully, hitting each other with fists and elbows and heads, grunting, bleeding. There was nothing clean about it. There was nothing I’d ever want anyone to see.

I was losing.

I knew it. I could feel it. He was heavier than me and he was fresher than me and I’d been up all night on the platform with the count running in my head. The cut along my ribs was bleeding. My left arm was still half numb from the rifle stock. My head was ringing. Every time he hit me it took longer for the world to come back.

Somewhere down the slope behind me, far away, I heard someone shouting my name.



Then, suddenly, he let go.

He tore himself free of me. Rolled away. Came up on his knees in the ferns, bleeding from the nose and the mouth, gasping, the knife still in his hand.

He looked at me.

His gaze shifted past me. To the gully.

At the crooked fern-choked slot dropping away into shadow below us, the wet green walls, the red-cloth stakes drooping in the rain. At the floor of it, down there, thirty paces in, where the creek gravel lay deep and grey.

He could see it from where he knelt.

He could see the glint.



He didn’t run for the ridge.

He didn’t run for the rifle, lying in the ferns without its bolt. He didn’t run for the escarpment trail, or the smoke, or any of the doors I’d closed.

He ran down.

Down into the gully. Toward the gold.

He went over the lip sitting down, sliding in the wet ferns, and came up on his feet at the bottom of the slope, and he didn’t slow down. He went past the red-cloth stakes. He went right past them, between two of them, the ones he hadn’t pulled up for his fire, and a bone charm swinging on its thong brushed his shoulder as he passed, and he didn’t even look at it.

He went down the gentle slope of the gully floor. Easy walking. Loose creek gravel under his boots. Like a path inviting him in.

I got to my knees at the lip.

The world was still ringing. My side was hot and wet. But I could see him, down there, going deeper, and I knew exactly how many paces he had left.



I didn’t follow him.

I’d said I’d give him a choice. I’d said it out loud, to everyone, in Kaya’s hut with the lamps at the corners of the hide. When he goes for the gully, I’ll be at the rim. I’ll tell him. In plain English, so there’s no misunderstanding.

I stood up.

I stood at the lip of the gully in the rain, bleeding, and I cupped my hands around my mouth, and I shouted down to him.

“Lockie!”

He didn’t stop.

“Lockie! Stop!”

He slowed. Twenty paces in. He looked back over his shoulder at me.

“Walk back up,” I shouted. Plain. Clear. Every word. “Leave the gold. Leave all of it. Walk back up here, and you can walk out of these hills alive. Nobody will touch you.”

He was standing still now. Looking up at me. Rain running off his hat.

“That ground kills,” I said. “That’s not a story. That’s not juju. There’s gas down there. You can’t see it. You can’t smell it. It’s heavier than air and it’s lying at the bottom of that gully like water, and it will kill you. Walk back up.”

He measured the climb back to me, then glanced once at the gold below.

Then he laughed.

It was the big laugh. The pub laugh. It came up out of him even now, with his nose broken and his mouth bleeding and the rain coming down, loud and warm and delighted, rolling up the wet walls of the gully.

“Juju, TV?” he called up to me. “Thought you were the smart one.”

He turned his back on me and walked the last ten paces down.



He found it right away.

He crouched at the bottom where the gravel was deepest, and I watched him see the first nugget. I watched his whole body change. He went still. Then he went fast. He pulled off his hat and started scooping.

Nuggets. Flakes. Gravel. Whatever came up in his fingers, into the hat. He crouched low over it, both hands digging, going through the gravel like a dog after a bone.

Crouched low.

Right down in it.

It was dim down there. The rain-front had turned the morning to dusk, and the gully walls were steep and close, and the ferns hung over, and at the bottom of that slot the light was grey-green and failing. He was bent over the gravel with his face a foot from the ground, trying to see the colour. Trying to tell nugget from stone.

He couldn’t see well enough.

So he did what I’d watched him do a thousand times in a month. What I’d watched him do at the first fire and at our gate and at the parley on the creek bank, and what he’d done every day of his life for ten years, since the day he gave up smoking and kept the lighter.

He reached into his shirt pocket and took out the brass lighter.

He flicked it open, to see the gold by.



The flame came up.

Yellow. For half a heartbeat. Just as it had risen in his palm at our gate while all the children gasped on the wall.

The flame shrank.

It went low. It went blue. It leaned, hungry, flickering, like a fire with nothing to eat.

It went out.

Lockie frowned at it.

I saw him frown. Down there in the grey-green gloom, crouched in the gravel, his hat full of gold in his other hand. He frowned at the lighter and shook it.

He flicked the wheel again.

Sparks. A little spray of sparks from the flint, bright in the dim. No flame. The sparks caught on nothing.

Confusion hardened into irritation, the response of a man whose most reliable tool had suddenly failed.

He flicked it a third time.

Sparks. Nothing.



I stood at the rim with my breath held for no reason at all.

I’d taught every household in the valley that test. After Kiru dropped in the hollow by the eastern spring. After the pigs. A torch on a pole. Lower it slow. If the flame shrinks, if it gutters low and blue, if it dies, you walk away. You walk away, and you don’t look back, and you don’t go back for whatever you dropped.

The children knew it. Kiru’s little sister knew it. Every grandmother in two valleys knew it now.

I watched it happen in a dying man’s hand.



He tried to stand.

He put his hand on his knee and pushed, with a big man’s two-handed shove off the ground, and his legs didn’t answer.

He tried again.

Nothing. He got halfway up and his knees just folded under him, like somebody had cut the strings. He went down on his side in the gravel. The hat tipped. Some of the gold spilled out of it, bright, into the wet stones.

He lay there.

I saw his mouth open. Like he was trying to say something. Like he was trying to breathe and couldn’t find anything to breathe. His hand opened and closed on the gravel. His eyes were open, looking up at the grey strip of sky between the gully walls.

The brass lighter was still in his other fist.

At last, he stopped moving.



I don’t know how long I stood there.

The rain came down on me. The cut on my ribs bled into my wrap. My head rang.

Down at the bottom of the mountain’s mouth, among the white drift of bird bones, a big man lay on his side in the creek gravel with his hat full of gold and a lighter in his hand. He didn’t move again.

The man who sold fire, dead in the one place in the world where fire can’t live.



It wasn’t like Raku.

I’d stood over Raku’s body at the beacon, a few moons ago, and felt a great silence. The wolf was dead. The thing that had hunted this valley for longer than I’d been alive in it, the thing that had killed Kaya’s husband and Amara’s husband and come for my family again and again, was dead. There’d been no triumph in it. But there’d been an ending. A door closing.

This was different.

Lockie wasn’t a wolf. He wasn’t a warlord out of the old war, born into a world of raids and trophies and filed teeth. He was a man from my world. A man who’d grown up with television and cold beer and supermarkets. A man who’d been in the Army, like me. Who’d come up into these highlands with a rifle and a lighter and a satellite phone, like I’d come up into them with a camera crew and a machete.

The difference was what we’d done when we got here.

I’d come by accident. I’d crashed into this valley and I’d built things. Irrigation. Walls. A forge. A family. I’d taken what I was given and I’d given back everything I had.

He’d come on purpose. To take. The gold, the women, the silence. Everything he saw, he’d put a price on.

Two sky-men. One lighter.

I’d given him a choice. I’d stood at the rim and shouted it down to him, plain, in words he couldn’t mistake. Walk back up. Leave the gold. That ground kills.

He’d laughed.

It didn’t feel like enough. Standing there in the rain, it didn’t feel like anywhere near enough.

It was all there was.



Hands on my arm.

I turned. Kaya was there. Kaya, and Rena behind her with the coil of rope, and Aru. Soaked. Breathing hard from the climb. Kaya’s hand was on my arm, gripping it, hard, like she was afraid I’d go over the edge.

She looked down into the gully. At him.

She looked at me. At my face, my ribs, my blood.

“You didn’t go down after him,” she said.

“No.”

“Good.” Her grip didn’t loosen. “I thought you would. I thought I’d get here and you’d be down there next to him.”

“I told him,” I said. “I told him to walk back up.”

“I heard you. We all heard you. Half the valley heard you.” She looked down at the dead man. “He laughed.”

“He laughed.”

Kaya watched rain collect on the dead man’s hat before she answered.

“Then it was his choice,” she said. “Not yours. You gave him a door. He walked past it.” She finally looked back at me. “The wolf never gave anyone a door. Not once in his whole life. Not to Tano. Not to anyone.”



We got him out by the rules.

Every single one. I made them do it by the rules even though I was bleeding and my head was ringing and every part of me wanted to just lie down in the mud. Because rules are rules because of what happens when you don’t follow them.

He’d fallen at the very bottom of the gully, but near its side wall, where the slope came down steep from the lip. From the top of that wall, if a man went a little way down it on the rope, a long pole with a hook on the end could reach him.

Rena cut the pole. Aru lashed a copper hook to the end of it with a strip of her wrap.

The rope around my waist. Tevi’s double-knot. The belay around a tree at the lip. Kaya, Rena and Aru on the rope, uphill, where the air was good.

“You’re bleeding,” Kaya said. “Let me go.”

“You don’t know how much to breathe.”

“Then tell me.”

“No,” I said. “I’ve done it. I know how long I’ve got. Thirty-one seconds. Claire counted.”

Her nostrils flared, and her grip whitened around the rope. Then she planted her feet with Rena and Aru and took my weight.



Three big breaths. The last one held.

I went over the side wall of the gully and down, feet braced against the wet rock, the rope taking my weight, the pole in my hands. Down into the green gloom. The air got still. The rain got quieter. I kept my head up.

Five body-lengths down. Close enough.

I reached out with the pole and hooked his belt.

It took two tries. The first time the hook slid off. The second time it caught, under the heavy leather belt at his hip, and I set it and pulled, and his body shifted in the gravel.

The need to breathe tightened under my ribs.

I yanked the rope twice. They hauled.

I went back up the wall with the pole in both hands and Lockie’s weight dragging on the end of it, heavy, a big dead man sliding up over the gravel and the rocks behind me. His pack came with him. It was still on his back, the straps caught on his shoulders, dragging.

My vision started to star at the edges. I kept climbing. Kaya’s hand closed on my arm and pulled me the last step up onto the ferns, and I breathed.

Great ragged heaving gasps. On my knees in the mud with the rain on my back.

They hauled him the rest of the way up after me. Laid him on his back in the ferns at the lip.



When I could stand, I went over to him.

His face had gone blue-grey. His eyes were still open, still looking up at the sky. There was rain in them. His hat lay beside him where it had fallen as they hauled, and a few nuggets had stayed in it, stuck in the wet felt.

The lighter was still in his fist.

I knelt down and pried his fingers open, one at a time. They were already stiffening. The lighter came free. Brass, worn smooth by his thumb. Warm, still, from his hand.

The same one. The one I’d found on Raku’s body at the beacon. The one I’d carried in my pocket through the harvest festival and set on the stone at Setu’s fire and set on the stone at Lockie’s. The one he’d picked up and laughed and pocketed. Wondered where that went.

I stood up with it in my hand.

I turned it over until the smooth brass warmed in my palm.

Then I turned and threw it.

I threw it back down into the gully, as hard as I could, and watched it turn over once in the grey air and drop into the gravel at the bottom, among the bird bones and the scattered gold. It didn’t bounce. It just lay there.

“Keep it,” I said.

To the mountain. To the gully. To nobody.

The gold stayed where it had fallen. All of it. The nuggets and the flakes, scattered in the gravel where I’d pressed them down with my own hands. Nobody was going down there for it. Nobody ever would.



Claire got there as I was getting up.

She’d come up the slope from the outpost the long way, around the smoke, slipping in the mud, with Sela’s kit bag over her shoulder and her face white. She saw me first. My ribs. My head. She stopped.

Then she saw him.

She stood in the rain over Lockie Dunstan until water pooled in his open eyes. His face had gone blue. The man who’d sat across the fire from her and called her by her dead name, and tipped his hat to her, and said sorry for your loss, love.

She didn’t say anything.

Then she knelt down beside him, and started going through his pack.



She did it methodically. The way she did everything. Laying each thing out on the wet ferns in a row.

A sack of salt, half-empty. Two tins of bully beef. A billy can. A spare shirt. A box of shotgun shells, nearly empty. A bundle of trade lighters, six of them, still in their paper. A hand-drawn map on a scrap of plastic, of creeks and ridges, with pencil marks. A small leather pouch, heavy, that she opened and looked into and closed again: gold, his own panned gold, a month of it.

And at the bottom, wrapped in a plastic bag against the wet, the satellite phone.

Black. Chunky. The stubby antenna. She took it out of the bag and turned it over and pressed a button on the side.

Nothing happened.

She pressed it again. Held it down.

Nothing.

“Dead,” she said.

Beside it in the bag was a folding solar panel. The kind you spread out on a rock in the sun to charge things. It folded out into four little dark squares, each one a grid of fine lines. She unfolded it on her knee.

One of the four squares was cracked. A spiderweb of fractures running across it from corner to corner.



The sky opened.

I felt it happen. We all did. The spitting rain, the fat cold drops that had been falling all morning, suddenly weren’t drops anymore. The whole weight of the rain-front that had been standing on the eastern ridge for two days came down at once. A roar. A wall of water. It hammered on the ferns and the rocks and the dead man’s face and the back of my neck, so loud you couldn’t hear yourself think.

The real rains.

The wet season, arriving on the day it meant to, over our heads.

Down in the valley below us, I could just make out the smoke of Rena’s fires going out under it. The grey columns faltering, flattening, dying in the downpour. The creek would be rising by nightfall. The escarpment trail would be running like a river by morning.

Nobody was coming up. Nobody was going down.



Kaya came and stood in front of me in the downpour.

She was soaked through. Water running off her cropped hair, off the scar on her jaw, off the copper war-bands on her arms. Her wrap was plastered to her. She looked at me with the rain running into her eyes and didn’t blink it away.

She pressed her forehead to mine in the pouring rain, one hand firm on the back of my neck, and held me there while we breathed.

From Kaya, it was a speech.



Claire was still kneeling by the pack.

She had the dead phone in one hand and the cracked panel in the other, and she was turning them over, looking at them, with the rain running off both of them and off her face and off the end of her nose. Her braid had come half undone. Her ear-tips weren’t red at all. She turned the phone over twice, thumb tracing the dead screen while her gaze narrowed to the cracked cell as if the rest of the mountain had ceased to exist.

She looked up at me.

“Dead battery,” Claire said. “Cracked panel.”

She looked back down at the phone. Turned it over once more.

“Give me a sunny day,” she said, “and a steady hand.”


Chapter 13: Burying the Gold

The rain didn’t stop for three days.

It came down on the East Fire like the sky had been saving it up all season. Not in drops. In sheets. It hammered the new thatch and ran off the eaves in ropes and turned the lanes between the huts into little rivers, and the creek below the outpost rose a hand’s width every hour until it was a brown roaring thing, full of branches, that nobody could have crossed.

The spring’s settling ponds overflowed into each other. The diversion channel ran full and loud. The filter bed kept working, because we’d built it to, and the bamboo spout at the bottom of it kept pouring clean water into its basin, and every time I walked past it I felt something ease in my chest.

On the second day, a runner came over the ridge from the valley in a break in the rain. He was soaked to the bone and shaking with cold and he had a message from Oko.

“Three days,” the runner said. “Oko says the rivers below the escarpment are rising fast. The last crossing will be gone in three days, and then the high routes are shut until the dry. Whatever’s out there, nothing comes in or goes out after that.”

I thanked him and gave him a place by the fire.

Three days left. Then nothing coming in. Nothing going out.

For two moons the rain had been Lockie’s deadline and mine, both of us racing it. Now the rain had turned that deadline in our favor. Whatever was waiting beyond the escarpment, whatever message a dead man had sent, whatever partner sat in a bar in Lae thinking about a creek full of gold, would be stranded below once the last crossing drowned.

For the first time since Lockie sat at our fire, we almost had time.



We had three lowland men to get home first.

The boy. His cousin, with his arm splinted to his chest. And the runaway from the gate, whose face Sela had cleaned and packed and stitched, whose fever had broken on the second night under her hands. None of them were fit for a hard walk. All of them had to make it anyway, before the escarpment trail flooded out for the season and trapped them up here with us until the dry.

I didn’t want them trapped here. Neither did they.

I fed them first. I’d been saying it for weeks and I meant it every time. Fish and yams and a pot of Tevi’s thick taro stew, as much as they could eat, and then a little more. I sat them down by the fire with Claire beside me to translate.

I gave them salt. Three sacks of it. Lockie’s own salt, from his own trade goods, the salt he’d spread on a blue tarp at our gate to buy us with. As much as they could carry.

I gave them each a steel knife from Lockie’s pack. Good ones, better than the cheap trade blades.

I gave the boy and his cousin back their gold, the share they’d had sewn in their waistbands. I’d promised it to them in salt, and I gave them the salt, and I gave them the gold too. The boy weighed the little pouch in his hand until Rena called him to the trail.

And I gave them a story.



“Every clan in these highlands,” Claire said, “has a story about a valley of death.”

We were sitting by the fire that evening, after the men had eaten and gone to sleep in the shelter we’d given them. The rain drummed on the thatch. Claire had her knees drawn up and her notebook open on them, and she was looking at the fire, not at the notebook.

“A place where the ground breathes and birds fall out of the sky and men who go in don’t come out,” she said. “They all have one. Every culture that’s ever lived near a volcano has one. It’s the oldest warning there is.”

“So the lowland men will know the kind of story.”

“They’ll know it in their bones.” She tapped her charcoal against the page. “A white trader. A big man, with a rifle and a satellite phone and a box full of fire. Walked up into a haunted highland valley where the mountain breathes death. Laughed at the old women’s warnings. Pulled up their sticks and burned them. Went down into the hollow after gold.” Her eyes met mine. “And didn’t come out.”

“It’s true.”

“That’s what makes it perfect. Every word of it is true.” She almost smiled. “They’ll tell it on the river. They’ll tell it in every village between here and the coast. They’ll tell it in bars in Lae, probably, if they ever get that far. And every single person who hears it will think, well, that’s what you get for going up there.”

She closed her notebook.

“Now there’s one more valley of death in the highlands,” Claire said. “That’s the best camouflage we’ve ever had.”



Rena and Neka walked them out on the third morning.

Down the valley, south, through the rain, to where the old trail came up out of the lowland forests over the lip of the escarpment. The lowland men would go down it alone from there. Rena and Neka would turn around at the top and come home before the last crossing flooded.

The boy came to find Claire before they left.

He stood in front of her in the rain, with his salt on his back and his knife on his belt and his little pouch of gold hung round his neck on a thong. He gathered himself before speaking low in Tok Pisin and putting one hand flat against his chest.

Claire answered him. Softly.

He nodded. He turned and went after Rena down the trail and didn’t look back.

“What did he say?” I asked.

She watched him go.

“He said he’ll tell his mother about the white woman who talked in the dark,” Claire said. “He said his mother won’t believe him.”

“What did you say?”

“I said tell her anyway.” She pushed wet hair off her face with the back of her wrist. “That’s what I’d want, if I had one.”



I buried Lockie at the creek.

On the bank below his camp, near the sluice, above the high-water line so the rains wouldn’t take him. I dug the grave myself with a copper spade in the pouring rain, and it took most of a morning, because the ground was all rock and gravel and roots. Nobody offered to help. I didn’t ask them to.

I laid him in it in his khaki with his hat on his chest. I didn’t take anything from him except what I’d already taken. I didn’t put anything in with him.

I covered him over and built a cairn on top of him. River stones from the creek bed, the big smooth ones, carried up the bank one at a time and set in a heap as high as my waist. So nothing would dig him up. So anyone who came this way would know a man was buried here.

I’d done it once before.

Two years ago, in those first days. I’d crawled out of the wreck of a bush plane in a valley with no name. After Reyes died on the second night holding my hand, whispering about his daughter, I’d buried him with Torres, who flew us in, and Kellerman, who’d arranged the whole illegal mess, under a cairn of rocks and aircraft debris. I’d piled stones on them until my hands bled, because there was nothing else I could do for them.

I’d built them a cairn because they were my crew.

I built this one because Lockie was a man. That was all. He’d been a bad one, and he’d tried to sell my wives and burn my huts and shoot my people, and he’d laughed at me from the bottom of a hole while he died. But he’d been a man from my world, a long way from home, and nobody else on earth was ever going to bury him.

So I gave him that much.

No more.



Kaya watched me do it.

She stood at the edge of the bank in the rain with her spear. She neither helped nor left; she watched me carry stone after stone up out of the creek bed.

When I set the last one on top, she came and stood beside me and looked down at the cairn.

“The wolf never got one of these,” she said.

“No.”

“You burned his necklace. I did. On the hill.” She was quiet a moment. “Nobody buried him. We left him at the beacon for the birds.”

“He never buried anyone either.”

“No.” She faced me. “You’re burying this one because he’s yours.”

“He’s not mine.”

“He’s from your world,” Kaya said. “Your people. Your kind.” She looked back at the cairn. “Even the bad ones are yours, over there. The way the wolf was ours. We didn’t bury him. But I understand why you’re burying this one.”

She understood exactly why. I could see it in her face.



The guns went into the mountain’s mouth on the fifth day.

We’d found the rifle bolt in the ferns at the gully lip, after a long search on hands and knees in the rain. It was lying in a clump of fern exactly where it had fallen, wet and bright, and I picked it up and turned it over in my hands and felt the weight of it. A beautiful piece of machining. Oiled. Perfect.

I carried it to the lip of the gully with the rest.

The rifle. Four pump shotguns, the one the headman had dropped in the creek fished out and dried. Thirteen cartridges from Lockie’s bandolier, plus the separate unfired round from the rifle’s magazine, and the box of shotgun shells from his pack, and every loose shell the lowland men had carried. I laid all of it out on the wet ferns at the lip of the gully in a row.

Every soul at the outpost came to watch: settlers, Koru men, Kesa, Tevi with her net. Setu, standing a little apart with his hand on his cord.

Tira came last.



“No,” Tira said.

She stood over the row of guns in the rain with her arms folded and her jaw set, and she stared as if I’d told her I was going to throw her forge into the lake.

“You can’t.”

“I can.”

“You can’t throw that into a hole.” She pointed at the rifle. “Do you know what that is? Do you know how long I’ve been sitting with Raku’s machete trying to make it talk to me? And there’s a whole thunder-stick there. Steel, all of it, a hundred pieces of steel all fitted together. Every secret I’ve ever wanted. And you want to throw it into the dead ground where nobody can ever get it back.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

I crouched down beside the row and picked up the rifle. I held it across my knees.

“Because a gun in the valley is a door,” I said.

Tira stared at me.

“Every gun asks for more guns,” I said. “That’s what they do, where I come from. That’s all they do. The first one you keep, you have to feed it. Cartridges. You can’t make them, so you have to trade for them. So you have to trade with men like Lockie. And the man down the valley sees you have one, so he wants one. And the next valley sees he has one. And then everyone has them, and everyone needs more cartridges, and everyone’s trading with men like Lockie.” I looked up at her. “And then one day the men like Lockie decide they don’t want to trade anymore. They want the valley.”

Nobody said anything. The rain came down.

“We beat him with nets and smoke and a spear,” I said. “We don’t need his door.”

I stood up. I walked to the lip of the gully.

I threw the rifle in.

It turned over once in the air and hit the gravel at the bottom with a clatter, not far from where Lockie had fallen. Then the bolt. Then, one after another, the shotguns. Then the cartridges, a handful at a time, brass flashing as they fell. They rattled down among the bird bones and the scattered gold and lay there.

Nobody was ever going down there after them. Not in this life.



Tira stood at the lip and watched every piece go, and her face was a thunderstorm.

Then I held out the shotgun barrels.

I’d taken them off the actions before I threw the actions in. Four long steel tubes. I’d bent every one of them first, over a rock, with my whole weight, until none could ever fire again. Beside them lay Lockie’s own knives. The big hunting knife he’d come at me with. Two more from his pack.

Tira weighed the offer.

“No smelting,” I said. “You know that. I’ve told you what it takes. The heat. The ore. The years. We’re not ready for that road.”

“I know,” she said, through her teeth.

“But you can sit with them. Study them. Take the knives apart if you want. Find out how the steel’s put together.” I held them out. “Just no fire.”

She took them from me.

She held the bent barrels in one arm like firewood and the knives in her other hand. As she tested their unfamiliar balance, the fury went out of her face a little at a time. Something else came into it. Something greedy and patient, the look of a craftswoman given a puzzle she’ll spend years on.

“The steel keeps secrets,” Tira said at last. “Now I have more of them.”

She walked off down the slope to her corner of the outpost with her arms full of ruined guns, and she didn’t say another word to anyone for two days.



Then we finished burying the gold.

The erasure had begun on the second day, while I dug Lockie’s grave and other crews started filling his pits. From the first basket of gravel to the last planted mound, it took twelve days. Nearly two weeks of rain, with breaks in it sometimes for an hour or a morning, and then more rain. It was the hardest work we’d done since the channels, and we did it all in the mud.

It was engineering in reverse. Everything I’d ever built had been about making something appear. A channel where there’d been none. A wall. A forge. A second village on a bare shelf. This was about making something disappear. Making it look like it had never been there at all.

We filled Lockie’s pits first. Every one of them. Every stretch of creek bank he’d dug up like a rooting pig, filled back in with the gravel piled beside each hole, tamped down, smoothed over. The rain helped. It settled the fill and washed the edges soft, so that by the fourth day you couldn’t tell where the holes had been.

We burned the sluice box on the first dry afternoon. Pulled it out of the creek, broke it up, and fed it to a fire on the bank. The blue tarp went into the fire too. It stank and melted and smoked black. The riffles, the little bars he’d nailed across the bottom to catch the gold, went up last.

The creek came next.



“The gold’s in the gravel,” Claire said. “All along this stretch. The richest of it is in the deepest gravel, in the old bed, where the creek’s been running for a year.” She drew it on a flat stone with charcoal. “If the creek keeps running where it runs now, it’ll keep washing the gold down and exposing it. Anyone who comes along and pans this stretch will find it in an afternoon.”

“So we move the creek.”

“So we move the creek.”

We cut a new channel for it. Not far. Thirty paces west of its old course, across a low flat, into a hollow that ran parallel and joined the old bed again below the sluice camp. The Koru men did most of the digging, with Kesa’s grandmother’s relief grooves cut into the new banks so the flood wouldn’t tear them out. When it was deep enough, we built a dam of stones and logs and packed clay across the old channel at the top.

The creek turned.

It poured into the new channel with a roar, brown and full of rain, and ran down it, and the old bed went quiet. Water still seeped through the gravel of it. But the current was gone.

“Now it silts over,” Claire said, watching. “Every flood this wet season, the creek spills over the flat and drops mud and sand in the old bed. By the end of the rains, the gravel will be under a hand’s width of silt. By next wet, two. In ten years, nobody will ever know a creek ran there.”



But I didn’t want to wait ten years.

So we built a wall.

A terrace wall, the Koru way, leaning into the slope. Right across the old creek bed, where the richest gravel lay. Stone footings dug into the bank. Courses of fitted stone laid on them, chinked with clay, a wall as high as my chest and forty paces long. Behind it, we filled. Carried earth from the slope above in baskets, the whole outpost working in a line, and dumped it behind the wall until the old creek bed and all its gold was buried under a flat new terrace of good dark soil, the height of a man deep.

Then we planted it.

Sweet potatoes. The first planting of the East Fire. The vine cuttings we’d carried over the ridge from the valley, the good strain, set into mounds along the new terrace in rows, the way the Vanu had done it for generations. Tevi’s girls did the planting, laughing, soaked, their wraps plastered to them. Kesa walked the rows after them and pressed each mound with her foot.

I poured Lockie’s own gold into the last mound. His pouch, a month’s panning. I tipped it out into the dirt and a Koru girl covered it over with a sweet-potato vine and patted it down with her hands, and didn’t even know what it was.



Claire stood on the new terrace wall when it was done and looked down at it.

Rain dripped off the end of her braid. She was soaked through, filthy to the thighs, her fair skin streaked with mud and flecked with it all the way up her freckled arms. She’d hauled baskets of earth with everyone else for twelve days and she looked like it.

She looked down at the rows of little mounds in the mud.

“The best-hidden gold in the highlands,” she said. “Under a potato patch.”

I stood beside her.

“Best use of gold I’ve ever seen,” I said.

She laughed. Really laughed, out loud, in the rain. It went on longer than the joke deserved. I didn’t mind.



The coal came over the ridge on the fourteenth day.

In a break in the rain. Two runners from the valley, walking fast and careful down the eastern slope with something carried between them in a sling of woven cloth.

A fire-bowl. Sori’s fire-bowl. The deep clay coal-holder the Koru used to carry fire between hearths, the one Sori had built into the first shared hearth of the valley, back in the refugee season. It had held the last living ember of the Koru fire, all through the hard seasons, until Kesa carried it the length of the feast ground at the harvest festival and set it into the Vanu council fire.

The one fire.

Now the bowl held a coal from that fire. From the council fire in the valley, where Koru flame and Vanu flame had burned together as one since the festival.

The runners set it down in front of Kesa.



She’d picked the spot herself, weeks ago. On Kesa’s shelf, south of the creek, in the middle of the new village. Not in his shadow. A hearth ring of flat stones, the Koru way, with a deep bowl sunk in the center of it to hold coals, and a Vanu smoke-channel running out from under it to the side and packed with brush, so that the fire would burn hot and hidden. Both crafts in one hearth.

It had never been lit. We’d cooked on camp fires for two moons. This one we’d saved.

The whole outpost stood around it in the grey afternoon, in the drip and the mud. Every settler. The Koru men. Tevi with her net over her arm. Tira, for once without a piece of steel in her hands. Setu, at the edge.

Kesa knelt and lifted the lid off the fire-bowl.

The coal inside glowed red.

She took it out with two sticks, as Koru women always did, and held it a moment over the new hearth. Looked at it.

She set it into the kindling.

It took. A thread of smoke first, then a lick of yellow flame, then the dry kindling catching all at once, the fire climbing, and in a few breaths there was a real fire burning in the East Fire’s first hearth.

Nobody cheered. It wasn’t that kind of moment. We just stood there and watched it burn.



Kesa stood and watched the new flame consume the last of the kindling.

She spoke flatly to no one in particular, as she did whenever the words mattered.

“My husband died at your wall,” Kesa said. “In the season of the second fight. His fathers are buried in this valley. Up there.” She nodded at the hillside above the old village, where the Koru graves were. “Tomorrow I go up and tell them the Vanu came back.”

She looked down at the fire again.

“They’ll hate it,” Kesa said. “They’ll get used to it. We all did.”



Kaya stepped into the circle of firelight.

She had her spear, and she was soaked, and her cropped hair was plastered flat to her skull. She looked around the circle of faces until she found the one she was looking for.

“Setu.”

He went very still.

He was standing at the back, where he always stood. At the edge of things. His hand went to his cord.

“Come here,” Kaya said.

He came. Slowly. Through the circle of settlers, into the firelight, until he was standing in front of her. Her shadow fell across him from the fire behind her.

I watched him start to flinch.

“You opened the gate,” Kaya said. Loud. For everyone. “You said yes to him when he offered you our women. You said yes when he offered you a thunder-stick. You said yes when he offered you this valley.” She paused. “And then you came to me with every word he said.”

Setu had no answer.

“You counted his bullets,” Kaya said. “You counted them while he was talking to you, because you were afraid. Twenty-three. Every shot he fired after that, my husband counted down from your number. It was the right number.” She looked around at the settlers. “He was right about everything he told us. Every single thing.”

She looked back at Setu.

“The East Fire needs a watch,” Kaya said. “Someone who knows this valley. Someone who knows how the men who come to it think. Someone who can count when he’s afraid.” She held out her hand. “I’m naming you to it. In front of all of them. If you’ll take it.”

Setu stared at her open hand.

I watched something happen to him. I watched it happen in the minute he stood there looking at her open hand, with her shadow across him. His shoulders came down. His hand came off his cord. His whole body stopped bracing for a blow that had been coming his entire life, every time a war-chief’s shadow crossed him, since he was old enough to know what Raku’s hand on his neck felt like.

This time, when her shadow crossed him, he didn’t flinch.

He took her hand.

“I’ll take it,” he said.

He stood in her shadow with his shoulders down and his hand off the cord.



I stayed two more days at the East Fire after that, to see the terrace wall through its first real flood. Kaya went home the next morning with Claire and Sela, and Lira on a litter carried by four of the Koru men, grumbling at every step that she could walk and was being treated like an old woman. Kesa stayed. Tevi stayed. Setu stayed, on his watch.

The wall held.

I came home over the ridge on the seventeenth day since the gully, in a break in the rain, alone.

I was filthy. Creek silt in my hair, under my nails, ground into the cut on my ribs that Sela had stitched and scolded me about. My hands raw from stones. Mud to the waist. I smelled like a man who’d been living in a ditch for nearly four weeks, which I had.

The ridge path came down the eastern slope past the hot springs before it reached the gate. The steam from the bathing pool rose into the cold wet air like smoke from a banked fire, and I could hear voices in it.

I didn’t go to the gate.

I went straight to the pool.



They were all in it.

Steam rolling off the water, rising into the thin cold rain that was just beginning again, falling in fine drops that dimpled the pool’s surface. The flowering bushes around it dripping. The stones of the pool’s edge dark and wet.

And my family, in the water.

I stood at the edge of the bushes, the same place I’d stood two years ago, and took them in one at a time.



Amara, reclining in the shallows with her back against the warm stones.

Her bare feet under the clear water. The thick soft calves. The wide maternal hips spreading on the pool floor, the soft belly curving under the surface. And her breasts. Floating. Massive, heavy, riding high on the water the way they could only ride when the water took their weight, the dark nipples just breaking the surface, and around each one a faint milky cloud spreading slow into the pool, where they’d let down in the warmth and were leaking. Her silver-streaked hair spread out around her on the water.

She looked tired. A new kind of tired. Heavy-lidded, soft around the eyes.

She had a handful of the little sour green fruits from the trees by the lake in a fold of wrap on the stones beside her. She was eating them one after another, and making a face at each one, and reaching for the next.

She usually disliked those.



Naia, enthroned on the ledge.

The pool had a stone ledge along its deep end, under the water, where you could sit waist-deep, and she’d claimed it. Her thick powerful thighs spread on the warm stone. Her belly, nine moons, enormous and taut and high, rising out of the water like an island, the skin stretched and glowing and wet. Her breasts, heavy now, full, riding on top of it. And where she sat, her ass. That massive round ass, spread wide and heavy on the ledge, the full curve of it breaking the surface on either side of her hips, rain dimpling the wet skin.

Her braids were up, even in the water. Copper at her throat.

Her eyes found mine. She saw me.

And she very deliberately turned her head away and looked at the far side of the pool, as if I were not there at all.



Sela, in the middle of the pool, standing waist-deep.

Her long dark hair wet down her back. Her small breasts above the water, high and firm, and her nipples, those unusually pink nipples, drawn up hard and tight in the rain-cool air. The narrow girlish hips under the water. The tiny waist.

And below her waist, under the clear water, a curve.

Not the tiny thing only she could see anymore. A real curve. A small round swell low on her belly, unmistakable now, four moons of my child showing through the water.

She saw me. She didn’t cover anything. She put both hands flat on the curve and turned sideways, so I could see it properly, and bit her lip, and smiled.



Kaya, stretched out along the rocks at the pool’s edge.

Half in the water, half out. Lying on her back on a flat warm stone with the steam rolling over her, one arm flung up over her head. Her scarred athletic body loose and long. The hard thighs. The tight flat stomach and the silvered line low on it. Her small firm breasts rising and falling slow.

Her wrists, where the rope had been. The marks were gone. Faded to nothing, the skin smooth.

Her eyes were closed.

She was asleep.

In the middle of the day. In the open. At the bathing pool, with the whole village able to walk past. The war-chief of the Vanu, who almost never slept in daylight and had spent nearly ten years sleeping within reach of a spear, lay on a warm rock in the steam with the rain falling on her, fast asleep, her mouth a little open.

Amara saw me looking and put a finger to her lips. Then she pointed at Kaya and shook her head slowly, wondering.

The open ease of it said enough.



Claire, at the near edge of the pool, sitting on the steps cut into the stone.

Her long legs in the water to the knee, pale and freckled. The rest of her bare above it, her fair skin flushed pink with the heat of the spring. Her small firm breasts, pink-tipped. Her blonde hair out of its braid for once, loose and wet over her shoulders.

She saw me looking at her.

The flush came. Her throat. Her cheeks. The tips of her ears, scarlet.

She didn’t duck. She didn’t reach for her wrap. She didn’t make a dry joke or look away. She just sat there on the step and let me look at her, and let the color climb all the way up to her hairline, and held my eyes.



Two years ago, I’d stood in these same bushes and looked through the leaves at four women bathing in this pool.

Strangers. A healer who’d saved my life, and a war-chief who wanted me dead, and a shy girl who caught me looking and didn’t tell, and a chieftain’s daughter who’d bent over in front of me to see what I’d do. I’d stood hidden in the leaves, nervous and hard and unable to leave, knowing I shouldn’t watch.

Now I pushed through the bushes and stood at the edge of the pool, filthy, and every one of them looked up.

Amara shifted over on the warm stones.

Claire moved her legs.

Sela drifted back, making a space in the water beside her.

They made room for me.

I stripped off my filthy wrap and walked down the steps into the hot water, and the heat of it closed over my aching body, and I sank down into it up to my chin, and every muscle I had let go at once. I groaned out loud.

Amara laughed at me, low and warm.

“Welcome home,” she said, and handed me a sour green fruit.



Naia didn’t speak to me the whole time.

Not a word. She sat on her ledge, fixed her attention on the far side of the pool, and ignored me completely and magnificently while I soaked and the others teased me about the smell.

When she was ready to go, she lifted one hand, without looking, and two of the others helped her down off the ledge and up the steps. Heavy and careful, nine moons, the water streaming off her. She wrapped herself in a dry cloth and walked away up the path toward the village, slow and swaying and imperial, and she didn’t look back.

“What did I do?” I asked.

“Nothing,” Amara said. “She’s decided there are forms.”

“Forms?”

“You’ll see.”



I saw at the gate.

When I finally climbed out of the pool, clean for the first time in nearly four weeks, and dressed in a dry wrap someone had brought, and walked up the path through the rain toward home, she was standing in the gateway.

Nine moons. Enormous. The belly so big it seemed to arrive a step before she did. The rain falling on her, running off her piled braids, down her face, down the copper at her throat. She’d changed into her best wrap. She held her tally-stick in one hand like a scepter and the other on the huge curve of the child.

She was standing exactly where the chieftain’s daughter would stand to receive someone who’d come home. Properly. With forms.

She watched me come up the path.

She let me get all the way to her.

“You’re late,” Naia said.

I opened my mouth.

“I was going to have her without you,” Naia said. “I decided against it.”

She looked me up and down, from my wet hair to my bare feet.

“The staging would have been poor.”


Chapter 14: Rain on the Roof

The rain settled in over the valley like it meant to stay until the dry, and it did.

Some days it came down in sheets and hammered the thatch so loud you had to shout across a hut. Some days it was a fine grey drizzle that hung in the air and soaked through everything without seeming to fall at all. Some mornings it stopped for an hour, and the whole valley came out blinking into the wet light, and then it started again.

Nobody minded. Not this year.

The roofs held. Every one of them lashed with the flexible joints from the quake season, and re-thatched in the dry, and they shed the water like a duck’s back. The channels ran full and the terraces drank. The stores were full to the rafters with the first shared harvest, with a margin. The creek between us and the East Fire ran brown and loud, and the ridge path was slick, but Kesa’s runners came over it in the breaks every few days with news, and the news was always the same.

The terrace wall held. The sweet potatoes had sprouted. The filter bed ran clean. Setu was on his watch.

The wet had sealed both valleys from the world.

We were shut in, and we were safe, and there was nothing on the other side of any wall that wanted to kill us.

I didn’t quite know what to do with that. I kept waking up in the night listening for drums.



Lira commanded the bowwomen from a stool.

Her arm was bound to her chest in a sling. Sela checked the wound every morning and every evening, and every morning and every evening Lira told her it was fine and stop fussing, and every morning and every evening Sela ignored her. It was healing. It would be a long time, Sela said, before she drew a war-bow again. Maybe never at full strength.

Lira didn’t seem to have heard that part.

She sat on her stool at the edge of the training ground in the drizzle, under a hide somebody had rigged over her on poles, and she ran Aru and the rest of the bowwomen through their drills by voice alone. Merciless. Relentless. She didn’t miss anything.

“Aru. Your elbow.”

“My elbow is fine.”

“Your elbow is dropping. It’s been dropping since the hunt. You think I can’t see it because I have one arm. I can see it from here with my eyes shut.” Lira didn’t raise her voice. “Again.”

Aru drew again. Her elbow didn’t drop.

“Better,” Lira said. “Neka. You’re breathing wrong.”

“How can I be breathing wrong?”

“You breathe out when you should breathe in. Everyone can hear it. The rabbit you’re shooting can hear it.” Lira shifted on her stool and winced and pretended she hadn’t. “Again.”

I stood at the edge of the ground watching her for a while.

“You’re worse since you got shot,” I said.

“I’m better since I got shot.” She didn’t look at me. “I used to have to show them. Now I have to tell them. Telling makes you think harder about what you’re saying.” She watched Neka draw. “I’ve been doing this thirty years, and I only just learned how much harder it is to teach with words instead of showing. Your trader did me a favor.” A pause. “Don’t tell him I said that.”

“He’s under a cairn.”

“Good,” said Lira. “Then he can’t hear me.”



Kiru came to me on the fourth day after I returned from the East Fire.

He found me at the forge, where I’d gone to help Tira re-seat the bellows, and he stood in the doorway with his hands at his sides. Not fidgeting. He’d washed his face. His hair was combed. He was fourteen and a hand taller than he’d been at the harvest festival, and he stood very straight.

“Sky-man,” he said. Formal. “I want to ask you something.”

I put down the bellows. “Ask.”

“I want to learn the spear. Properly.” He swallowed. “Not to play. Not to hold it on the wall and pretend. Properly. The way the warriors learn it.”

I looked at him.

“Not the knife?” I said.

His face did something. It was very quick. His eyes went to the lake, which you couldn’t see from the forge, and came back.

“Not the knife,” Kiru said.

I didn’t ask him why. He’d never told anyone why, and I wasn’t going to be the one to make him.

“I’m not the one to teach you,” I said.

His face fell.

“Kaya is,” I said. “Go and ask her. The way you asked me. Formally.”

His face lit up again, and then went pale, because asking the war-chief of the Vanu for anything formally was a frightening prospect for a boy of fourteen.

“She’ll say yes,” I said. “She’s been waiting for somebody to ask her to teach them something that isn’t a war.”

He went. I watched him cross the compound in the rain toward the training ground, very straight, very pale, and I watched him stop in front of Kaya where she stood under the eaves of the weapon store, and I watched him say something.

I watched Kaya look down at him for a long moment.

Then she handed him her own spear.



Old Sena returned the salt on the fifth day after my return.

I didn’t see it start. I heard it. Half the valley heard it. Sena had a voice like a crow that had swallowed a smaller crow, and she used every bit of it.

She came down through the lanes in the drizzle with her granddaughter carrying the sack for her, the sack of salt she’d taken off Lockie’s tarp at the gate and gloated over. Every lane she walked down, people came out of their huts to see. By the time she reached the gate she had a following.

She stood in the open gateway, facing out, toward the empty ridge path where the trader had come down.

There was nobody there. There was nobody for miles. The man she was talking to was under a cairn of river stones in another valley.

She took the sack from her granddaughter and upended it.

The salt poured out of it onto the wet ground in a grey heap and began, at once, to melt in the rain.

“I never wanted his salt,” Sena announced. To the ridge. To the rain. To nobody. Loud enough for the whole valley. “I never wanted it. I took it to be polite. Salt from a wolf tastes of wolf.” She shook the empty sack out. “I’ve been tasting wolf in my stew for a moon. I’m done with it.”

She turned around and walked back through the crowd with her chin up.

Mura was standing at the edge of it. Leaning on her stick, under the eaves of a hut, out of the rain. She’d watched the whole thing.

She pinned Sena with one level, silent stare as she passed, the stare of the woman who’d refused every gift on that tarp while half the valley took them.

Sena’s chin came down about a finger’s width.

Mura remained silent. She didn’t have to speak. The silence devastated Sena more thoroughly than any lecture could have.



Sela and Naia had been conferring.

I noticed it on the third day after I came home and I kept noticing it. The two of them with their heads together by the fire in the evenings, murmuring. Naia on her bank of furs, nine moons, enthroned, with her tally-stones. Sela cross-legged beside her with a scrap of bark and a charcoal stub, sketching something. Both of them going quiet and looking innocent every time I came near.

It had started at the harvest festival. Sela had come to Naia with her sketches for next year’s blessing rite, and Naia had improved every third suggestion, and a partnership had been born. They’d been planning next year’s rite ever since.

This wasn’t next year’s rite.

“What are you two doing?” I asked, on the sixth night after my return.

“Nothing,” said Sela.

“Staging,” said Naia.

Sela hit her.

“What?” Naia said. “He’ll find out tonight anyway.”

“Tonight?”

Naia regarded me over her tally-stones with enormous imperial satisfaction.

“Go and wash,” she said. “You smell of forge. And come to the long hut after the children are asleep.” A pause. “All of you.”



The long hut was ready when I came.

They’d moved things. The sleeping platforms had been pushed together along the back wall into one wide bed, heaped with furs, the good ones. The fire was built up bright in the stone-lined pit. The rain drummed on the thatch overhead, steady and loud, a sound like being inside a drum.

Maya and Kano were asleep in their baskets by the far wall, near enough to reach. Tucked in, fat and heavy with sleep, Kano with his fist up beside his head like he’d gone down fighting.

Last came the mirror.

Sela’s copper mirror stood propped against the wall at the foot of the bed, angled. Tira’s shield-sized sheet of burnished copper, catching the firelight, filling with it. Red-gold. Sela had set it with stones at its base and a stick behind it to hold the tilt.

From where I’d be lying, on my back in the middle of the bed, I’d see everything in it.

All of them. All at once.



Naia was already on her bank of furs, off to one side, where she could see everything and direct it.

Nine moons. Enormous and imperial and wrapped in her best cloth, her braids down, the long black hair loose over her shoulders and her belly. She had a cup of warm water in one hand and her tally-stick in the other, and she looked like a queen at a feast.

“You’re on your back,” she told me. “In the middle. Don’t argue.”

“I wasn’t going to.”

“Good. I’ve decided there’ll be no arguing tonight. From anyone.” She sipped her water. “I’m directing.”

“She’s directing from over there,” Sela said. “Hands and mouth only. Healer’s orders.”

“Tyrant,” said Naia.

“Healer,” Sela corrected, very calmly.

Naia made a face at her. Sela made one back. Sela came to the foot of the bed and knelt beside the mirror and adjusted its angle a finger’s width, then another, checking it against where my head would be.

Her eyes settled on mine.

“I want you to see what I see,” Sela said.



They came to me one at a time and then all at once, and I lay on my back in the middle of the bed and watched them do it in the copper.

That was the thing. The design depended on it. I could look at any one of them with my own eyes, close, her skin and her mouth and her hands. And I could lift my eyes to the mirror and see all five of them at once, every body in red-gold firelight, as Sela saw things. From outside. Watching.

Amara first. She always went first. She was the one everybody in this family began with.

She knelt between my thighs on the furs, the way she had in the healer’s hut, and she let silence hold the moment, then dropped her wrap from her shoulders to her waist, and her breasts came free.

They’d gotten heavier. I’d been gone nearly four weeks and I could see it. Fuller, rounder, the dark areolas wider, the nipples swollen and already beading white in the heat of the fire. She lifted them in her two hands and leaned down over me, and her breath came out warm across my cock, and she closed them around it.

The heat. The weight. The soft impossible fullness of her on both sides of me, swallowing me whole.

She pressed. Milk ran.

It came warm from both nipples and slid down the insides of her breasts and over me, and she started to move. Slow. Lifting that enormous weight up the length of me and letting it fall. The wet soft sound of it.

I groaned. My head went back.

And in the copper, I saw it. The broad deep-brown back of her, the silver-streaked hair falling down it, her shoulders rising and falling, and between my spread thighs the heavy rolling swell of her breasts working over me.

“Look at him,” Amara murmured, eyes on mine. “Look at his face.”

“I’m looking,” said Sela.



Sela came up beside Amara.

Small and bare in the firelight, the pink nipples tight, the little round curve of her belly catching the light. She knelt at my hip. She leaned in close, closer, her long dark hair falling forward over Amara’s shoulder.

And as Amara lifted her breasts up the length of my cock, and the head of it pushed up out of her cleavage, Sela put her mouth on it.

Two of them. At once.

Amara’s breasts sliding over the shaft, slow and heavy and slick with milk. Sela’s lips closing over the head, soft and wet, her tongue swirling. They moved together. They’d planned it. When Amara lifted, Sela took me deeper into her mouth. When Amara let her breasts fall, Sela drew back and flicked her tongue across the tip. Over and over. The matriarch and the watcher, working me between them like a thing they’d rehearsed.

I lifted my eyes to the mirror.

I saw the two of them bent over me together. Amara’s broad back, Sela’s slim one. The silver-streaked hair and the long dark hair falling together over my thighs. Sela’s small face pressed against the side of Amara’s enormous breast, her mouth on me, her eyes lifted, looking not at me but at the mirror.

She was watching herself do it.

She saw me see her. Her lips curved around my cock.

“Oh, god,” I said.

“Not yet,” said Naia, from her furs. “Nobody finishes yet. I have a whole evening planned.”



Kaya brought the rope.

She’d carried it home over the ridge from the East Fire. Tevi’s rope. The double-knot coil she’d brought to my hut the night after Lira was shot. She came to the bed with it in her hands now, naked, her scarred athletic body gold in the firelight, and she held it out to me.

In front of all of them.

The war-chief of the Vanu, handing her husband a rope in front of her whole family. I watched her do it. I watched her not look at the others while she did it. I watched the color come up in her face under the dark skin, and her jaw set, and her hand stay steady.

Amara lifted her breasts away from me. Sela sat back on her heels.

I sat up and took the rope.

“Hands,” I said.

She held out her wrists.

I tied them in front of her this time. Crossed at the wrists, the double-knot, snug, two fingers under the rope to check it. She watched me do it. The others watched me do it. Everyone in the family, in the firelight, watching me bind the most dangerous woman in the highlands.

Kaya didn’t look away from my hands.

When the knot was tied she pulled against it once. It held. She let out a breath.

“Up,” I said.

I lay back down, and she climbed onto me.



She straddled me with her bound wrists held in front of her, and she lowered herself onto my cock.

Slowly. She couldn’t use her hands to guide it, so I took her hips and set her where I wanted her, and she sank down onto me. The long hard slide of it. The heat. Her pussy gripping me like a fist, so tight it drove the breath out of both of us.

She sat on me with her wrists tied and her back straight and her eyes shut.

Then she tried to ride.

And she couldn’t balance. Not well. Not without her hands. Her whole body swayed, and she caught herself with her thighs, and swayed the other way.

Claire moved.

She came up behind Kaya on the bed. Long pale freckled legs folded under her, knees on either side of mine. She put her hands on Kaya’s hips from behind, and steadied her.

Kaya’s eyes flew open.

“I’ve got you,” Claire said. Quiet. Practical. Absolutely without ceremony. “Ride him. I’ll hold you.”

A wrestler’s assist.

The same thing Kaya had given Claire, about five moons ago, at Claire’s first full night with all of us. A strong hand and a shift of weight at the exact right moment. Stop fighting it. You lose to it every time anyway.

Now Claire was giving it back.

Kaya looked over her shoulder at the blonde geologist holding her hips. Surprise and trust crossed her face together. Then she turned back to me.

And she rode.



Claire’s hands on her hips kept her upright and set the rhythm with her, lifting and dropping, and Kaya rode me with her tied wrists held against her own chest and her eyes locked on mine. Harder. Faster. Her small firm breasts bouncing. Her thighs working.

And she made noise.

In front of all of them. Not bitten back. Not swallowed. She didn’t try. She couldn’t reach anything to bite with her wrists tied, and she didn’t try to reach. The sounds came out of her low and raw and rising with every stroke, and the whole family heard them.

In the copper I saw it all. Kaya’s scarred back arching. Claire behind her, pale and gold and freckled, her hands on Kaya’s hips, her blonde hair falling forward. Amara and Sela beside us, watching. Naia on her furs, watching.

“There she is,” Amara said softly. “Listen to her.”

“The rope changes it,” said Sela, wondering. “She doesn’t have to choose each moment she lets go.”

“Only he carries that choice for her,” said Naia.

Kaya heard them. I watched her hear them. Her face went dark red, and her jaw clenched, and for one heartbeat I thought she’d shut the sound back down.

She didn’t.

She threw her head back and let it out louder.

She came like that, bound and held and heard. Her pussy clamped down on me and pulsed, and she cried out with her tied hands pressed to her own breastbone, and Claire held her hips through every shudder so she didn’t fall. When it was over she sagged back against Claire’s chest, and Claire held her, and Kaya let her.

“Good girl,” I said.

Kaya laughed. Breathless and wrecked and surprised at herself.



I untied her. I rubbed her wrists warm. She rolled off me onto the furs and lay there on her back, breathing hard, and Amara leaned over and kissed her forehead.

“Claire,” said Naia, from her furs. “You’re next. Face the mirror.”

Claire went still.

“What?”

“On your knees,” said Naia. “Facing the copper. He’ll be behind you.” She sipped her water. “I’ve watched you look away from yourself every time it happens. Every single time. I want you to watch it this time.”

The flush came up Claire’s throat all at once, scarlet, to the ear-tips.

“That’s… Naia, that’s not a reasonable…”

“I’m directing,” said Naia. “Did I not say there’d be no arguing?”

Claire searched my face.

I waited without pressing. It had to be hers.

She faced her own reflection, flushed and wide-eyed, pale hair loose around her shoulders, until her shoulders settled.

She got up on her knees and turned to face it.



I knelt behind her.

Claire always wanted to see my face. She read it like a soot collar, looking for the reading that would tell her what her body was about to do. Tonight there was no face to read. There was only hers, in the copper, looking back.

I put my hands on her slim hips. Her skin was hot. I pressed the head of my cock against her pussy from behind and she was soaking, she’d been soaking since Kaya got on top of me, and I slid into her in one long stroke.

She gasped.

And in the copper, I watched her watch herself gasp.

“Look,” I said. “Don’t look away.”

“I’m looking.”

I started to move in her. Slow. Deep. My hands on her hips, pulling her back onto me. In the mirror, her small firm breasts swung with each stroke, pink-tipped, flushed. Her lips parted. Her pale green eyes were wide and locked on her own reflection.

“That’s not…” she said. “I don’t… that’s not what I look like.”

“That’s exactly what you look like.”

“I look…”

“Beautiful,” said Amara. “You look beautiful, sweetling.”

I reached around and found her clit.

She lost the count before she started it. She didn’t even try to count this time. Her voice just broke, and her head went back against my shoulder, and in the mirror I saw the scarlet flood up her chest and her throat to her hairline.

“Daniel,” she said. “It’s going to… I can feel it, it’s going to…”

“Let it.”

“In front of…”

“Let it.”

She came, and the flood came with her, gushing out of her around my cock, splashing hot onto the furs, onto my thighs, onto the floor in front of the mirror.

And she watched it.

She kept her eyes open, on the copper, and watched her own body do the thing she’d never been able to watch, the thing she could never measure or manage or hide. She watched herself fall apart in red-gold firelight with her whole family around her.

She didn’t look away.



“Oh,” said Naia softly, from her furs. “Oh, well done. Well done, Claire.”

Claire sagged forward. I caught her. She was shaking, and laughing a little, and crying a little, and she didn’t seem to know which.

“I saw it,” she whispered. “I’ve never… I saw it.”

“I know.”

“It’s absurd. It’s completely absurd.” She turned her flushed face into my shoulder. “I’m going to have to write this down.”

“Don’t you dare,” said Sela.



Sela was last before the end.

“My turn,” she said. “I’ve waited very patiently.”

“You haven’t,” said Naia.

“I’ve waited patiently for me.”

She pushed me down onto my back again in the middle of the bed. She climbed onto me. But she didn’t face me. She turned around, so that she knelt astride my hips with her back to me, facing the foot of the bed.

Facing the mirror.

She took my cock in her small hand and held it up and sank down onto it, slow, and I watched her do it over her own shoulder, and in the copper, and she watched herself do it in the copper, and her breath shuddered out.

“There,” Sela said. Her voice climbed, strong and clear, over the rain. “Look at her. Look at all of you, watching her.”

She started to ride.

Four and a half moons. The curve of her belly showing plain now, small and round and taut above the dark curls between her thighs, above the place where my cock slid in and out of her. She put one hand flat on it while she rode, and watched herself do it, and narrated.

“She’s got a baby in her,” Sela said, to the copper, to the family. “His baby. From the festival. You can see it now, look. You can see it in the mirror. And she’s riding him anyway. She’s riding him in front of everyone she loves.”

She lifted and dropped. Small and quick. Her little ass bouncing against my hips.

“She used to hide in doorways,” Sela said. “She used to hide behind her hair. Look at her now. Look at her face.” Her voice shook. “Look how much she wants it.”

“We’re looking,” said Amara. “We see you.”

“Good girl,” I said, from under her.

She came riding me with her eyes on the mirror and her hand on her belly, crying out loud and clear, her small body shuddering, her pussy clenching and fluttering around my cock. I didn’t finish. It took every bit of control I had. I held on through her, and when she was done she slid off me sideways onto the furs and lay there, glowing, looking at herself in the copper, still.



I was so hard it hurt.

Five women had held me at the edge until my cock throbbed and my whole body shook. From the middle of the bed, I took in every one of them.

“Now,” said Naia.

Every face turned toward her.

“He finishes now,” Naia said, from her furs. “In one of you.” She sipped her water. “And I’ve decided who.”

“You’ve decided,” said Kaya, from where she still lay on her back.

“I’ve been directing all night. Of course I’ve decided.” Naia nodded toward Amara. “She asked first.”

Silence.

“At the start of the dry,” Naia said. “Before any of this. Before the trader came. She came to him and asked for one more child, before her body closes the door. She told me. She asked first.” Naia lifted her chin. “The family gives it to her. That’s my ruling.”

Nobody argued.

Amara met Naia’s gaze across the bed. Her eyes filled.

“Thank you,” she said.

“Don’t thank me. Lie down,” said Naia. “You’re wasting his cock.”



Amara lay back on the furs.

She drew her knees up to her chest. Held them there with her arms, her thick thighs folded back, her wide hips tilted up, her pussy spread open and swollen and glistening wet in the firelight. Her massive breasts spilled to either side of her chest, leaking, the milk running down her ribs.

She held her knees and looked up at me.

“Greedy,” she said. Her voice shook. “I’m greedy. Give it to me.”

I came down over her. Into her. Deep, all the way, my weight coming down on the backs of her folded thighs. She cried out.

“Deep,” she wept. “Deep. Deep. There.”

I didn’t last. I couldn’t have. Five of them had brought me to this and held me here. I drove into her hard and fast, and she wept her worship up at me, tears streaming into her silver-streaked hair, and the others were around us. Kaya’s hand on my back. Sela’s hand in Amara’s hair. Claire’s cheek against my shoulder. Naia’s voice from her furs.

“Fill her,” Naia said. “All of it. Every drop.”

“One more,” Amara sobbed. “One more, one more, give me one more…”

I came.

It tore out of me after the whole long evening held back, and I buried myself as deep in her as I could reach and pumped it into her. Pulse after pulse. Flooding her. My whole body jerking with it. I felt her feel it. She held my eyes and her pussy clenched down around me, milking me, and she came too, weeping, holding her own knees to her chest so nothing could escape.

When I finally stopped, she didn’t let her knees down.

She lay there with her thighs held to her chest and her eyes closed and tears on her face, holding every drop. The seed-keeping custom, in the middle of her whole family.

“Don’t make me laugh,” she warned all of us. “Nobody make me laugh.”

Naturally, everyone did.



Afterward, they came in around me.

All five of them. In the firelight, with the rain drumming on the roof. Their hands on me. Their mouths.

And they told me.

Not all at once. One at a time, each in her own voice. The way the family did everything.

Amara first, still on her back with her knees up, her hand on my face. “You gave me a daughter when I thought my body was empty,” she said. “And now you’ve given me one more. Greedy works.”

Kaya, lying on her side against my back, her mouth by my ear, her voice hoarse from all the sound she hadn’t bitten back. “You stopped me. When I couldn’t stop myself. You knew I wasn’t fighting you. I was fighting myself. And you held on.”

Sela, curled against my hip, looking up at the copper. “You let me see it,” she said. “My whole life, I was the one watching. You let me see myself.”

Claire, her head on my chest, her pale hair spread across me, her voice very quiet. “You gave me a door that doesn’t close,” she said. “And you never once made me count what it cost.”

And Naia last.

From her throne of furs off to the side, nine moons, her hand resting on the huge curve of her belly. She’d directed the whole evening. She’d ruled on every question. Across the firelight, loose black hair around her shoulders, she held me with an expression I couldn’t read.

“Practice saying it,” she said.

“Saying what?”

“The thing they’ll be calling you soon.” Naia sipped her water. “Chief.”

I stared at her.

“Practice,” Naia said. “They’ll be calling you chief soon.” She set down her cup. “I’ve decided.”



We lay in a heap afterward in the firelight, the whole family, with the rain on the roof.

Tangled. Sweat and milk and cum drying on skin. Furs pulled over some of us and not others. Maya had woken at some point and toddled over from her basket, and Amara had pulled her up onto her shoulder, and she’d gone back to sleep there, drooling on her mother’s collarbone. Kano was still asleep in his basket, within reach, fist up.

Kaya was asleep first. Of course. Asleep on her side against my back with one arm thrown over me, snoring faintly, her rope in a loose coil by her hand.

Claire was asleep in the middle of a sentence, which she’d learned to do here and nowhere else.

Amara hummed under her breath to the baby on her shoulder.

And Naia wasn’t organizing anything.

That was the thing I’d remember later. For once that evening, Naia had no tally-stone in her hand and no rota on her lips. She lay on her side on her furs with her eyes closed and her hand on her belly, breathing.

Breathing slow.

Breathing strange. A long slow breath in. A pause. A long slow breath out. Then a pause that went on a little too long.

I didn’t notice.

Sela did.

She lifted her head off my hip. Across the furs, Naia’s slow, strange rhythm narrowed her healer’s eyes. Sela tracked three full breaths without speaking. The best watcher in the valley.

She laid her head back down, but didn’t close her eyes.



I woke at dawn to grey light and the rain still falling and Naia sitting up in her furs.

She was sitting very straight. Very calm. Her hands folded on top of her belly. Her loose hair falling around her shoulders. She was looking at the far wall with an expression of great composure.

Sela was already awake beside her, kneeling, one hand on Naia’s back.

Naia turned her head toward me.

“My waters have broken,” she said, very calmly.

I sat up so fast I knocked Kaya off my back.

“I want it noted,” said Naia, “that I staged this too.”


Chapter 15: The Chieftain’s Grandchild

They moved her to the healing hut before the sun was fully up.

It wasn’t far. Across the compound, through the rain. But Naia at nine moons with her waters broken didn’t walk anywhere fast, and she refused to be carried, and nobody was going to argue with her that morning. So she walked it. Slowly, in the drizzle, with Sela on one side of her and Amara on the other and a fur over her shoulders, stopping every twenty steps to hold onto someone and breathe.

I walked behind them with my hands useless at my sides.

At the door of the healing hut she stopped and turned to face me.

“You’re not coming in,” she said.

“I know.”

“I mean it. I’ve staged this very carefully and you aren’t in it.” She took a breath, and her face tightened, and she held onto Amara’s arm until it passed. When it had, her eyes found mine again. “Stay where I can hear you.”

“I’ll be right outside.”

“Good.” She turned back to the door. “Don’t pace. It’s distracting.”



I’d rebuilt the healing hut in the dry, after the quake had half brought it down on Tua two seasons ago.

It was the best-built thing in the valley now. I’d made sure of it. The frame was lashed with the flexible joints. The roof was double-thatched, the under-layer set at a steeper pitch than the outer one, so rain that got through the first ran off the second before it could drip. I’d cut a trench all the way around the outside of it, a hand deep and lined with stones, to take the runoff away downhill so the floor never went to mud. The hearth was stone-lined. There were two smoke-vents under the eaves, angled so the rain couldn’t blow in.

I’d done all of that because I’d stood outside it once already, in a storm, while Kaya brought my son into the world, and I’d been able to do nothing. Nothing at all. Just stand in the rain and listen.

This time I’d built the rain out of it, at least.

I walked the trench while they settled her inside. All the way around. Clearing leaves out of it with my hands. Checking the stones. Making sure the water was running away the way I’d built it to.

It was.

The floor inside would stay dry all day, whatever the sky did.

It was the only thing I could do for her. I did it very thoroughly.



They were all in there.

Sela, who’d deliver. Four and a half moons pregnant herself, the curve of her belly showing plain under her wrap now. She’d brought my son into the world in a storm. She’d dug a bullet out of Lira’s shoulder. She’d walked into that hut this morning with her kit under her arm and her face absolutely calm, and I’d heard her voice through the wall every few minutes since. Low. Even. Unhurried.

Tua, on her stool by the hearth. Eighty-odd years old, her face like a dried riverbed, her left arm crooked from the break she’d taken when the healing hut came down in the quake. Her hands didn’t do the work anymore. Her voice did. Every so often it cut through the others, sharp and dry, and Sela answered it.

Amara at Naia’s head. I could hear her too. The low warm register, the matriarch’s voice, the one that had talked every woman in this family through something.

Claire at the fire, keeping the water boiling. She’d appointed herself to it without being asked, and she was doing it the way she did everything, with total precision. I could hear her through the wall now and then, telling someone in a flat level voice that the second pot would be at a rolling boil in approximately four minutes.

And Kaya at the door.

She stood in it, inside the doorway, with her spear. Guarding. It had been tradition in this family since Maya was born: Kaya guards the door. Nobody had ever asked her to. Nobody had ever been able to stop her.

She was useless at birthing and she knew it and she was furious about it. Every time Naia cried out, I saw Kaya’s knuckles go white on the spear shaft, like she wanted very badly for there to be something she could stab.



The rain came down all morning.

I sat under the eave of the store-hut across the compound, where I could see the healing hut’s door and hear what came through its walls, and I did the hardest thing I know how to do.

Nothing.

Kano’s birth had taught me how to stand outside that door and accept that my hands couldn’t help. Some doors a man holds and doesn’t walk through. That storm had driven the lesson deep.

This time I knew the shape of it. It was easier. Not easy.

I sat with my back against the store-hut wall and my hands on my knees and I didn’t pace. She’d told me not to.



Naia negotiated.

I heard it start around midmorning, when the pains started coming harder. Her voice through the wall, strained, imperious, completely serious.

“I propose,” Naia said, “a shorter interval.”

A pause.

A low cry followed, and I heard Amara murmuring to her.

When it passed, Naia spoke again, breathless.

“No. I withdraw that. I propose a longer interval. A much longer interval. I’d like it entered into the record that I’ve changed my position.”

Tua’s voice, dry as dust: “The baby does not negotiate, chieftain’s daughter.”

“Everyone negotiates,” Naia said. “Everyone. She’s simply taking a hard line.”

Across the compound, under the eaves of the other huts, I could see people listening. Old Sena. Two of the lake-lane women. Oko, on his bad knees, with his hand over his mouth. Nobody laughed out loud. But they were all trying not to.



It went on. And on.

Noon. The rain kept falling. The pains kept coming, closer, harder. I heard Naia’s voice change as the afternoon wore on. The jokes got shorter. The terms got simpler.

“I’ll give you anything,” I heard her say once, through the wall, to no one. To the child. To the pain. “Anything. The east lane. The salt. All the salt.”

Later came: “No. No terms. No terms.”

Then the words ran out. Only her harsh, ragged breathing remained, with Sela counting calmly, Amara murmuring, and rain on the roof.

I sat with my hands on my knees.

It was the sound I’d heard from her before. In the store-hut, on the stores bench, with her thighs over my shoulders. In the long hut, with her back to my chest. Her negotiator’s voice had finally run out of bargains. I’d always loved that change. It had always meant she’d stopped performing.

It didn’t sound like that now. It sounded like someone very far down in a very deep place, all alone.



Near the end, she called for her mother.

I heard it clearly. Everyone in the compound heard it. Her voice came through the healing hut’s walls high and cracked and completely unlike her.

“Mother.”

Silence in the hut.

“I want my mother,” Naia said. “Where is she? Get her. Please. Please get her.”

Not me. Not Amara. Not any of the women holding her hands.

Her mother.

The performer’s last mask, the one she’d been wearing since she was a child being raised to be looked at by a whole tribe, had come off somewhere in the long afternoon. What was underneath was a daughter.



I was up before Amara’s head appeared in the doorway.

“She’s calling for Yara,” Amara said.

“I heard.”

“Yara can’t walk, Daniel. And it’s raining. And the baby’s close. It’s very close, maybe…”

“I’ll get her.”

I was already moving.



I ran through the rain to the hut behind the flowering brush where Yara lived. I’d been there a hundred times in the past two seasons, with Naia, with Amara, with Claire and her exercises. I knew the way in the dark.

The attendant girl was in the doorway, the sixteen-year-old who’d carried a chieftain does not receive a peddler at her door down to the gate and relished every word. She saw me coming and her eyes went wide.

“Her daughter’s calling for her,” I said. “Get the litter. Get the bearers.”

“She’s asleep, sky-man, she hasn’t been awake since…”

“I’m awake,” said Yara.



She was lying on her sleeping platform under a heap of furs, and she’d turned her head, and she was looking at me.

She’d gotten so small. Every time I saw her in the last moon she’d gotten smaller, as if the stroke was taking her a little at a time, the way the sea takes a beach. Her face was Naia’s face with thirty years added and half of it gone slack. Her left arm lay on the furs, useless. But her eyes were exactly the same. Sharp as a knife and twice as dry.

“She’s calling for me,” Yara said. The words came out of half a mouth, lopsided, slow. All the authority in them was intact.

“Yes.”

“Then why are you standing there talking?”



The bearers were two of the young warriors who carried her litter for the rare occasions she left her hut. They came running. They lifted her onto the litter, and I took one of the front poles myself, because I needed my hands on something, and we carried her through the rain.

Across the compound. Past the store-hut. Past Old Sena and Oko and all the others under their eaves, who stood up when they saw her go by, every one of them.

She lay on the litter with the rain falling on her face and her good hand gripping the edge of it. She rode in silence and never closed her eyes.

We reached the door of the healing hut.

Kaya was standing in it with her spear. She saw who was on the litter, and she stepped aside without a word.

And from inside, as we set the litter down on the threshold, there was a cry.

Not Naia’s.

Thin and high and furious. A small wet outraged voice, rising over the rain.



Yara’s good hand tightened on the edge of the litter until the knuckles went white.

I stood there in the rain holding the pole with my heart going like a drum.

Inside the hut, Sela’s voice. Steady. “A daughter.”

Amara followed, weeping and laughing. Claire said something that got lost. Beside me in the doorway, Kaya’s grip finally loosened on the spear.

Naia came last.

Wrecked. Hoarse. Barely a voice at all.

“Is she there? Is my mother there?”

“She’s here,” I called. “She’s at the door.”

“Bring her in,” said Naia. “Bring her in. Bring her in.”



They carried Yara in and set her litter down beside the birthing furs. I stayed in the doorway. Kaya stayed beside me. We both knew exactly where the line was.

From the doorway I could see it.

Naia lay on the furs with her hair loose and soaked and stuck to her face and her neck. She looked like she’d fought a war. She had. Amara was behind her, holding her up against her own broad chest. Sela knelt at her feet, her hands and forearms red to the elbow, calm as stone. Tua on her stool by the fire, nodding slowly to herself. Claire at the pots, with tears running down her face and her mouth pressed thin, pretending they weren’t.

And on Naia’s chest, wrapped in a cloth, a small dark furious face.

Screaming. Red. Her tiny fists up by her head. A shock of wet black hair. Loud and outraged at everything: the light, the cold, the staging.

My daughter.



Naia turned her head on Amara’s shoulder toward her mother on the litter.

Yara looked back at her.

For a long moment neither of them said anything. Two women with the same face, thirty years apart, the older one half-ruined by a stroke and the younger one half-ruined by a day of labor, looking at each other across a newborn.

Then Naia lifted the baby off her chest. Slowly. Her arms were shaking. Amara helped her.

And they laid the child in the crook of Yara’s one good arm.



Yara held her granddaughter.

She held her against her chest with the one arm that still worked, and she looked down at her. At the furious little face. At the wet black hair. At the tiny fists.

The baby stopped crying.

I don’t know why. Maybe the warmth. Maybe the heartbeat. Maybe just surprise at being handed to someone new. But she stopped, and went quiet, and opened her eyes, and looked up at the old woman holding her.

Yara looked back.

Her face did something. The half of it that still moved. It went through something slow and enormous that I didn’t have any name for, a lifetime of it, and then it settled. Into something fierce. And ruined. And completely satisfied.

The rain drummed on the roof I’d built while everyone in the hut held the silence.

“Terms were met,” Naia said.

Her voice was a ruin. She was smiling.

Yara lifted her eyes from the baby to her daughter. Half a mouth. Full authority.

“You always did negotiate well,” she said.



Naia named her that afternoon.

By custom the mother names daughters. Naia had been refusing to discuss it for three moons. I’d assumed it was because she was negotiating with herself.

It wasn’t. She’d known all along.

“Nuri,” she said.

She was sitting up on the furs by then, with the baby at her breast, washed and wrapped, her hair combed back by Amara’s hands. She looked exhausted and imperial and very young.

“It was my grandmother’s name,” Naia said. “My mother’s mother. She was chieftain before my mother. I never knew her. She died in the plague years.” Her attention settled on Yara, lying on her litter beside the furs. “My mother used to tell me about her. When I was small. Before she started teaching me to perform. She used to say my grandmother was the only person anywhere in the valley who ever made her laugh.”

Yara said nothing. Her good hand moved on the furs until it found the edge of Naia’s wrap, and held it.

“Nuri,” Naia said again, to the baby. “You’re going to make everyone laugh. I’ve decided.”



The valley came to the door all afternoon, in ones and twos, in the rain.

Not in. Nobody came in. They came to the doorway where Kaya stood and they looked in, at the chieftain’s daughter with a baby at her breast and the chieftain on her litter beside her, and they pressed their foreheads to their own hands, the Vanu sign for a new life. Then they went away again.

Mura came near dusk. She stood in the doorway on her stick until the fire needed feeding.

Her attention stayed on Yara. The two old women, the traditionalist and the chieftain, had buried everyone they’d started with.

Yara looked back at her.

Mura nodded, once. Yara nodded back.

Then Mura went away into the rain.



Yara asked for me that evening.

The attendant girl found me outside, under the eave of the healing hut, where I’d been all day. “The chieftain wants the sky-man,” she said. “Alone.”

I went in.

They’d moved her litter to the far side of the hearth, where it was warm. The others had drawn back to the other side of the hut. Naia was asleep on the furs with Nuri asleep on her chest. Amara sat beside her. Sela was cleaning her instruments. Claire had finally stopped boiling water and was sitting on the floor with her back against the wall and her eyes closed.

Yara was awake. Her sharp eyes tracked me as I knelt beside her litter.

She had something in her good hand. She’d been holding it under the fur.

She held it out.



It was her copper cup.

I knew it. Everyone in the valley knew it. A plain cup of hammered copper, darkened with age and handling, the rim worn smooth by a lifetime of hands. It was the cup of the hearth-right rite. When the valley took in a stranger, the chieftain offered them that cup, and if they drank, everyone in the valley stamped once, and they belonged. Yara had offered it to thirty-one Koru refugees at our gate. She’d offered it to Claire at the recovery feast, the night Claire asked to stay.

She held it out to me in her one good hand, and her hand shook.

I didn’t take it.

“Take it,” Yara said.

“Chieftain…”

“I’m not asking.” Half a mouth, full authority. Her eyes held mine like a blade being drawn for inspection, the way they’d held me the first day I walked into her hut. “Take it.”

I took it.

It was lighter than I’d expected. Warm from her hand.

Yara let her arm fall back to the fur. Her sharp eyes held mine while the hearth spat twice.

“You gave my people back their children,” she said.

The words came slow. Each one cost her something. I could see it.

“You gave me mine.”

That was all.

She offered no explanation of what the cup meant or what she wanted me to do with it. She just closed her eyes, very briefly, as if she’d set down something heavy after carrying it a long distance.

A moment later, she opened them.

“Now bring me my daughter,” she said. “And go away.”



I woke Naia. I helped her across the hut to her mother’s litter, with Nuri in her arms, and settled her beside it on a fur. She lay down on her side facing her mother, with the baby between them.

Yara’s good hand found Naia’s.

I left them.

I don’t know what they said. Nobody does. Naia has never told me, and I’ve never asked, and I never will.

I went back outside and sat under the eave in the rain with the copper cup in my hands.



Yara died before dawn.

In her sleep. Peacefully. With Naia’s hand in hers and her granddaughter asleep against her side.

Naia woke and knew. She told me later that she’d felt her mother’s hand go still, and she’d held it until the grey light reached the hearth before waking anyone. Because once she woke anyone, it would be true.

When she did wake someone, it was Amara. And Amara came out into the grey and found me under the eave, and she didn’t have to say anything. I saw it in her face.



I went in.

Yara lay on her litter under the furs. Her face had gone smooth. The stroke’s slackness was gone from it, somehow; both sides of her mouth were the same now. She looked like Naia. She looked like she was about to open her eyes and say something dry and merciless.

She didn’t.

Naia sat beside her on the fur with Nuri in her arms. She wasn’t crying. She was just sitting there, very straight, looking at her mother’s face, as she’d sat on her storehouse stool the day she watched me come down the ridge.

I sat down beside her.

I’d buried three men under a cairn in my first days in this valley, after Reyes died on the second night. I’d buried warriors on the hillside after two battles and forged their markers myself at midnight. I’d stood over Raku at the beacon and Lockie at the gully. I’d seen a lot of death in two years, and more before that.

This was the first death in my family since the crash.

A mother-in-law. That’s what she was, if I’d had to put an English word on it. A difficult, dry, merciless, formidable old woman who’d tested me the first time we met and never really stopped. I’d have liked to argue with her for years. I’d have liked her to live long enough to be rude to Nuri’s children.

That was all. That was all I let myself think. Naia didn’t need my grief. She needed me to sit there.

So I sat there.

I sat with Naia and Nuri until the light came up grey behind the rain. Naia leaned against my shoulder at some point. She didn’t cry. Nuri woke, and complained, and Naia fed her, and she went back to sleep.

We sat beyond the reach of words.



The drums started at dawn.

Slow. Deep. The mourning drums. I’d heard them once before, in the season of the quake, carrying over the eastern ridge from the Koru valley when their spring turned to black mud.

They sounded different inside our own valley.

They rolled out over the lake and the terraces and the rain, one slow beat and then another, and all across the valley I heard doors open. People coming out into the wet. Standing in the lanes. Listening.

A shadow fell across the doorway of the healing hut.

Mura. Leaning on her stick in the grey light, with the rain dripping off the edge of the thatch in front of her. She looked old. Older than I’d ever seen her. Tired. She was the oldest woman in the valley now.

She studied Yara on her litter until the next drumbeat rolled over the lake.

Then she faced Naia. Formal. Straight-backed, as straight as her back would go. The keeper of forms, to the last.

“The Vanu bury a chieftain once a generation,” Mura said.

Her old voice carried over the drums.

“Then they stamp for the next one.”

Naia didn’t look up.

She sat on her fur with Nuri at her breast and her dead mother’s hand still in hers, and she looked down at her daughter’s face.

“I know who,” Naia said.


Chapter 16: The One They Looked To

For three days, we mourned Yara while the rain whispered over the lake. Naia stayed close to the healing hut with Nuri, and the rest of the valley carried food, banked fires, and spoke softly around her grief.

On the third night after Yara died, I forged her marker.

Tira had banked the forge for the rains, the way we always did in the wet, the vents cooled and the crucibles stacked. I relit it alone. I didn’t ask for help and nobody offered. Kiru came to the forge doorway around midnight, watched me work the bellows through one full heat, and went away without interrupting.

The Vanu bury their dead on the hillside above the lake. Warriors get a copper spear point driven into the earth at the head of the grave. I’d made most of the ones that stood there now. Two years ago, after the Battle of the Second Wall, I’d stood at the anvil until midnight forging spear points for the warriors we’d lost. Later, one more for Tano, Kaya’s husband, dead eight years before I ever came. And one small one beside it, for Kito, the son she’d lost to fever, who’d never held a spear in his life. She’d asked. I’d made it anyway.

Yara had never been a warrior.

So I didn’t make her a spear point.

I made her a circlet. A thin band of hammered copper, as wide as my palm and as round as a crown, with a long spike on one side of it to drive into the earth. I beat it out on the anvil in the dark with the rain drumming on the forge roof. I left the hammer marks in it, the way Kaya left them in the war-bands she forged. I didn’t polish it. She’d never had any patience for polish.

It was nearly dawn when I finished.

I quenched it in the trough and it hissed and steamed. I held it in the forge light until the copper cooled from red to black.

Then I banked the fire and went to find Naia.



We buried her the next afternoon.

The rain let up for it. Not stopped. Let up. A fine grey drizzle hung over the lake, and the clouds sat low on the rim, and the hillside above the water was green and dripping and very quiet.

The valley came as one.

Every soul. More than two hundred and fifty people, Vanu and Koru and the last of the Taku, climbing the hillside path in the wet in a long winding line. Mothers with babies on their hips. Old men on sticks. Children, quiet for once, holding their mothers’ hands. Lira with her arm in its sling. Tua, carried up on a litter by two of the young warriors, because she’d refused to be left behind.

And the East Fire came too.

They’d walked the ridge in a break in the rain, starting at first light. Kesa and Tevi and Setu and half the settlers, soaked and muddy to the waist, having crossed a slick mountain path to stand on a hillside for a chieftain most of them had never met. They came up the path at the end of the line and stood at the back, and Kesa caught my eye across all those heads and nodded once.



We laid her in the earth near the top of the hill, where you could see the whole lake.

Naia stood at the head of the grave with Nuri wrapped against her chest. Four days postpartum. She shouldn’t have climbed the hill at all. Sela had told her so, and Amara had told her so, and she’d heard both of them and walked up it anyway, slowly, one step at a time, with Kaya on one side of her and me on the other.

She didn’t weep. She stood very straight and watched them lower her mother down.

When it was done, and the earth was back over her, I handed Naia the circlet.

She held it in her free hand, thumb resting in the hammer marks.

Then she knelt, slowly, painfully, with the baby against her chest, and pushed the spike of it down into the wet earth at the head of the grave. It went in easily. The circlet stood there, a ring of copper at the top of the hill, dull in the grey light.

Naia stayed kneeling until Nuri stirred against her chest.

“You’d have hated the polish,” she said to it, at last, very low. “So he didn’t.”

Then she let me help her up.



The fire was that evening.

The council fire, under the long open-sided roof of the council chamber, where the torches at every pillar burned even in daylight because tradition overrode practicality. It was where the Vanu gathered for everything that mattered. Where I’d been dragged in as a prisoner two years ago and forced to kneel. Where Mura had set a copper circlet on my head and given me a seat on the council. Where Kesa had set the last coal of the Koru fire into the Vanu flame at the harvest festival, and the two had burned as one ever since.

Tonight the valley packed under that roof and around it, shoulder to shoulder, out into the rain beyond the eaves. The fire burned high. Nobody talked much.

Everyone was waiting.

At the head of the circle, beside the fire, there was a space.

It was the place where Yara’s litter used to rest, on the rare occasions she’d been carried out to a gathering. A flat worn place on the packed earth, marked by the four holes where the litter’s feet had stood. It had been empty for most of the last two years. Everyone knew what it was.

Everyone was watching it.

The chieftain’s daughter was supposed to stand there.



Naia stood up.

She’d been sitting with the family, with Nuri at her breast, on a fur beside the fire. She gave the baby to Amara. She stood up slowly, four days postpartum, her body still soft and heavy from the birth, and she walked across the circle to the place where her mother’s litter used to rest.

And she stood in it.

The valley fell silent.

She stood there in the firelight with her braids up and copper at her throat, in the best wrap she owned, the chieftain’s daughter in the chieftain’s place. Every eye in the valley on her. She’d been raised for exactly this. Her mother had raised her for it since she could walk. Trained her to be looked at. Trained her to perform. A chieftain’s daughter is a performance that never ends.

She looked out at them.

Hundreds of faces in the firelight. Waiting for her to take it.

Naia took a breath.



“I was raised to be looked at,” she said.

Her voice carried. It always had. She’d been trained to make it carry.

“My whole life. My mother made me into something you’d all look at. The walk. The wraps. The braids. The smile. Everything I did, I did so you’d look at me. And you did.” She let that sit. “All of you. For twenty-eight years. Every day.”

Nobody moved.

“And I thought that was the same thing,” Naia said. “Being looked at. Being the one a people follows. I thought if you all looked at me long enough, you’d follow me. That’s what I was raised to believe.”

She turned her head.

She looked at me.

Across the circle, through the firelight, she looked straight at me. I felt every eye in the valley follow hers.

“He is the one you looked to,” Naia said.



“At the second wall,” she said. “When the wolf came with seventy painted men and we thought we’d all die, who did you look to? At the forge, when he burned his hand to give you copper? When the sky-people came with their eye in the sky, and we had to hide every home in the valley from it, who did you look to?”

She wasn’t performing. I could hear it. I’d heard her perform for two years and I knew the difference. Her voice was shaking.

“When the mountain shook and brought the healing hut down on Tua,” Naia said. “When the wolf ran north to sell us. When the man who sells fire came smiling to our gate with his arms full of gifts.” She stopped. “You looked to him. Every single time. Every one of you. I watched you do it. I counted.”

She lifted her chin.

“Stop pretending you didn’t.”



Silence.

The fire cracked. The rain pattered on the edges of the roof.

Nobody moved.

Then Mura stood up.



She did it slowly. Leaning on her stick, one hand on the shoulder of the woman beside her, getting her old bones up off the fur an inch at a time. The oldest woman in the valley. The keeper of forms. The woman who’d called me a liar the day I made fire with a magnesium striker, and been wrong about me, and said so.

She walked to the fire. She stood beside Naia.

And she spoke the old words.

I didn’t know them. Nobody under sixty in the valley knew them. They hadn’t been spoken since Yara was acclaimed, a generation ago, and before that for Yara’s mother, and before that for someone whose name only Mura still remembered. Old Vanu, the language the grandmothers spoke, full of words that meant nothing to me.

But I understood the shape of it. It was the thing forms are for. A people taking something that had already happened, that everyone already knew, and saying it out loud, in the old way, so it would be true.

Mura finished.

Her old sharp eyes held mine across the fire.

She left the old words to stand on their own.



Kaya stood up.

She stood up out of the circle beside me, on her own, and stepped forward into the firelight.

She looked at me.

And she stamped.

Once. Hard. Her bare scarred heel coming down on the packed earth of the council floor like a spear-butt, so hard I felt it through the ground where I sat.

Alone. The war-chief of the Vanu, standing in the firelight, stamping once for her husband in front of the whole valley.

Then silence again, for one heartbeat.

The valley stamped.



It started beside Kaya. Amara, with Nuri in her arms and Maya on her hip, stamping her heel into the dirt. Sela, beside her. Claire. Then Lira, on her stool, stamping her one good foot. Tira. Oko. Kiru, stamping so hard he nearly fell over.

The rhythm raced through the crowd like fire through dry grass.

Everyone. More than two hundred and fifty people, stamping on the packed earth, the Vanu and the Koru and the Taku all together, until the ground drummed under us and the torches at the pillars jumped and the fire leapt up and the rain on the roof couldn’t be heard anymore.

Two peoples. One fire.

And at the back of the crowd, soaked from the ridge, the East Fire’s settlers stamping with them. Kesa. Tevi. Setu, with his cord on his wrist, stamping and not flinching at anything.

It went on and on. It shook the roof. It shook me.

I’d heard that sound before. For my council seat. For Maya’s first-year rite. For every claiming. This stamping swallowed every earlier memory of it.



When it finally stopped, they were all looking at me.

Every face in the valley. Waiting.

I stood up.

I had Yara’s copper cup in my hands. I’d carried it with me since she gave it to me. I hadn’t let it out of my sight.

I didn’t have a speech. I’ve never been good at speeches. I’d done four seasons of television talking to a camera, and every word of it had been about how to survive something, and none of it had prepared me for this.

I looked down at the cup.

I lifted it.

“For Yara,” I said.

That was all.

The valley stamped once more. One huge beat, all together, like a single heart.



A divorced survival-show host from San Diego. Declared dead on a bar television in Lae. Standing at a fire in a valley that isn’t on any map in the world, holding a dead woman’s copper cup, while two hundred and fifty people stamp the ground for him.

It was absurd. It was completely absurd.

It was mine.



The rains went on.

And my family went on inside them, as families do, and I watched them go.



Amara was behind the water trough at dawn three days after the burial.

I’d gone out early to check the drying-shed slats. The rain had let up for once and the sky was pale grey and I heard her before I saw her. The unmistakable sound of it. Retching.

I came around the trough and she was on her knees behind it with one hand braced on the wood and the other holding her silver-streaked hair back off her face, and she was being sick into the mud.

She finished. She wiped her mouth. She looked up at me.

We understood each other without words.

The next morning she was behind the water trough again.

Exactly the same. Exactly the same place. Two years ago, in the first weeks after the claiming, before anyone knew anything, Amara had stumbled out of the healer’s hut at dawn and been sick behind this same trough, and then again the next morning, and her eyes had gone wide.

Her eyes went wide now.

She knelt there in the mud and stared at me. One hand went to her belly. Flat. Low. The way every woman in this family put her hand when she knew.

She laughed.

She sat back on her heels in the mud and laughed, loud and helpless, tears running down her face, her whole body shaking with it.

“Greedy,” Amara said, when she could talk. “I told you, Daniel.” She wiped her eyes. “I told you. Greedy works.”



Sela stood sideways in front of her copper mirror every morning now.

Both hands flat on the curve. It was plain now. Round and firm and real, pushing out the front of her wrap, four and a half moons of my child showing to anyone who looked. She’d turn one way, then the other, looking at herself in the red-gold copper. Not hiding. Never hiding.

“Watch,” she’d say, if I was in the hut. “Watch how big it’s getting.”

“I’m watching.”

“Good.” She’d bite her lip and smile at her reflection. “Keep watching.”

In the evenings she sat by the fire with Naia, the two of them with their heads together over a scrap of bark and a charcoal stub. Sketching. Arguing in low voices. Naia with Nuri at her breast, making a sharp remark every third line, Sela scratching things out and drawing them again.

Next year’s rite. The blessing, at the harvest festival. The whole thing, start to finish, everyone watching. Sela had promised it at the last festival, lying on the offering table among the first-fruits.

She’d be heavily pregnant for it, or newly delivered. She didn’t seem to think that was a problem. She seemed to think it was an improvement.

“This part,” I heard Naia say one night, tapping the bark. “The staging is weak here.”

“It’s not weak.”

“It’s weak. Trust me. I was a performance for twenty-eight years.”

“I was a watcher my whole life,” said Sela. “I know what looks good from outside.”

They glared at each other. They went back to drawing.

It wasn’t finished. It was nowhere near finished. That was the point.



Claire was at her rain gauge on the morning after the second storm.

She’d moved her instruments under a lean-to for the wet, the bamboo gauge and the twin seismoscopes, the soot collars still clean. She was crouched by the gauge reading it, her blonde braid over her shoulder, her long legs folded under her. She made a mark on her bark.

I crouched down beside her.

She didn’t look at me. Her ear-tips went red anyway.

“I’ve been running numbers,” she said.

“On the rain?”

“On us.” Her charcoal scratched another line onto the bark. “On me.”

I waited.

She didn’t look up from the gauge. She kept her eyes on the water level, very carefully, as if it was the most interesting thing in the valley.

“Amara’s pregnant,” she said. “Sela’s pregnant. Naia just gave birth. Kaya had Kano. That’s four for four.” She tapped her charcoal against the bark. “I’m thirty-three. I’ve been running numbers. On what it would mean. On whether I want to. On whether I’d be any good at it.”

“And?”

She was quiet for a long moment.

“Inconclusive,” Claire said. “More data required.”

She meant it. I could hear that she meant it, exactly as she said it. Not yes. Not no. A question she’d decided to let stay open.

I didn’t push. I put my hand on the back of her neck, under the braid, and left it there a moment.

She leaned into it. Just slightly. Then she made another mark on her bark.



Kaya was on the training ground in the rain.

She stood in the mud in the middle of it with her cropped hair plastered flat to her head and the rain running down her scarred arms, and around her stood a crowd of children. Kiru, at the front, very serious, holding a spear that was nearly as tall as he was. And behind him a dozen more. Vanu and Koru. Boys and girls. Six years old and ten and twelve. Kesa’s grand-nephew. Two of the lake-lane girls. A Taku boy who’d come in with the refugees and hadn’t spoken a word for a whole season.

Each of them holding a throwing stick.

“Your feet,” Kaya said. “Look at your feet. Not the target. Your feet first. If your feet are wrong, everything is wrong.”

A dozen children looked down at their feet.

“Good,” said Kaya. “Now. Weight on the back foot. Arm back. Look at the target.” She demonstrated, slow, her whole body turning into the throw. “And throw.”

A dozen sticks went flying in a dozen directions. One hit the straw target. Several hit the mud. One hit Kiru in the back of the head.

Kaya didn’t shout. She didn’t even sigh. She just walked over and picked up the sticks and handed them back.

“Again,” she said.

The blade had become the teacher.

I stood under an eave until every child landed one stick inside the training ring. Most of what Kaya had taught was war. I’d watched her drill warriors for a war that wasn’t coming until she nearly broke. Now she was teaching children to throw sticks at a bundle of straw in the rain.

And she was happy. You could see it. The wire was gone out of her.



Kano walked on the same day.

He was a year old, near enough, fat and loud and always eating. Amara had brought him out under the eave to watch his mother teach, with Maya on her other hip. She set him down on the dry ground at the edge of the training yard, holding his hands, and he stood there wobbling on his fat legs.

Across the yard, by the cook-fire, Tevi’s granddaughter had set down a clay pot of mashed taro.

Kano saw it.

He let go of Amara’s hands.

And he walked. Three staggering, determined, furious steps across the dry ground under the eave, arms out, straight toward the pot of food. Then he sat down hard on his bottom, surprised. Then he got up and did it again.

Kaya had turned around from the children. She was staring.

“A warrior,” she said.

“He’s walking to the food,” said Amara.

Kaya watched her son reach the taro pot and plunge both his hands into it.

“A greedy warrior,” Kaya said.

And Amara laughed, and Kaya laughed, and the children on the training ground all laughed without knowing why, and Kano sat in the mud with both fists full of taro, eating, undefeated.



That night I lost count of my children.

It was a stupid thing. It lasted less than a heartbeat. I came into the long hut late, soaked, and they were all asleep in a heap by the fire. Not in their baskets. Amara had given up on the baskets. They were in a nest of blankets and furs together, the three of them, tangled.

Maya, fat and dark-haired and sprawled flat on her back with her copper ankle circlet catching the firelight, snoring like her mother. Kano, on his belly, with taro still in his hair. And Nuri, the smallest, swaddled tight, tucked in between them, her tiny furious face gone soft with sleep.

I stood in the doorway, taking in the sleeping heap, and for one heartbeat I didn’t know how many there were.

I counted.

Three.

I had three.



Kaya brought the rope that night.

She came into the long hut after the others were asleep, and she had it in her hands. Tevi’s rope. The double-knot coil.

I sat up.

She held it out to me.

“Not because I can’t stop,” Kaya said, before I could ask.

She stood there in the firelight, naked, with the rope in her hands and her scarred body gold and her cropped hair still damp from the rain. Her steady gaze held mine.

“I can stop now,” she said. “I’ve been stopping all day. I stopped in the mud with a dozen children throwing sticks at me. I stopped when my son walked to a pot of taro.” She almost smiled. “I can stop.”

“Then why?”

“Because I like it,” Kaya said.



I tied her wrists loosely.

Not behind her back. Not stretched above her head to a roof-post. In front of her, loosely, and I tied the loose end to the head-post of the sleeping platform, so her hands lay above her head on the furs. Loose enough that she could have slipped them any time she wanted. We both knew it.

She lay back on the furs with her tied hands above her head and looked up at me.

I came down over her.

Slow. There was no hurry in any of it. No war. I kissed her mouth until the last tension left it. I kissed the scar along her jaw, and the one on her shoulder. I kissed down her body, her small firm breasts, the dark nipples tightening under my mouth. The hard flat stomach. The silvered line low on it, that she didn’t flinch from anymore.

She lay there and let me. Her hands stayed where I’d tied them.

When I finally slid into her, face to face, it was slow.

She was wet and hot and tight around me, and I sank into her inch by inch while she watched me, and she let out a long breath.

And a sound.

Low. Soft. Right from the bottom of her chest.

She didn’t bite it back. She didn’t reach for her forearm. She didn’t try to swallow it or turn her face into the furs or fight it at all. She just let it out.

By choice.



We moved together slowly.

Face to face. Her legs wrapped around my hips. Her tied hands above her head on the furs, pulling against the loose rope now and then, just to feel it there. My weight on her. Long, deep, unhurried strokes, in and out, the firelight moving on her skin.

Every stroke, she made a sound. Soft. Open. Unguarded. I’d spent two years learning every silence this woman had, every sound she’d fought and swallowed and bitten into her own arm. Now I was hearing all of them. She wasn’t hiding a single one.

“Listen to you,” I murmured against her mouth.

“I am listening,” Kaya said. “It’s strange.”

“Good strange?”

“Very good strange.”

I kissed her. She kissed me back slow, and moaned into my mouth, and her hips rose to meet mine.

“You’re beautiful like this,” I said.

“Like what?”

“Loud.”

She laughed. Low and breathless and surprised at herself, right there under me, with her hands tied above her head.

“Good girl,” I said.

She laughed again at that. Softer. And then she pulled against the rope. Not to get free. Just to feel it hold. And it held, and something went through her face like light.



She came slowly, matching the unhurried pace we’d kept throughout.

It built stroke by unhurried stroke. I felt it gather. Her thighs tightening around me. Her breath going short. Her tied hands flexing on the furs above her head. The soft sounds getting higher.

She didn’t fight it. She let it come.

And when it came, she cried out. Full and open and loud, in the dark hut, over the rain on the roof, not caring who in the heap of family by the fire heard it. Her pussy clenched around my cock in long slow waves and her whole body arched up off the furs into mine and she said my name. Not sky-man. My name.

I came with her.

Deep inside her, slow, pulse after pulse, emptying into her while she held me with her legs and her eyes and her voice. She felt it. She made a sound when she felt it, low and satisfied, and her legs tightened around me to keep me there.

We stayed joined until her legs loosened around my hips.



I untied her after. Rubbed her wrists, though there were no marks at all this time.

She lay on her side facing me and turned the coiled rope once between us.

“I’ll keep it,” she said. “In the hut. Where I keep my spear.”

“Where anyone can see it?”

“Let them see it.” She yawned, enormously. “Let them know what the war-chief does when there isn’t a war.”

She was asleep before she’d finished yawning.

First. Of course.



The sun came out on the thirty-fifth day of the rains.

It happened sometimes in the wet. A single morning when the cloud broke up and blew off the rim and the whole valley lay under a clean blue sky, steaming, every leaf dripping, the lake blinding. People came out of their huts and stood in it with their faces tipped up. Children ran in circles. Somebody started a drum.

Claire stayed on the wall from dawn to noon.

I found her there near noon. She’d found a flat stretch of stone on the top of the palisade that faced the sun full on, and she’d laid out Lockie’s folding solar panel on it. She’d taped the cracked cell with strips of gut and pine pitch. She’d angled the panel with little wedges of wood, moving it every hour to follow the sun. A length of wire from Lockie’s pack ran from the panel to the satellite phone, which sat in her lap.

She’d been at it since dawn.

“Anything?”

“Not yet.” She didn’t look up. “Two of the four cells are dead. Maybe three. I’ve got maybe a fifth of the charge it’s rated for, on a good day.” She adjusted a wedge. “Today is a good day. Probably the only one we’ll get before the dry.”

I sat down beside her on the wall.

We waited.



The phone lit.

A little glowing screen, green and grey, in her lap. After two years in this valley, it looked impossibly bright. Impossibly modern. A small window into the world I’d crashed out of.

Claire’s thumb moved on the buttons.

She’d done this a thousand times. Satellite phones on survey sites. She knew exactly where to go.

“Messages,” she said. Very quiet. “There’s a sent folder.”

She opened it.

I leaned over and read it with her.



One sent message.

Sent not long after the parley, if I counted it right. While Lockie sat up on his ridge waiting for the full moon, a few days after he’d flicked his lighter at me by the mouth of the gully and told me about his mate Denny.

To: DENNY.

A string of numbers first. Coordinates. Latitude and longitude, down to the seconds. The eastern creek.

Then:

Proper gold, mate, best colour I’ve seen in 30 yrs. And a valley of sheilas like the Koru bloke said. And the TV fella off Naked Survival’s alive in it, you’ll never guess. Come up after the wet with the boys and the pump.

Claire’s mouth pressed into a thin line.

She went back out of the sent folder. Into the inbox.



One message.

Unread.

“It came in two weeks ago,” Claire said, reading the little line of text beside it. Her voice was very flat. “The network holds messages in the satellite until the phone wakes up. It’s been sitting up there waiting for this one to turn on.”

Her thumb hovered over it.

She opened it.



From: DENNY.

Dry season. Coming regardless. Hold the creek.



We sat there on the wall in the sun and read it three times.

Down below us the valley shouted and laughed in the sunshine. Children running. The drum going. Somebody singing by the lake.

Claire reached over and pried the back off the phone with her thumbnail. She lifted out the battery.

The screen went dark.

She sat there with the dead phone in one hand and the battery in the other, and the sun shining on both of them.

“He’ll come to the creek first,” Claire said.

Her voice was very quiet.

“That’s where the coordinates go. He’ll come up the escarpment trail in the dry with his boys and his pump, and he’ll come to the creek.” She looked east, toward the ridge, toward the valley on the other side of it. “The East Fire. Kesa. Setu. Tevi. The potato field.” She swallowed. “A day’s walk from our children.”

I had Yara’s cup in my hand. I’d carried it up onto the wall with me without thinking about it. I carried it everywhere now.

I turned it once in my hands.

Copper. Hammered. The rim worn smooth by a whole lifetime of hands.

“Then the creek,” I said, “is where we meet him.”


Thanks for reading.

Cole Cross here. A couple of ways to get more:

	Visit my website. Character galleries, sample chapters, and bonus content.

	Follow me on Amazon. The simplest way to keep up with new releases.



On Kindle Unlimited, every page you read is what keeps me writing them.

Hope you enjoyed the story.

Cole Cross
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