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Chapter One

SPURT’S SQUEAL ECHOED OFF THE ghostly ice caps jutting sharply from the chilly water, warning us of the submerged blocks lurking below. We’d waited a week to steal one of the few remaining sailboats from Fin Town that hadn’t been destroyed by the storm two weeks ago. Those gusts had whipped up giant waves that had crashed against the ice sheet, breaking up the snowy blockage to the inlet. The aftermath was a maze of sheer-ice passageways, some more dangerous than others, which gave access to the long docks that serviced the town.

To navigate the ice formations, we tied a rope around Spurt’s enormous tail, then fastened the other end to a metal ring at the bow. The whale nudged blocks of ice aside, dragging our boat behind him, the vessel bobbing in the animal’s wake. Although it saved our arms, the voyage was jerky and unbearably slow. As we glided farther out to sea, the larger ice caps made for narrower laneways. Jeykal and I took up oars and, at port and starboard, used the ends to push the boat away from the ice.

Margan stood at the bow, his attention on Spurt, who he talked to with his special Speaker gifts. He’d dressed warmly in a combination of insulating, clingy shark skins, and a thick wolf skin cloak sat about his shoulders, its hem draping on the sanded boat bottom. Typically, Whale tribe attire featured bright, multi-coloured materials, yet Margan had chosen practical, neutral shades to blend into the scenery. I’d come to appreciate the superior insulation of the sea-creature cloth; under a tunic and pants and my leather armour, the cold barely touched me. Out here, the chill off the ocean could kill a grown man in less than a quarter hour.

‘How do you think the Bones pirates made it through these ice caps after the storm?’ I asked the Speaker. The Bones had taken Margan’s sister Sheyla captive to force Golchop, the chieftain and Margan’s father, to build them boats, weave insulating skins, and give them stores of food. They had left the Whale tribe with no other choice but to submit to the sea-fairing scoundrels’ demands.

‘Pirate boats have an iron coating over the wood at the bow,’ Margan replied. ‘The sheer size and motion of the vessel, along with that metal front, allowed it to break the ice.’

‘Wouldn’t all that heavy iron at the nose tip the ship off balance?’ Jeykal asked.

‘Not if they added equal weight at the stern,’ Margan answered.

Jeykal’s tone while speaking wasn’t unfriendly, and the men had managed to exist side by side in the long boat without quarrelling.

Our well-stocked longboat contained a month’s supply of food and water, as well as three thick bedrolls, fishing nets, cooking instruments, weapons, and lastly the climbing gear, in case we took to the mountains. Three weeks would see us reach Pirate’s Landing, provided we stayed the course. We travelled by moonlight to avoid being detected, and during the day, hid the boat between ice caps so we—and Spurt—could rest.

Margan kept watch for the pirates by joining with the minds of seabirds scouting the water’s surface for careless fish. After learning that sea hawks could see their prey underwater for up to a mile, I’d felt envy every time I saw him close his eyes to scout the nearby animals. He knew where the larger, fatty fish were swimming, and if there were sharks around. He could also sense the temperature of the water, the flow of the current, and predict changes in weather.

The Speaker kept us entertained by telling us how the animals around us felt and saw the world. ‘Sharks are always bored, and hungry,’ he said. ‘They like to play with their food, nip, bite, make them terrified so they flee. It brings on the shark’s killing frenzy until they tear up the flesh and swallow their meal.’

‘And you can feel that?’

Jeykal stared at us as we spoke to each other, making me uncomfortable, and I wondered what he must have been thinking of Margan, and of me.

Margan’s eyes flashed murderously in response to my question. To be so connected with the unpredictable, deadly, and beautiful sides of nature must have brought such extremes of feelings to him, to the point of blindsiding his humanity.

‘It’s the most powerful feeling in the world,’ he said.

‘Does it give you bloodlust?’

A flash of exhilaration in his eyes, then his cheeks lifted with his lips, and warmth came back to his face. ‘The feeling fades as soon as I withdraw back into myself and regain my human wit.’

I leaned forward and gently kissed him. ‘Then you lose part of yourself in them, if only for a moment.’

As our kiss continued, he drew a deep breath through his nostrils and moaned a little. He pulled back to stare deeply into my eyes. ‘No, I gain something. I only lose myself when I’m with you.’

I shuddered. My heart picked up speed, and I felt the slight tingling down below, wanting him. At night, we slept separately for Jeykal’s sake, and were careful with our kissing moments. Love knows no master, and as the feelings grew stronger, putting them aside became a daily struggle.

Apart from one unusually windy day where the ocean swelled and dipped, our voyage had been uneventful. I suffered daily from the belly sickness women often had while with child, so the days of larger waves saw me hugging the side of the boat, groaning and emptying my stomach over the side. Hungry fish surfaced to nibble on whatever half-digested food floated, and the sight of it only brought on more heaving.

All three of us faced the same threat, the ocean pirates, so we came together to discuss strategies and tactics. With Spurt able to pull us quickly across the ocean, we’d likely outrun any pirates that saw us. Eventually Spurt would get tired, so we’d have to go to shore, and with Jeykal’s knowledge of climbing and with the hooks and rope we’d brought, we’d out-climb them.

And if they did somehow capture us, Margan and I decided we would try to exchange our own lives for Sheyla’s, so Jeykal could take her home. It mattered not whether they had Margan or Sheyla, their boats would be built anyway.

Jeykal scoffed at the suggestion. ‘It’s my choice.’

‘Yes, I know, it’s your choice. It’s always your choice. No matter who you hurt.’

‘No one will get hurt, Margan and I will escape.’

‘They’re not going to let anyone go,’ Jeykal said. ‘They’re pirates.’

‘The Wings are expecting boats and supplies when the ice caps have melted,’ Margan said. ‘With the Bones’ demands, it won’t be possible to make boats for both pirate parties. The Bones will need to make sure they haven’t stepped on the Wings’ toes.’

The Wings, pirates who’d been trading with the Whale tribe for years, were reasonable, and though they were fierce men wielding deadly blades, they didn’t seek bloodshed in the same way as the Bones.

‘By the gods…do what you want,’ Jeykal said, getting to his feet and settling on his bed at far stern where all his belongings sat, including his bed. He strung up a tarp so we couldn’t see him.

‘Well,’ Margan said, glancing at me with a smile. He kissed me and said, ‘At least now we have privacy.’

‘He won’t go away just because you want to ignore him,’ I said.

‘We’re in the middle of the ocean, he’s not going anywhere.’ He pulled me onto a bench, and I leaned against him and pulled a big wrap of bear fur around us for warmth.

The next day, Jeykal stayed hidden behind his tarp, but eventually emerged to gut and scale fish, cut open oysters and mussels, and cook the meat and vegetables together. Not once did he look at us, and when he finished, he filled three plates before taking his and scurrying back behind his screen.

I went to the tarp and tapped my hand against it. ‘Can we talk?’

‘I don’t want to,’ he said.

The following days, Jeykal continued his silence as he washed clothes, cooked, or maintained the boat. He responded with few words to Margan, and only grunted at me.

After seven days, I said, ‘I miss you.’

Jeykal’s shoulders slumped forward, and he slid his eyes to mine. ‘Me too.’

‘Forgive me, then.’ I tried to draw him out with a sad smile.

He turned away, signalling the end of our conversation. What kind of friend would punish me this way? Anger punched away my sadness, leaving only indignation.

‘Fine,’ I said, yanking down his tarp, which would take a half hour to mend, and then proudly walked back to the bow—half-tripping on buckets and baskets along the way. After sitting and placing a hand on my stomach, I calmed. Though keeping the child had made Father banish me, I didn’t care, I would never bond to Skelkra, and I didn’t want to give up my child. Knowing I would have family, and love of a child, gave me focus and comfort in a way nothing else did.

Margan shot me a glance, but I returned it with a scowl. His eyes lightened but he knew better than to remark.

Finally, the labyrinth of ice caps ended. ‘Our way is clear from here on,’ Margan said. ‘Still no pirate ships.’

‘We should continue travelling at night, without torchlight,’ I said.

Margan nodded. ‘I agree.’

Spurt surfaced and forced air out through his blowhole. The water sprayed back, the droplets landing on mine and Margan’s faces. Laughing, Margan wiped my face with the sleeve of his tunic, then scooted back to lean against the boat. He pulled me between his legs to lean back against his chest. His arms felt warm and safe. ‘The seas have been silent,’ he whispered near my ear. ‘It’s as if the ocean favours our voyage.’

I turned my head slightly. ‘Without your gifts, we might be on the mountains this minute, fighting against the ice storms.’

‘The Greentimes will be here soon.’ He put his warm cheek against mine.

As we absorbed each other’s warmth, I felt Jeykal’s eyes on me, and when I checked, his head turned sharply to avoid my gaze. Jeykal rarely agreed with my schemes, and this one was no different, and yet he refused to let me go alone with Margan. He didn’t want me to get hurt. He cared about my child, and I loved him as a friend for that, but his condemning looks wore on my patience.

‘Sometimes I think about how we might find her,’ the Speaker whispered. ‘If she is weakened, or injured.’

‘They wouldn’t. And if she is hurt, I’ll seek the best medicine practitioners in Vilseek to heal her. I still have friends that would help.’

Margan sniffed appreciatively. ‘I know you would.’

‘You will deliver Sheyla back to her mother,’ I said softly. ‘And your father will forgive you.’

‘Let’s not speak about him.’

‘If you want.’ I breathed in the fresh, salty air. ‘Margan.’

‘Hrmm?’

‘We will save her.’

‘The Bones will want revenge even if we triumph.’

To save his sister’s life only to see his town attacked again. The pirates were greedy; they wanted to force the people of Fin Town to serve them, and I believed that they kept the chieftain alive to ensure the compliance of the people.

‘Do you really think the Wings will help?’

‘Yes,’ Margan replied. ‘At Pirate’s Landing, we’ll have their protection, I’m sure of it.’

‘They’ll want something in return.’

‘Pirates always do,’ he said, an edge of amusement in his tone.

The moon, a devious smile against the black sky, provided enough light to navigate the waters. So far we’d come across no pirate boats, and were unaware of when to expect them. We hadn’t been to Pirate’s Landing before; all we knew was that the town had strict laws against murder, and that any disputes were dealt with so harshly that the system encouraged backdoor deals and corrupt alliances. Out on the open oceans, the laws of Pirate’s Landing became void.

If the Wings didn’t help us, we could take the captain hostage, but since Pirate’s Landing operated as an opportunistic society, it wouldn’t guarantee our survival. Men without honour played by different rules. They’d enjoy any threats we made, and see our reasonableness as weakness.

I’d already begun to prepare my mind for the atrocities I would commit against them. The blood splatters, the cowardly cries as I plunged my sword into their guts. If you threatened a Ruxdorian, you best prepare yourself for a fight.

In the northeast of Ruxdor, a tribe known as the Scorpions had once inhabited the lands. One year, before my birth, a famine had cursed the lands, and since Father governed the distribution of resources, they had threatened his life. Father had killed the chieftain, and his warriors, and brought the people into Vilseek to serve as slaves for five years as punishment. They had later become known as Toads and were eventually allowed to return to their village, but by then they preferred the Vilseek life.

Father’s strict leadership allowed our country to prosper, and our power brought peace to the lands. Even the Boars and Foxes of the north, who lived in the desolate, treacherous ice-lands and called us foe, knew better than to make empty threats. And he furthered his desire for peace by seeking farming lands beyond the southernmost boundary of Ruxdor in Senya.

When the Death Plague hit, Father had seized Senya’s weakness and twisted it into his favour. He’d swapped hundreds of our warriors with the healers for fertile lands. The healers had captured the northern city of Meligna and needed men to retain it as theirs. Father had extended our boundary south, and small communities of Ruxdorians had been sent to farm the lands.

When the Queens were elected as the new oligarchy, they’d desired more trade from us, but Father had refused. He saw the southern peoples as corrupted by finery and self-importance. The gods of the sky were a threat to Mother, the almighty nature, the life giver.

Now that Skelkra, the father of my unborn child, had secured his place as next chieftain, his influence would see our people align with the Queens. His empty heart and soul, blacker than any pirate’s, would ruin our traditions, our peace. He’d stolen my right to rule, and howled into Father’s ear like the lowly Wolf he was. It was a matter of when I’d take my revenge, not if.

If I could act as an advocate for the Whale tribe, and reunite them with the other tribes, they might help me usurp Skelkra. Afterwards, I’d use my child, half Wolf and half Bear, to unite the rival clans.

‘Where’s that head of yours?’ Margan asked.

I drew his arms around me and lay my head on his chest. ‘The future. The far future.’

‘And?’

‘Let’s get Sheyla back first, then we can talk about it.’

‘You should keep trying with Jeykal.’

I felt my jaw tense.

‘Klawdia?’

‘He chose to come with us.’

‘Yes, but he’s also your best friend.’

I sighed, glancing over at the dark figure looming at the back of the boat. ‘Give me time.’

And several days, halfway to Pirate’s Landing, my anger at Jeykal had cooled and so, in the early morning, I threw off the blankets and planting a kiss on Margan’s cheek, I made my way over to my friend, already feeling the flare of retaliatory anger in my chest. The snow fell less often, the ocean had opened up, but still Jeykal dwelled on his resentment. It provoked my temper, and imaginary angry exchanges filled my head. In these imaginings, he accused me of being cold-hearted, and I accused him of trying to control me.

Sitting beside him, I stared down at his hairy fingers and looked at his silver rings shining in the moonlight. One of them I’d made myself ten years ago, then engraved two hawgrald wings on the top, his tribal animal, and given it to him as a birthday present. Years of history, with mixed feelings, though not love. Not the love he wanted from me.

The moon hung high in the sky, a faint light guiding us all to our destinies.

‘You haven’t eaten much today,’ I said. Way to start a conversation with a criticism, I thought at myself.

‘Forget it,’ he said softly. ‘I can take care of myself.’

As we’d aged together, his feelings had taken a different path than mine, and he struggled to put them aside for our friendship. For the last year, those feelings had manifested as some kind of brotherly protective act. I clung to the pure joy of our youth. Without him, the very small and gentle part of me would have hardened.

I glanced at Margan, who’d taken up charcoal and paper to sketch by dim lamplight. He caught my eye and raised his chin, encouraging me to keep trying to talk to my friend.

‘You’ll need your strength, though,’ I said gently, watching the water rolling away from the side of the boat in ripples.

He didn’t reply.

‘Jeykal, I don’t—’

‘Leave it.’

‘Don’t cut me off,’ I said ineloquently. When it came to speaking of feelings, I was no more than a clumsy oaf. ‘We’ve been friends so long. We were still friends even when I wanted Skelkra.’

He faced me, eyes ablaze. ‘Do you really think I’m that shallow?’

Only one thing remained, so I drew in a deep breath to calm myself and said, ‘You don’t get to tell me what’s best for my child.’

‘It’s not just about that, Klawdia, I want you to value your own life. I’m sick of doing it for you. You’ve risked everything for our people but spared no thought for yourself.’

That caught me by surprise. As heir to Vilseek, doing my duty surpassed all else. Helping the people of the Whale tribe, who I considered as part of Ruxdor, had become a priority. I could have taken the black seeds, but the right choice for me had been to go against my father, and thus, my people. Why couldn’t Jeykal see that?

‘If Sheyla were your sister, I’d do the same for you,’ I said.

‘We’re talking about you.’

‘When you were tied up in the middle of Vilseek, you didn’t seem to care that I’d risked my life to save you.’

‘But I stayed tied up so you could be safe.’

‘You still risked your life for mine, just as I risk my life now for Sheyla and Margan.’ I pressed my lips together.

‘Why?’ he asked. ‘Why are you willing to risk your life, and mine? Don’t pretend like you can just ignore all our years of friendship. Where you go, I go. It’s always been that way, so why do you expect me to act any differently now?’

I thought deeply about his question before responding. ‘I don’t. I care about all Ruxdorians. What the pirates are doing is wrong.’

‘Margan will still love you if you do the right thing and turn around.’

‘But he’ll go alone.’

‘No, he won’t. The pirates will come back to Fin Town with Sheyla eventually; that’s when we’ll attack them.’

For years, I’d thought Jeykal knew me better than I knew myself, that he was usually right in the end, but as time went by, I’d realised that his need to be right, to know better, that was how he justified his attempts to control me. I could think for myself.

‘Why do you think I’m doing this, then?’ I asked.

A tear rolled down his cheek. ‘Truthfully? Because you don’t have a place of refuge within yourself. You think that by saving Sheyla, by earning Margan’s love and the love of his family’s, that you’ll finally have that safe place to run to. Your father beat you harder than any boy to make you a man, but in the end, all he did was fill you with fear and taught you to hate yourself.

‘That’s why you loved Skelkra. He’s cold, just like your father. They’ve both betrayed you, and now you’re turning to Margan to try and replace their love. But he can’t fill that hole either.’

Then he had the nerve to put his hand on my back, as if to comfort me—I’d never wanted to hurt him more. I knocked his arm aside, trembling with rage. ‘I hate you.’

Fuming, I stalked back to the bow, ignoring Margan’s gaze, to sit on the side of the boat, feet dangling off the edge, wishing I could swim away to distant lands and leave my life behind. Father had taught me to be cold, to shut down my compassion in the blink of an eye. I could love someone in one moment, and wish them dead in the next. Regret rarely lingered, and that was how I had become the fiercest female warrior in Ruxdor. A hunting, killing predator, ruthless in battle and unyielding to my enemies.

Calm down, I thought to myself. They’re words. Jeykal’s given these speeches before.

Ahead, Spurt’s tail swished in the water. I let the sound fill me up, driving away the rage, and bringing a steady beat back to my thumping heart.

Margan’s hand touched my right shoulder from behind, and the gesture disgusted me. I needed no pity from him. ‘Klawdia.’

I turned my body around, putting my legs inside the boat, seeing my scowl reflected in his compassionate face. ‘What?’

He kneeled down to kiss me once, I drew a deep breath, the tension draining slightly, and then he touched my face and kissed me passionately. The adoration for him rose up inside and smothered the simmering contempt.


Chapter Two

EARLY ONE MORNING, IN OUR daily search to drop the anchor, the Speaker raised his hand. Using the minds of seabirds, he’d been alerted to an approaching ship. A collection of small, rocky islands ran parallel to the mountainous cliffs, so we anchored our boat behind one and waited.

‘Who are they?’ I asked Margan.

One thing about danger, it brought temporary unity to our threesome. Jeykal had crouched close beside us, his head propped up, eyes narrowed and peering into the distance.

A group of seabirds circled around the approaching boat’s mast in the distance. ‘Whalers,’ Margan said. ‘From Meligna.’

‘They must be allied with the pirates to brave coming up this far,’ Jeykal said.

‘Possibly,’ Margan replied. ‘Whales migrate to breed in these areas,’ he said. ‘I know the pirates hunt them also. Spurt’s sending out a warning call to the other whales right now.’

‘And he knows because you told him?’ I asked.

Margan nodded at me.

I smiled in awe. The whalers passed, then steered their boat northwest. The close encounter ensured we got little sleep that day, even though Margan’s keen senses surveyed the waters many miles north and south.

We met no more boats after that, and several nights later, I found myself lying on my back, staring up at the stars, smiling. The splashing, plonking, and slurping of small waves knocking against the boat soothed me. To my right, the frozen cliffs glowed a ghostly blue under the moonlight; they were closer now we’d steered inland to hug the shoreline.

The shallow draught of our boat made it speedy through waters a few feet deep, but put it at risk of capsizing in the open seas. We glided over submerged rocks that would have torn the hull off the pirate boats, and yet one bad storm could capsize the boat and kill us all. Fortunately, the skies had remained clear, but as the air warmed, so did the seas, and the clash between the icy mountain air and warm ocean breezes would bring squalls.

One day the fish were so thick, they wriggled on the surface of the water, their tails and fins exposed to the sunlight. Margan cast a weighted net over them and took strong hold of the rope threading through his hands. Once the rope went slack, he started grunting and heaving to bring the net up again. Scaled and shelled creatures created a wash of white water as the net surfaced, and it took all three of us to bring the catch into the boat. We kept the matured catch and threw the younglings back.

Jeykal scraped and cracked shells, and then basted the clean meat with fish oil and dried herbs. He’d wait until the morning light, then cook the food over the boat’s fire pit. Margan often meditated with his eyes closed and his legs crossed, in order to immerse himself in the animal life around him, and Jeykal stared at him with interest, his gaze appraising.

The time came when I’d grown less hurt by Jeykal’s words the week before, and was able to tell Margan precisely what he’d said. Margan listened, gave no opinion, and afterwards he hugged me, saying, ‘Jeykal is wrong. Only we know how we feel about each other.’

We grew closer as we shared moments from our childhood, our victories and our losses, our pain and our joy. And the Speaker told me endless tales of the migration of geese and ducks. Soon they would return from warmer climates with memories of the lands there, and even if Margan didn’t know the names of these faraway places, he described them as an oasis of life where the people lived similarly to the Ruxdorians.

‘Animals believe that lightning and thunder are nature’s way of expressing anger,’ he’d said one day, as if to imply that the waters and lands, as far as the eye could see, were alive and had feelings like we did. ‘There’s a storm coming.’

I agreed. I’d noticed the change of wind direction, the dropping off of normal ocean breezes. The clouds thickened, bulging cylindrically as they swelled with rain.

‘How do the animals predict a storm so accurately, and so many days ahead?’ I asked him.

‘Stillness. As the energy is drawn upwards into the skies above, it leaves a deficit behind. That’s how the weather warns us of what’s to come.’

A half day later, the white fluffy clouds had turned a dark grey.

‘We’re in danger,’ Margan said.

Immediately, we started to search for a break in the cliffs where a beach lay. The skies turned black; lightning slashed the air and pierced the ocean waters while the seas swelled angrily. The waves began breaking on the submerged rocky banks, and water spilled into the boat. Spurt fought to tug us back out to sea, for, like mortar and pestle, we’d be ground to fragments on the oyster-covered rocks.

We used buckets to scoop out water. I worried about the rope, hoping it wouldn’t snap, or that the ring wouldn’t break away from the bow. Spurt continued to fight the surges. The rain fell harder, and my ears, nose, eyes, filled with water. Margan shouted over the howling wind, and he struggled to keep focused on finding a beach.

Finally, he shouted, ‘There’s a place, around the next cliff!’

Our supplies were soaked, our bodies exhausted from fighting the intake of water. We barely made it to shore, and as we dragged the boat up the beach by tugging on the rope, the waves knocked us to the ground, broken shells and rocks making cuts across my hands and knees.

Water spilled over the cliffs and raced down to meet the ocean. At the cliff base, we turned the boat over, tipping out all the water and our gear before propping one end up on a waist-high boulder. Margan and Jeykal stacked heavy, flat boulders on top of one another, to hold the boat steady in the gusting winds.

At last we dragged ourselves underneath, huffing and puffing, catching our breath. Lightning struck and sizzled. The claps of thunder were getting louder. Margan managed to light an oil lamp, which revealed the arched ceiling and made the shelter feel bigger.

Then came the hail. Big balls of ice, as large as fists, smashed against the boat hull, the noise deafening.

‘Stop it!’ Margan shouted, his angry face turned upward, scolding the Mother. I laughed and stuck my fingers in my ears, cringing with the deafening banging.

‘I don’t think this is about us,’ I said.

‘She’s punishing those whalers,’ Jeykal added.

The hail passed, the ringing in my ears replacing the silence. Several of the ice balls had rolled under the boat and I picked one up, tossing about in my hands, trying to touch my fingertips around it. ‘Look at this,’ I said. ‘Have you ever seen one so big?’

Jeykal snatched the chunk of ice out of my hands and then licked it. ‘Cold and fresh.’ He grinned at me, and I felt the memory of his hurtful words, which prevented me from smiling. I turned away.

‘The storm won’t pass for some time,’ Margan said. ‘It’s too wet to check the damage yet.’

‘Where’s Spurt?’ I asked.

‘He’s further out, taking cover in the deeper waters, keeping watch for boats.’

‘Why does he keep helping us?’ I asked.

‘Whales are highly loyal, and he considers me family,’ Margan said.

Midnight came, and still the rain poured down. As the beach turned to mud, the runoff from the cliffs pushed through under the boat. The Speaker tied our knapsacks and belongings to the benches in the bottom of the boat, now the ceiling, so they dangled off the ground to dry. Jeykal and I took up axes, rolled out from beneath our shelter, and dug trenches so the water detoured around us. Wind and rain lashed us as we scooped the sand aside.

Lightning struck the beach a hundred feet away, and the thunder rattled my bones, spurring me into a digging frenzy. When all water completely bypassed the boat, Jeykal and I climbed under the shelter, panting and almost shivering. The storm continued its rampage through the night; none of us slept.

The rain broke early morning, and a dreary grey light greeted us. We turned the boat over into the shape of a newly formed wave, providing a half-shelter this time where we could build a fire and not be suffocated by smoke. Our broken mast provided the wood we needed, and fish oil made the accelerant. Flint on steel created sparks that whooshed into flames that eagerly consumed the wood. A few moments later, the warmth beat upon my face and I breathed in the comforting smell of campfire. I undid my plaits, wrung out my soggy hair, and left it to dry.

Margan inspected the hull. ‘The dints seem shallow. The hull isn’t compromised, but we can’t know for sure until she’s back on the water.’

The clouds threatened more rainfall. As the fire blazed, Jeykal and I stripped down to nothing, and hung our clothes to dry on a rope strung between two rocks. The warmth enveloped me, reaching my bones. I noticed Margan staring at us, especially me. Jeykal and I were used to seeing each other’s bodies since we’d grown up together, had trained naked to build up a tolerance to the cold. Even the Bestial Passage had had us fight in our undergarments.

‘We don’t mind,’ I said to the Speaker. ‘You’ll warm up quicker.’

‘This fabric doesn’t take long to dry, and then I’ll be warm enough,’ he said. ‘That’s the point of wearing them.’

His discomfort made me aware of my own lack of modesty, so a half hour later I redressed in the half-dry Whale-made clothes, yet left the furs and leather armour to continue drying. The salt from the sea and now the wet would dry the leather, not to mention the damage it would do to the steel buckles. It needed maintenance.

The bulging clouds kept a tight hold on their rain swells through the day, but failed during the evening. The rain made us snatch up our dry clothes, snuff out the fire, and overturn the boat again. On the warm, dried sand, we dressed again and fell asleep.

The next day, the storm clouds stayed black and hovered close to the ocean, but no rain fell.

After dinner that evening, Margan said, ‘The storm has cleared. It’s time to go.’

Before launching the boat, we threw buckets of seawater over the smooth hull and checked the interior of the boat for evidence of leaks by feeling for dampness. Deciding the integrity of the craft remained intact, we set off at twilight. We rowed out to sea with our oars, fighting the moderate waves that pushed us back to the beach.

Spurt greeted us by flapping his fins and forcing wind through his blowhole. We soon glided out under the black night, the cloud cover dampening all visibility.

After a few nights, Margan sent his mind out to a dolphin to see what lay south. The dolphin had apparently been so frisky for a mate, he’d rubbed up against Spurt and asked Margan if the whale was a girl or a boy.

That caused all three of us to break out laughing. Keen to reach our destination, we decided to brave travel several hours before nightfall to make up for the lost time of the storm. Since we’d lost our anchor, if we let Spurt off the rope as we usually did during the day, one of us needed to stay awake and row.

Margan woke us late afternoon saying, ‘It’s two days until we reach Pirate’s Landing. The ocean cavern has two entrances. The mouth is almost three hundred feet high. Then at the very back of the cavern, along the rooftop, there’s carved stone stairs that lead out onto the roof. We could enter from the mountains.’

‘Jeykal?’ I asked him, putting aside the anger still simmering. The beach cliffs were sheer and steep, not to mention tall, and would likely take two days to climb. They’d be no challenge to Jeykal; I’d seen him hanging for three hours almost horizontally from the roof of a cave before. He’d climbed higher than any Ruxdorian, a record that had brought him prestige.

The Hawgrald tribe heir yawned and shook his head. ‘The rocks are too slippery. See how there’s an even pattern rising from the base? Parts have broken away.’ His gaze brushed Margan’s face and then settled on my belly. ‘Both of you would slip and die. You don’t know how to read the rock face when it shifts. A fall will probably kill you.’

And by killing me, it meant killing my child. The thought made me touch the growing bump, noticing how the leather armour sat awkwardly against it. Every few days, I’d let out the fastenings so the length could properly accommodate my growing waistline. ‘If we can’t climb, then we have to go through the entrance.’

Margan closed his eyes and faced the sky. ‘I’ll find a way in.’

After an hour or so, a sea hawk came out of the sky and flew in a circle around us.

‘Give him a fish,’ Margan said, watching the bird and smiling. ‘Isn’t he beautiful?’

I grinned. ‘Is he young? He looks young.’

Margan’s eyes hollowed for a moment. ‘Ten years. His mother taught him to steal food from the decks of the pirate ships. His mate nests in the cliffs above the landing along with hundreds of other birds.’

Jeykal selected a salmon, then pitched it into the sky. The sea hawk dived, caught it, and beat its wings to rise again. ‘Salmon is their favourite.’

The Speaker smiled approvingly at the Hawgrald boy.

Jeykal shrugged. ‘Birds are my specialty.’

Spurt started hitting his fins against the ocean, creating splashes and waves.

‘A boat is coming,’ Margan said.

Spurt launched himself at the shoreline, throwing us back into the boat.

‘How close?’ I asked.

‘A half hour or so,’ Margan said, glancing anxiously over his shoulder. ‘It’s twilight; hopefully the low visibility will protect us.’

Spurt allowed the boat to drift back into the waves breaking against the rocks. Every time a surge dragged the boat, the nose rose up, then dived. The motion made me vomit up my lunch over the side of the boat. Margan covered my mouth with his hand. ‘Hush.’

As the ship passed, I tried to control the heaving. A lantern glowed against the water, its projection reaching farther away than any light I’d seen before. The cloudy sky hid the brightening stars and moon; the outline of their flag rolled against the skyline, but I couldn’t make out the details. The boat rolled by silently, the groaning of its wood the only sound.

‘Is it the Bones?’ I whispered.

‘Not sure,’ Margan said. ‘Definitely pirates.’

Spurt tugged us back out to the open water, and Margan shortened the rope between the boat and the whale’s tail.

‘Why didn’t you see them coming?’ I asked the Speaker.

‘Twilight sees day animals settling for sleep, and the night animals are only just waking,’ Margan said. ‘The minds of fish are fickle. Few reliable minds were watching.’

All three of us, finding sleep impossible, stayed quiet, eyes glued at the thick night surrounding us. Margan held my hand to reassure me. ‘No boat will travel without lamplight. They don’t have a whale’s sight guiding their way.’

I squeezed his hand. ‘I know.’

When daybreak broke, there were no ships to be seen, and I felt relieved. A day’s travel from Pirate’s Landing, we had to be careful.

‘We need a place to hide the boat,’ I said.

There were no gaps in the cliffs, no beaches, just rock formations leading up to the cliffs. Our boat sat exposed on the open sea.

‘There are four pirate ships close by,’ Margan said. ‘We need to put the boat up there now.’ He pointed to the rocks. ‘Spurt could bring us in gently.’

Jeykal and I glanced at each other, knowing the danger. We had no other choice, so we agreed.

Getting the boat onto the flat rocks proved trickier than we’d thought. At one point, a wave drove hard against the boat’s side and the rope tied between the bow and Spurt slipped. The bottom of the boat scraped loudly, and almost tipped over.

We held on tight, and as the boat steadied, there came a loud crack. The boat dragged this way then that way, and I jumped out of the boat to steady it. As I pushed back against the side of the boat, I slipped on the slimy, razor-sharp cockle shells. Another wave hit before I regained my footing and my body floated under the stern, the heel of my boots struggling to find a foothold. Cold water filled my boots, mouth, and ears. As I pulled myself up and stood, the boat slammed into my hip again, knocking me over.

Margan and Jeykal reached over to grab my arms and pull me back into the boat, where I coughed and spluttered, expelling salty water from my lungs.

‘Are you well?’ Margan asked me. ‘And your child?’

Lying on my back, I felt my upper and lower abdomen. ‘I think he or she is well.’

‘We’ve got a leak,’ Jeykal said. ‘It’s coming in fast.’

‘I’ll take care of it,’ Margan replied.

Jeykal arched his head at the cliffs and clucked disapprovingly with his tongue. ‘I’d rather take my chances on the open sea with this broken boat than try those cliffs.’

‘Any ideas?’ I said to the men.

Margan’s eyes narrowed and he clicked his fingers. ‘Maybe.’ He closed his eyes, and his body grew still. After a while, he blinked. ‘Spurt.’

‘Spurt?’ Jeykal repeated.

‘Spurt is a big whale,’ Margan said. ‘We could sit side by side on his back. He’s strong; we could load ourselves up with supplies, and without the boat’s drag, we’d travel much faster. If a pirate boat chased us, we might be able to outrun it.’

‘Out-swim it?’ I said, jesting.

‘No,’ Jeykal said, grinning. ‘Out-float it.’

We laughed.

‘Won’t we slip off?’ I asked.

‘We’ll thread the rope through Spurt’s mouth; his teeth aren’t sharp, and the rope will hold on like horse’s reins.’

The water had reached my lower ankles now, and the sun beat down on my head, making me feel exposed to our enemies.

‘Take whatever provisions you can carry on your backs,’ Margan said. ‘We’ll tie the rest up in the fishing net.’

Jeykal slung his bow and quiver over his shoulders.

‘Leave that,’ Margan said.

‘No way.’

Margan shook his head at Jeykal, then unhooked the rope from the metal loop and passed it through Spurt’s mouth instead. He took his boots off, tied up the laces, then hung them over his shoulder. He rolled up his pants and then jumped onto Spurt’s back.

After securing my daggers and throwing knives, strapping three heavy knapsacks to my torso, I climbed onto Spurt’s back directly behind Margan. ‘Where are the ships?’ I asked.

‘Closer to shore.’

‘Can we go around them?’

‘That’s what I had planned.’

Jeykal sat behind me. I turned my head to smile at him, and passed him the rope. I estimated the whale’s width at about seven feet wide. Being so close to him, I was able to appreciate his gigantic tail and fins, not to mention the slippery flesh that allowed him to glide so efficiently in the sea. A thin layer of water rose up over his head and rolled down his back, dampening our clothes. Besides that, we stayed relatively dry, and once we began to cruise along, I felt exhilarated by the novelty of the situation. We were riding a whale on the open ocean.

‘We’re going around the pirates,’ I said to Jeykal over my shoulder.

‘I’ll wish for good weather,’ he replied.

The sun beat against our skin, and the wind made my lips crack. About ten hours later, the sun dropped to the horizon, blinding us with its last blaze as we headed west.

‘The ships are heading back to Pirate’s Landing,’ Margan said.

‘Then let’s follow them,’ I said.

‘We’ll get there before dawn,’ he replied.

The moon sat as a sliver in the sky, the stars dulled behind wisps of cloud. And soon enough, Margan said, ‘We’re directly across from Pirate’s Landing.’ As we neared the faint outline of the cliffs, Margan said, ‘The hazy black patch there, that’s the cavern entrance. There’s a natural rock wall around it. There’s at least fifty docks; we’ll pick one and hide underneath. When we’re closer, I’ll be able to search animal minds and find the Wings to offer them a deal.’

‘Such as?’ Jeykal asked.

‘We’ll give them exactly what the Bones demand, except triple the building time allowance. Unlike the Bones, they'll keep to their word. We exchange that for Sheyla.’

‘Think that’ll work?’ I asked.

‘They’re pirates. They can’t say no to boats,’ Margan said. ‘The Wings are patient, use their heads not their blades, and once we’re in their care no pirate or crew, regardless of their flag, can touch us while we’re in Pirate’s Landing. Disturbing the peace is punished by beheading, no questions asked.’

‘Harsh,’ Jeykal said. ‘Good rule, though. If you promise them boats, won’t your father be angry you did it behind his back? Aren’t you an outcast now?’

Margan frowned, taking offense at Jeykal’s comment, so I spoke quickly. ‘He couldn’t hold a grudge having his daughter back in his arms. For Sheyla.’

‘For Sheyla,’ Margan agreed.


Chapter Three

TWO PINCHES OF FLAME FLICKERED in the distance as Spurt brought us closer to the wall that protected the entrance to Pirate’s Landing.

‘Thank the Mother for the clouds tonight,’ Margan whispered. ‘See up there’—he pointed—‘those tiny flickers of light are lookouts.’

I glanced up to where torchlights burned bright until the growing sound of crashing waves brought my attention to the rectangular object jutting out of the ocean. Soon the noise concealed Spurt’s blowhole noises and tail slaps. Behind the rock wall, hundreds of torches lit up the darkness. Many of the lights were placed along the docks where hundreds of ships, ranging from canoes to giant sailing ships, were moored. Further into the dark, the other lights became pinpricks as they disappeared into depths of the cavern.

The docks loomed above, their height speaking to the size of the boats they served. We easily passed underneath the decking and piling, and Margan got to his feet, standing straight on the whale’s back as we glided forwards.

‘Let me take one of your bags,’ Margan offered to me.

‘I can manage.’

‘Very well. Let’s go,’ he said, and jumped, grabbed a beam, and hauled himself up onto it. Despite the added weight of knapsacks on my body, I managed to pull myself up onto the next one. Jeykal grabbed the one after that. The scaffolding sat five feet beneath the boardwalk, allowing me to stand hunched, and jump from beam to beam to join Margan. Jeykal settled alongside us, and we combined our supplies under a blanket as a bundle and secured with rope.

‘Spurt is already back out to sea,’ Margan whispered, his head turning, listening for noises. ‘He says the water here has foul blood. Human blood. We need our wits about us.’

‘We need to scout the cave,’ I said to Margan. ‘See if you can find the Wings’ flag or something.’

‘The cave is enormous and dark,’ he said. ‘I’m looking through an owl’s eyes. There are flags, but I can’t make out the symbols. There are hundreds of homes sprawling across the cavern floor; they’re also built into the walls. There’s lots of wooden platforms, rope bridges, all interconnected and reaching from one side of the cave to the other. The tallest level is a rocky platform that juts out over the homes; at the back of it is where those stone stairs reach the opening at the top of the cave.’

Jeykal whispered, ‘Hear that?’

We listened to the steady sound of boots walking overhead. Light reflected off the sides of boats and bled between the planks, making rectangular yellow strips across our clothes.

Margan closed his eyes. ‘Only two men patrol this dock.’

‘I’ll take care of it,’ I said. As the boots came closer, I swung up onto the dock, lay face down behind barrels, scrunching my knees a little to give the baby some room, and waited, clutching my dagger. The time was two hours after midnight, but even so, the laughter of several groups of people reached my ears from a distance. The guards were carrying torches, and the one coming towards me clutched a jug of alcohol. He swayed and swigged, and in a flash I’d knocked him down, tossed his torch into the ocean, and propped him up against the barrels so he appeared to be passed out.

Farther up, the dock seemed quiet and shadowed by crates, unmanned stalls, wheel carts, and sacks of food.

Daylight would reveal the place in full, and how the people worked together to live. How did thieves, braggarts, murderers, and scoundrels peacefully exist together? After crouching and scampering from shadow to shadow, I reached huts hanging haphazardly from the docks. Behind them were small walkways surrounded by timber fencing and smaller docks housing fishing boats. The stench of rotting fish gave them away. Through the window of one hut glowed a lamp, where a woman lay, with long, dark hair curling over the two babes in her arms. A brown flag hung above the small fireplace; a bird’s claw made the emblem. Her husband lay on the floor, covered in a quilt and snoring loudly.

There were pegged clothes hanging on a rope, and they flapped in the breeze. A woman’s red bonnet caught my eye, so I undid my plaits and made one long plait instead and curled it up on my head, where I fastened it with the bonnet. The Bones pirates from a month ago had been mixed with fair and dark skin, their hair brown or pale yellow. Not one had fiery hair like mine.

I went back to Margan and Jeykal. In a sliver of light cast by a torch above the decking, they’d drawn with charcoal the route to where Margan thought the Wings lived.

‘I’ve managed to make out a flag,’ Margan said. ‘It’s at the top level on the far right side. The Bones’ flag is on the bottom floor on the left side. The cave is filled with thousands of bats. I can see the entire layout through their ears.’

‘What?’ I said.

‘Yeah, that doesn’t make sense,’ Jeykal said.

‘Bats don’t have good eyesight. They sing songs to each other. And they listen to how noises echo in the cavern; the way the noise moves creates a picture in their head. It’s similar to the way Spurt sees.’

Astonished, I stared at him in wonder. Margan’s gifts only increased his attractiveness to me. That uniqueness deepened my affection for him. I didn’t just want him because I wanted a safe example of love, as Jeykal had implied. The Speaker had a complex inner life, one he shared with animals, and now me.

‘Three canals run down the middle of the cave. Their banks are made of stone slabs. Their source is from three underground rivers made by melting snows,’ Margan said. ‘We’ll steal a row boat and take one up the furthest right canal.’

The plan had been set. We swung up onto the dock and darted from barrels to huts, keeping to the shadows. At the dock’s beginning, we climbed down a ladder into an oared boat and rowed up the canal.

The walls of the canal were made by smooth stonework. Docking platforms, stairs, and ladders were all conscientiously crafted. After passing under several wooden bridges, we reached the back of the cave, tied up the boat, and climbed out.

In the distance, the sky had turned a faint grey over the ocean with the sunrise. Yet the cavern remained dark; torchlight did little to light the expansive shadows. In the wilderness, I could find my way by darkness, the forest a familiar place with little features that surprised me. But Pirate’s Landing—the layout of its streets, the outlines of the shapes—was all unfamiliar.

We climbed up two sturdy ladders fixed to a rock wall. Margan put his hand out to stop us moving forward, and a group of men passed by holding torches and chatting quietly. Their cloaks were shorter than traditional Ruxdorian dress, and I caught a flash of emblems on their backs, a fish symbol.

As the light increased, we climbed quicker. The passing of rungs through my hands blurred into one noise. Finally, we reached the top. Spread out through the space were rope bridges that joined one side of the cave to the other. Below us was the array of different huts made from stone and wood. They had flat roofs with brick chimneys, wooden balconies, and windows. A giant flag flew over each segment of the city; the Bones flag flapped in a breeze in one direction, and to the left, a flag with the fish symbol flew.

We crossed a bridge with thick ropes that hardly swayed under our weight. The planks were solid pine, and well fastened, and as we emerged from beyond the shadowed areas at the back of the cavern, to our left were the white flags of the Wings.

There were three levels of living. A contraption with a winding handle seemed like it serviced the uppermost floor. To use it would draw attention, and so we took another fifty feet of ladders. By the top, my hands ached a little from gripping the rungs.

At the top, I peered over the rocky ledge onto where people had awoken and now walked along the laneway. The homes here sat shoulder to shoulder, but were two levels high, and the bricks were of high quality. Moss grew up the cave walls, goats and pigs chewed on grains in their feeding pens, and fresh water dripped from stalactites to fill up bowls.

At the very back, one home structure rose above all. Three flags hung from the awning over the entrance, and men guarded the door.

‘I’ll go,’ Margan said. ‘I know the captain of the Wings.’

‘Wait,’ I said, blocking him with a hand. ‘We can all go. We’ll pass by the back way.’

The houses had been built with little space between the backs and damp cave walls. We crouched, keeping low as we went, passing under windows, creeping by sleeping dogs, and staying hidden the entire time.

Doors banged, men and women shouted, and the smells of cooking meats, breads, and teas filled the air. Kitchen utensils clanged. Children took up wooden swords to fight in the streets, and their skill at such a young age impressed me.

At the back of the cave stood scaffolding; stacked on top were crates and barrels. A flame rushed across the walls, startling us and making us dive behind a boulder. The flame ran horizontally and vertically across the walls, and the stink of fish oil filled the air as every shadow retreated.

‘Captain wants potatoes,’ one man said.

‘He always wants potatoes. Might make a rosemary gravy, too.’

‘Love that sauce.’

The men clutched baskets as they went around the room, taking off lids and selecting foods to take with them.

‘Red, I think, for the wine.’

‘Rosemary and red, always a good choice.’

The men selected a bottle from an enormous collection then wandered away. We emerged from our hiding place to see that the light had disappeared into the distance, behind the storage area, to a vast stone stairway. One built for kings, or gods, perhaps even giants. They were long and symmetrical, until they reached far up into the air. At that point they began to wind, crookedly, and at severe angles. The hundreds of stairs made my legs hurt, and at the top of those stairs, built into the ceiling at the farthest point of the cavern, was an opening.

‘That’s it,’ Margan said. ‘That’s the second opening. The bats leave through there every night to hunt.’ Margan ran across the first stair and stepped upwards before turning around. ‘We can’t stay here; didn’t you see the labels? This is where the marketplace stores their produce. You two go up there, scout around, and stay there until night time.’

‘And what about you?’ I said.

‘The men were making the captain of the Wings his breakfast. That big house with the three flags, that’s obviously his home. He knows me well, I’ve shared wine with him. I’m in no danger. When it’s safe, I’ll come and get you.’

‘That wasn’t our plan,’ I said.

Margan took my hands in his. ‘Please, just this once, trust me.’

I glanced up at the light. ‘Are there pirates up there?’

‘Only two, and they’re focused on the seas.’

I glanced at Jeykal. ‘Want to race up the stairs?’

‘You know I’ll win.’

I took a more serious tone and said to Margan, ‘What if you get in trouble?’

‘I’ll get a bird to come and peck you both. That can be our danger signal.’

I couldn’t tell if he was serious or not.

‘I’ll come and get you,’ he said, hugging me and kissing my forehead. ‘I promise.’

Jeykal and I began the torturous climb up the stairs; it took an hour to navigate the vertical maze. At one point, two guards were descending, laughing about a fight they’d witnessed. Jeykal and I hid from sight until they passed. Eventually we reached the top, scanned the snowy surface, and took the risk of darting east, towards the mountains, to hide among the boulders.
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Fifteen men came up from Pirate’s Landing to take their place as lookouts on the mountain. So much for two men only. They spread out along the cliff, tube-like seeing devices clutched in their hands as they scanned the horizon. A small hut sat underneath a towering bell structure with a rope. At one point, five women wearing warm dresses with tight corsets brought food, blankets, and drink and stored them in the bell tower hut.

From our position, the ocean sat behind the edges of the cliff, out of sight. Directly above us, clouds swirled and clung to the mountainside.

‘Whale!’ one of the men shouted. He bolted to the enormous bell tower and jumped on the rope, his body weight pulling it down until the dong rang out.

He unhooked a cylinder ball from his belt and lit the wick, which made blue smoke spew out in a fierce cloud. Then he pitched it over the edge of the cliff.

I turned to Jeykal. ‘Spurt.’

His lips thinned, a line formed at his brow, and his eyes scanned the excited men. ‘I hope not.’

They were clustering together, the tubes held to their eyes, pointed down at the ocean below them. I wanted to see what they could see, and knowing Jeykal would stop me, I broke free of my hiding place without warning and ducked behind the closest boulder.

‘Klawdia,’ he hissed, waving his hand for me to return.

I ignored him and climbed down the side of the mountain, pressed my body up against the cliff walls, and shuffled over to the edge. Above me, the pirates’ voices murmured.

Down in the water, two boats broke free from the rock wall in a V formation as one went north and the other went south. The sails were like white clouds, and the black smudge of the whale was their focus.

Dive, I thought at the whale. Dive, then swim!

Smaller boats came to join the larger ones, and they formed a ring that slowly tightened.

‘Oi, you!’ shouted a man from above.

I glanced upwards, my hand going to my dagger, and noticed the bearded man clutching a flat bow, its point directed at me. I’d heard of the spring-loaded weapons called crossbows mentioned once over a campfire in Vilseek. The men had mocked the reload time, not to mention the inefficient cogs and metal. What good was such complexity when swiftness and ease were needed to win a battle?

The bearded man whistled over his shoulder to summon four other men to his side. Two drew their swords, while the other two loaded their crossbows. More whistling and more guards were summoned, all with weapons.

‘Stay put,’ the bearded man said.

Eventually, a tall man with fine dress pushed forward between the men, a bird claw symbol at his breast.

‘Well, well, well, what ‘ave we got ‘ere?’ he said. ‘Ain’t you a fine lass. Put your hands out in front of you.’

‘I don’t want trouble.’ I raised my hands, taking in the fifteen men. Some were out of shape; others swayed, still under the influence of whiskey. Without a child in my belly, I wouldn’t have hesitated to fight back, but one blow to the stomach could take its life forever. Too many men, the odds wouldn’t be in my favour.

‘We’re the Seahawks, in case you didn’t know. Well met, lassie; you couldn’t have come at a better time.’

A couple of the men unlatched their crossbows and hooked them back on their belts. They drew their swords instead and gestured for me to come to them. I obeyed. They took my weapons belt, but missed the dagger in my boot. They marched me back into Pirate’s Landing and down the hundreds of stairs.

As we climbed downwards, I marvelled at the hundreds of ships. Some were grand, with intricate rope-work and grand sails. They towered to such heights that I thought their masts might scrape the ceiling. Long boats of all shapes and sizes, made of polished timber, with ornate embellishments, sat majestically on the calm waters. In the distance, the whale boats returned, whales strung up from thick masts by their tails.

I didn’t know if Spurt was among them; Margan wouldn’t have been foolish enough to bring him too close to the harbour. I couldn’t bear to think of him with a harpoon in his side, his blood flowing out across the wooden deck of a boat.

We passed the supply stocks, made our way to the right—completely avoiding the Wings community—and crossed three wooden bridges that took us across the cavern to the opposite side. As we drew closer, I noticed the bridges swayed more, groaned, seemed less steady. Below us were more crisscrossing walkways that serviced the cave homes built into the walls.

External homes were stacked like wooden cubes, and freshly washed clothes hung from ropes strung between them. Ladders fixed to the house walls serviced the entryways. Knotted ropes allowed direct access to the lowest level, where the leftmost canal wound down through the town.

The docks were a frenzy of activity; crates were being loaded onto the bigger ships, and scurrying pirates and ship hands on the docks reminded me of busy ants.

We stepped off the last bridge onto flat land where small walkways led between homes. At the back, we met an arched entrance, framed by two giant eagles. We went inside where a vast hall awaited us. Columns rose up to a wooden ceiling where all kinds of birds had been carved into the grain. Incense burned. A map of the lands had been painted onto the back wall; it depicted the lands across the seas and the navigational pathways.

Pirate guards watched us keenly, their bulging muscles, stern expressions, and scarred faces an intimidating sight. Many hallways took us left, then right, then left again. I remembered the turns, the features, the smells for when I escaped.

Eventually we came to another hall with more guards, where gold lion statues and bowls of overflowing jewels sat at the edges of the room. Lavish rugs, paintings, and tapestries brought colour to the dreary walls. At the back of the room sat an intricately carved chair made of gold. Someone swept out my legs, and I fell to my knees before being dragged to kneel at the chair.

If the Bones were half as rich as these pirates, they didn’t need gold or silver. They needed rare dyes to trade, boats to sail, and slaves to work for them. The people of Fin Town would become those slaves.

The captain of the Seahawks sat proudly in his chair, spread his hands along the golden armrests, and fixed me with a crooked smile. ‘My name is Captain Crawsuntine, and my speciality is the procuring and selling of lively human souls such as yourself. It’s unlikely you’re here to see me, so tell me, Ruxdorian whore, what’s your business?’

In that moment, I decided it was best to lie. ‘I can’t go home. I’m a good fighter; I want to join your crew.’

Captain Crawsalty, Crabsalty, whatever his name was, burst into laughter. His smile morphed into a sneer as he tilted his head, fixing me with a bug-eyed stare. His strong physique and toothless smile spoke of a hard life, with death at every turn. He winked at someone behind me.

A bigger man—more muscles busting out of a torn tunic, with giant, calloused hands and blade scars across his face—came for me. As he drew closer, I caught the stench of beer and sweat. In one yank, he tore my leather armour off my body and lifted up my shirt.

‘I see you’re with child.’

Next went my bonnet, and my long red hair fell down my back. Then he tore the right side of my tunic, exposing the tattoo of the Bears. The symbol of my tribe. I remembered the blade in my boot. With only eight men in the room, I might be able to cause enough injury to escape.

The captain clicked his tongue, then rose from his seat. ‘Welcome, Klawdia of the Bears.’


Chapter Four

CAPTAIN SALTYCRABS SHUFFLED TOWARDS ME, grasped my neck, and hauled me to my feet. Then he threw me aside and drove the toe of his boot into my back. He grasped my hair, dragged me back several steps, and brought his face close to mine. ‘Where are your friends?’

‘What friends?’ I said.

He stepped over me and then punched me in the face, before yanking my hair, forcing me to look at him. ‘I don’t like games.’

Again he drew his hand back to smack me across the face. With my right hand, I drew my blade and stabbed upwards into his thigh, right beside his bollocks. His eyes widened in shock. Then he staggered backwards and pulled out the blade, and his men rushed in to beat me.

I jumped, drove my boot into one face, and kicked another. As their heads bashed together, I stole one of their swords and backed into a corner. I held it up to face the other six men.

‘Don’t kill her,’ the captain said. He tied a strip of linen around the bloodied wound near his groin.

I didn’t know how to fight with a curved sword, but I improvised, and as the first man came at me, I kicked his sword arm away and slashed the sides of his ribs, spilling blood. He drew back, trying to stop the flow of blood.

One of the men grabbed my hair and yanked a handful of it out. The pain tore through my head, making me cry out. My vision blurred temporarily, and I found myself swishing my blade around aimlessly. A blow to my head knocked me to the ground. I tasted blood, and my gums swelled.

The captain grabbed me by my shirt and smacked my face once, twice, three times. I felt the blackness of mind, a dizziness so intense the room spun violently. The smell of his decaying mouth made me hurl.

‘You will fetch a pretty price.’ He shoved me back, the cold stone floor slightly relieving my nausea.

‘You’re bleeding bad, Captain.’

The captain raised his hand. ‘Silence.’ Then he collapsed on my chest, sitting on top of me, crushing me with his weight and bleeding on me. He ran a calloused finger across my lips before feeling along my swollen face. ‘Not broken. Face still pretty. Good. Now’—he tapped his face—‘whaddya think, boys? Thin men would like ‘er, aye? They got a rage for the woman’s slit; they like the mutilation with their pleasure.’ The men cheered.

Then the captain pulled a sad face. ‘But alas, a better offer has come to light. The father of your bastard child has a better future in store.’

Shit. Skelkra. Was he here? I looked around the room but found my vision still blurry. How could Skelkra have sent a message to the pirates so quickly? Then came the rage. The fogginess subsided as the will to survive squashed my pain and weakness. ‘I don’t believe you.’

‘The trim boy with the large cock, and those fresh blue eyes…’ The pirate licked his lips. ‘Me and him have things in common. I’m no landlubber.’ He took a strand of my fiery red hair and passed it between his fingertips. ‘But my men thirst for the screams of dying Ruxdorians. Don’t need no ship for that, eh, boys?’

More shouts and hoots. Other men entered the room, the lust of the kill in their eyes. They stunk of wood polish and rotting fish.

The captain’s gaze ran down my face, to my neck, and settled at my breasts. He grabbed one in his hand, squeezing it hard. The blood in my mouth combined with saliva, and when the captain met me with those ugly smug eyes, I spat in them.

He turned his head sharply, wiping the red spittle from his face. The fury filled him.

‘Have it your way.’

With a groan, he rose up and then stood back, and three men came in to tear off all my clothes. I clutched at my body, naked and exposed, and then came the beating. With spiky-toed boots, small razor blades, and ropes, they whipped me, beat me, and pierced my flesh. They left my bones intact, and kept their beatings to my limbs to avoid my belly.

Skelkra wanted his child to live.

When dust filled my mouth, and my body stiffened with paralysis. I stopped fighting back. One of the stout men grabbed my hair and dragged me half naked along the cold, rocky ground that scratched and tore the skin of my butt.

I clung to his wrist, and as I left the room, I said, ‘Arse lickers.’

Laughter filled the air as I disappeared into the darkened hallway. The occasional torch did little to lighten the gloom. The warmth of my blood drained from countless places. Two women carrying linen yelled insults at me as we passed. They looked Senyan, yet spoke Ruxdorian. A hobbling old man hit me with his stick, then kicked me in the hip. The pirates accompanying me shoved him aside.

He took a swig of ale, then spat it at me. The liquid seeped into my cuts, burning like fire, forcing me to cry out. A vision came to mind—my inauguration. Father branding me with the Bear symbol. I hadn’t been allowed to make a sound; no tears, no weakness. For weeks leading up to the ceremony I’d burned myself, learning to tolerate the pain. Then I’d cut, and stuck needles into my skin before rubbing stinging nettles into the wounds. At first I’d lain in agony, wishing for death. Then my skin lost its sensitivity, and my mind no longer tried to run away.

I had hired a medicine woman to inflict the worst of pains. I’d made her say over and over, ‘Warriors do not cry. Girl or boy, with a blade in your hand, the tears shall not fall.’

Since then, pain was no longer an obstacle.

The room grew dark. The pirate let go of my hair. I couldn’t see. I tried to find him, to fight him, but he stepped on my arm, pinning me down. I heard a thump, then a squeaking noise. I managed to get to my knees.

He kicked me in the chest.

I went sideways, falling into nothing, my arms flailing, my hands looking for something to hold on to. I knew my hands and knees needed to take the jolt of the landing to protect my child. In the darkness, I couldn’t see the floor, only felt it as I hit hard, rattling the bones in my body. My hands went numb, my body went numb, as I lay naked on the floor, my heart racing, the pulsing of my blood bringing an agonising surge with every beat.

The sound of oil catching light crackled and swished above. ‘Don’t pass out,’ yelled a man. I couldn’t move. ‘C’mon, look at me.’

I forced myself onto my side. The clunking and squeaking of turning cogs raised the hairs on my arms. Above me, a cylindrical steel pane swayed slightly. The panel gleamed, but it wasn’t made of metal, it was made of wood. The gleaming came from a hundred metal spikes, all pointing downwards. Slowly, a man turned a wheel, and the cylinder filled the width of the hole as it came down towards me.

Desperately, I looked for a way to climb out, but passing the spikes proved impossible. At that point, I started to regret stabbing the crab captain. As it came closer, it blocked the lights above.

‘Stop!’ I shouted. ‘I’ll give you anything!’ As long as I lived, I could take my revenge.

A desperate curse echoed off the walls, then the spikes fell quicker as chains screamed above. I covered my face, waiting for the impact. All that came was the sound of rattling chains and a chorus of laughter.

They’d played a trick on me. ‘Pig fuckers!’

The laughter turned to hooting. ‘Pig fuckers, pig fuckers,’ they shouted back. ‘Enjoy your stay in Pirate’s Landing!’ Boots and voices faded, taking the light with them. Darkness slithered in, as did fear. I couldn’t see the spikes, but I knew they were there, above. If the chains failed, or the cogs, I’d be impaled.

The racing of my heart deafened me, so I tried to slow it with calm breaths. The caress of a breeze set my skin to ice, and I became aware of the slick of sweat coating it. The hard stone floor in combination with the bruising on my body became even more unbearable as time passed.

Concentrating, I got complete control of my body, calming myself into a state of bliss. I massaged the area around my stomach gently, reassuring the child, promising it good health. The cold took away my pain, and I imagined the future where the greentimes had come, the trees were green, and I clutched my child in my arms. They’d take their first steps, say their first words, and those small joys brought a hope that I clung to all the way to darkness.
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I woke to blackness.

‘Is anyone there?’ I shouted into the nothing, receiving no reply. Feeling the beginning of pain surging through my wrists and knees, I commanded myself back to sleep.


Chapter Five

DEEP VOICES AND CREAKING COGS woke me. Hunger pains shuddered in my gut, and the dryness of my throat made me cough. How long had I been lying there? Cold numbed flesh and bone. I longed for a campfire under the stars, the whistling of pine needles in a breeze, a large dosage of dragonclaw to put me to sleep.

Torchlight dazzled me. I shielded my eyes, and saw the tail end of a rope ladder crumpled on the ground beside me.

‘Time to climb, wench!’

The offer might be time limited, and I didn’t want to stay in the pit. First, I straightened my legs, cringing at the cracking sounds of my joints, and groaning at the twinging in my hips and thighs. I forced myself onto all fours, crawled across the cold rock, and hauled myself up using the rope.

I placed a foot on the bottom rung, then pressed down on the next.

‘Hurry up!’

Swine, filth-ridden—internally cursing helped give me the energy to get to the top of the pit. Five pirates were waiting for me. They grabbed me under the arms and dragged me onto the ground. One sat me up, gave me a hot leg of mutton and put a skin of ale in my hand.

‘Eat!’ he ordered.

I did, feeling my appetite grow, and my thirst took over as I gulped down the liquid. I wiped my mouth, and one of them tossed me my clothes and boots. They’d been mended, the leather treated, the tunic with patches. When I’d dressed, they passed me my dagger belt, throwing knives, and daggers. ‘What’s this?’ I said, not touching the weapons. ‘Another trick?’

‘You’re free to go.’

I narrowed my eyes. ‘Why?’

‘The highest bidder always wins,’ the pirate said. ‘You’ll need to tend to those wounds.’

‘Someone paid coin for me?’ I said. ‘That’s not freedom.’ I tied my laces, and stood up slowly.

The pirates nudged me down the hallway they’d dragged me down two days earlier. I’d only guessed at the time by the dryness in my body that arose from a lack of water. My shuffling turned to a walk as the knots in my muscles unwound and lubrication came to my hips and knees. Finally, we emerged into Pirate’s Landing. It was midday, and compared to the dark hole I’d been in, the light in the cave dazzled me. We crossed over the bridges, the people bustling below, smoke rising up in clouds, before finally reaching the last bridge.

On the other side were ten or so well-groomed men, in simple white tunics with black trousers and knee-high leather boots. Two of them held the flags of the Wings.

The Seahawk pirate who’d fed me and supplied me with my clothes took me alone into the middle of the bridge. ‘Hope she’s worth it,’ he shouted before walking away. The man at the front had kind eyes. He gestured for me to go to him, and as I reached him, he said, ‘The captain wants a word.’

We passed the rows of stone huts. Older people tended to gardens, smoked pipes in chairs, and gossiped over flagons of wine. They waved at the men accompanying me and shot me guarded glances.

The larger of the buildings, the one with the three flags, loomed as we drew closer. Its balconies were patrolled by pirates with crossbows. The windows were large enough to escape. But we didn’t enter; instead, we turned sharply right into a small house without obvious wealth. Its dusty floor, plain furniture, and small hearth told of modest owners.

A woman greeted me with a curtsy. My escorts stayed behind as she led me up a narrow flight of stairs, where I had to duck my head, and I made my way into a tiny bedroom at the top. It had yellow lace curtains, simple brass lamps, a single bed with white linen, and tidy decorations. A small hearth radiated warmth, and a tub of steaming water sat underneath a bolted window.

‘Wait in here, dear,’ the woman said. ‘When you’re ready, there’s a towel on the bed, soaps, and a white tunic so you fit in here. There’s fresh trousers; those things you’re wearing now are irredeemably ruined. Who used that cruddy polish on the leather?’

‘The Seahawks cleaned it.’

‘That’d be right.’ She undid the fastenings and took it off. Next she removed my cuffs. ‘Do your blades need a sharpening, miss?’

I arched an eyebrow at her. ‘If you like.’ I undid my belt and passed it to her.

‘Very good. I’ll take your boots, too.’

After stripping down naked, she said, ‘Where’s your undergarments?’

‘They were torn from me.’

Anger flashed in her eyes. ‘I’ll wager that’s when they beat you up, eh? They didn’t force ‘emselves on you, did they?’

‘No.’

She nodded approvingly. ‘A few scratches never hurt anyone. I’ll get something for your wounds, and some new undergarments.’

I got in the hot tub and groaned with pleasure as the water lapped up against my neck. I washed my dirty hair, face, and the wounds on my body that were still raw and in need of treatment. After getting out and drying myself, I put on the new undergarments waiting for me.

The woman entered the room. ‘Sit there.’ I did as she asked, and after she bandaged me up, she had me put on my tunic and trousers, before putting a knitted woollen shawl about my shoulders. ‘You stay warm now. I’ll fix your equipment.’

She took my armour and boots to a chair to clean my weapons, treat the leather, and scrub the dirt from my boots.

At that moment, there came a knock at the door. There stood a man, about thirty years of age. He was broad-shouldered and muscular, with short blonde hair and black eyes. ‘Greetings. May I enter?’

I nodded.

He pulled over a chair and sat. ‘Klawdia, is it?’

‘Yes.’

‘Captain Bucker, at your service. I’m here on behalf of Margan of the Whale tribe.’

Thank the Mother, Margan was alive. ‘And Jeykal?’

‘He and Jeykal send you their affection. They are inside my private dwelling at this very moment.’

‘Can I see them?’

The man smiled slightly, then sat back in the chair. ‘We had visitors a week ago. A man, early in his second decade. He offered gold for your head.’

‘Skelkra. He’s…my rival.’

The man snorted. ‘Indeed he is. He seemed very keen to have your corpse in his possession.’

‘I don’t think he wants me dead.’

‘He didn’t speak warmly of you. You’re carrying his child?’

‘Yes.’

‘Tell me the story.’

I inhaled deeply. ‘He lied and cheated into winning the Bestial Passage. The triumphant one becomes the next chieftain after my father. Skelkra is my father’s right hand now, but he stole it from me. I refuse to bow to his authority.’

‘I see.’ The captain made a steeple with the tips of his fingers. ‘Captain Ripsod is the leader of the Bones. Captain Crawsuntine—you’ve met him already—he told the Bones about you. I met with the Bones’ captain this morning, and they will exchange Sheyla’s life for yours. Skelkra offered them slabs of gold in exchange for you. I think I can persuade the Bones not to kill you.’

‘If I’m worth so much, why did Captain Crookface give me up?’

The Wings leader smiled with amusement. ‘I heard you stabbed him in the leg.’ He laughed. ‘The bastard deserved it. The Seahawks are down a few ships after the recent storm. Captain Crookface—I like that name—needs boats more than gold.’

Father sent a cart of gold to the Queens once a year. It protected our interests and lands. They loved gold, and it wasn’t much use to Ruxdorians anyway; it was too heavy and soft. They healers melted the gold down and used it to decorate the city.

‘It’s generous of you to give ships in exchange for my life,’ I said levelly, implying my distrust of him.

The side of his mouth twitched at my words and he sighed heavily. ‘You wish to know what I get from this deal?’

I arched an eyebrow.

‘The Whale tribe build quality ships and have quality dyes. The best ships in this harbour belong to the Bones, gifted by the Queens for slaying a great monster of the sea that blocked a superior trading route. We’ve always depended on the Whales to provide us fishing boats, barges, and row boats—we don’t want the Bones infringing on that.’

‘Skelkra doesn’t have rights to the gold; it’s a matter governed by Father and the elders.’ Unless he had another way to get it. ‘Even my father must defer to the elders’ wisdom on matters of trade.’

‘Hrmm,’ he said. ‘The Bones will hunt him down if he doesn’t deliver the gold. They are ruthless, rotten souls, and that might be in your favour.’ He clapped his hands together. ‘No matter. I’m here because Margan won’t see reason. He won’t give you up, and we can’t resolve this situation with the Whale tribe without you.’

Trading my life for Sheyla’s would be easy. I’d escape eventually, even if it took months. ‘Can we do this without Margan knowing?’ I asked. ‘Margan’s and Jeykal’s lives must be spared.’

‘Agreed, but I want information first.’

‘What sort?’

He leaned forward in his chair. ‘Knowledge is more powerful than a blade. I wish to know more about this Skelkra. At this moment, he is friends with my enemy, and thus he becomes a threat to me.’

But that doesn’t make me your ally, I thought, and for the first time since we had set off from Fin Town, I didn’t feel hopeful.


Chapter Six

AFTER AN HOUR OF SPEAKING with Captain Bucker, we had a plan. Tonight he would take me to the Bones, where I’d be swapped with Sheyla.

‘If this Captain Ripsod attacks me, and I defend myself and accidentally take his life…’ I said.

The captain laughed at my phrasing. ‘A few thousand men would come after you.’

‘Would they?’ I repeated. ‘He’s definitely the leader his men want?’

‘Well…that’s a good question. Since you’re not a pirate, and in his custody as a prisoner, his death would be seen as an error of judgement on his part. There are always men waiting to step up and lead.’

‘And you wouldn’t be held responsible?’

‘No.’

‘Good.’ I smiled.

Ending our conversation there, I pulled on my armour, buckled my dagger belt, and slid each sharpened knife into its respective pocket. I looked out the window to the other side of the cave where the Seahawks lived. I felt a phantom of the tenderness in my jaw, the bruises on my body. I wanted revenge on the Seahawk captain. To do so before the trade would be a mistake, so I corked my anger for Margan and Sheyla’s sake.

Out in the laneway, children fought with their wooden swords, the fathers teaching them basic manoeuvres. When a child did something right, the fathers would praise them with applause. It contrasted against my own training. Father had delivered love and punishment equally. The punishments had stood out from the love. Though he’d hugged me for my successes, in that same moment, he had produced a list of mistakes. He’d made me remove my shirt, put me up against the wall, then whipped me as he read out each one.

‘Walk the plank or I’ll stab you!’ one of the boys shouted, baring his teeth at his friend. Appreciative laughter came from the adult onlookers.

I leaned down and whispered in the boy’s ear, ‘If you’re going to make a threat, you best be ready to follow through.’ A defiance filled his blue eyes, but the doubts came in to steal the light. A child with a weak character would bring shame on every member of that family.

Inside the captain’s house, white stone columns framed each doorway. The ceiling curved like sails. The foyer contained a shelving lined with old bottles. An old ship’s wheel hung on the wall.

‘A souvenir from my first ship,’ he said, then cupped his mouth and shouted, ‘Hoy, we’ve returned!’

Margan emerged from the back of the house, smiling, his arms rising to take me against him. When he saw my face, he hesitated, affronted by the purple and green hues staining my cheeks. His thumb rubbed gently on my swollen lip, which he gently kissed.

‘I’ll kill them.’ He hugged me and I flinched a little. ‘How bad?’

‘Nothing permanent,’ I said. ‘No broken bones. The captain has a deep wound up into his groin. He’ll be in bed for at least a week.’

‘Hah, that’s my girl.’ Margan turned on the captain. ‘You promised she wouldn’t come to harm.’

The captain glanced at me, surprised at his words. ‘I doubt she’d be beaten so badly if she hadn’t fought back.’

Margan glared at him. ‘I guess she deserved it, then.’

The captain glowered and opened his mouth to speak, but I jumped in. ‘No man touches me and goes unpunished. I provoked them.’

‘Can we walk?’ Margan asked me. He held out his arm, pointing into a sitting room with a blazing fire.

‘Where’s Jeykal?’

‘He’s here. You’ll speak to him soon.’

The captain fixed me with a look that said, ‘I’ll see you later,’ then followed his men off down the hallway. Margan closed sliding doors on us, giving us more privacy. ‘Tell me what really happened.’

A crystal liquor decanter sat on a curved table accompanied by silver goblets. I went over, poured myself a drink, and sipped. The whisky stung my throat, but soon warmed my belly and dulled the pain surging through my body. ‘I’m well, Margan. Really.’

‘I thought I’d lost you.’ He watched me take another sip.

‘My own father has given me worse beatings,’ I said.

Margan dipped his eyebrows, then came to me and poured himself a cup of strong drink. ‘Would you worry over me?’ He slipped his fingers up my shirt, exposing the bump of my child, and then the bandages around my ribs. ‘You must be in pain. A bad knock to your belly will see you lose your child.’

I pulled my top down and moved away. ‘I know the risks.’

‘Your hands, they’re bandaged. Show me your arms.’

‘Stop it. Yes, I’m hurt, but the wounds are clean, treated. A few days will see me recovered.’ I didn’t want to talk about this any longer. ‘I saw the Whalers bringing in a fresh catch.’

‘It wasn’t Spurt.’

I put a hand over my heart, relieved.

‘Captain Bucker has seen Sheyla,’ he said.

‘I know.’

His expression grew troubled as he considered his sister’s life in the hands of the Bones. ‘Then you know they want you now.’

‘Yes.’

‘Skelkra came here,’ he said.

‘I want to know how he got here before us!’

‘Witchcraft?’ Margan said.

‘I don’t believe in that nonsense.’ Then again, Margan could talk to animals, so there were some powers in the world I couldn’t explain. ‘I underestimated him.’

Margan got up from the chair, took the crystal decanter, and poured himself more drink. ‘I have a plan, Klawdia.’

Captain Bucker knocked on the door, interrupting us.

‘Yes?’ Margan answered, allowing a note of irritation to his voice.

‘Please join us in the dining room when you’re done here.’

‘We can talk later,’ I said, not wanting to be rude to our host, the one we needed as our ally. Margan and I left the room. My attention caught on a collection of books on shelves near the dining area. Captain Bucker came to me and said, ‘Books of the healers.’

‘Did the Queens give them to you?’

The captain laughed. ‘Absolutely not. My father raided a healer sanctuary while Meligna was under siege.’

‘What are they about?’ I asked.

‘Fanciful tales, fables, nothing of use.’

‘Then you’ve read them?’

The captain smiled. ‘I’ve read every book in this house. Only a religious zealot would want these.’

‘Like the Queens?’ I asked.

A playful look of mischief came to his face. ‘No doubt they’d want them.’ The friendliness drained from his gaze. He swept his eyes over the books then back to me. ‘Let’s meet some of my crew.’

He quickly steered me from his beloved literature collection, out the room, and down the hallway. I questioned Margan with a glance and he confirmed my suspicion. The captain thought I was capable of stealing his books. His mistrust provoked me. What could be in them that was so valuable?

A mix of bearded, shaved, and scarred faces met me as we entered the dining room. They sat back in their chairs, looking me over.

‘Only a Seahawk would give a woman such a beating,’ one of them said loudly.

The others murmured their agreements.

‘And the Bones,’ another added.

‘The captain’s pretty hurt,’ I said. ‘He didn’t like the knife I shoved into his groin.’

‘Ooooo,’ they said, sucking in breaths. ‘Ouch.’

‘Tears ran down his face,’ I added.

The men laughed and raised their cups at me. All but one: Jeykal. Our eyes met. ‘I’m never surprised to see you alive,’ he said.

‘You too. Enjoying yourself?’

He patted his gut. ‘I’m as happy as a pig.’

‘You eat like one,’ said the man next to him, and the men roared with laughter.

A chandelier crafted from elk horns lit the room, its antlers causing spiky shadows to fall across the walls.

‘Excuse the lack of manners,’ one of the pirates said, giving up his chair. ‘It’s no wonder none of you louts are married.’

They threw pieces of food at him before talking amongst themselves. A pirate to my right winked at me, then slid an empty goblet to me. He poured me a glass of wine and whispered, ‘So you’re good with a knife.’

I drank from the cup. ‘I’m better with my fists.’

In a growling voice, he said, ‘That’s what I like to hear. You took a beating. A woman who can take a beating is a woman worth having.’

‘All right, Sergon, get up!’ the captain said.

‘I was only flirtin’.’

Margan took the man’s seat, then kissed me on the lips before fixing the pirate with a sheepish grin.

The pirate waved his hand at him. ‘You kiss like a pretty prince.’

The captain sat at the head of the table. A servant brought around a tray of meats and vegetables; I filled my plate and stuffed myself.

‘How did you get here?’ I asked Jeykal.

‘Went down after you, found Margan here.’

‘And a friend of Margan’s is a friend of mine,’ said the captain. ‘The Fin Town men craft beautiful boats, and that is to be respected.’ He raised his cup at Margan. The other men joined him.

The captain stood up from his chair, clutching his goblet, and raised his hand into the air. ‘Let’s welcome our visitors formally. Klawdia. Margan. Jeykal. You’re always welcome…’ He looked at me. ‘Though you, young lady, can leave trouble at the door.’

I smiled and the men laughed.

‘Curse the Seahawks,’ one of them said. ‘Their balls must be small if a little lass like her can give them a walloping.’

More cheering erupted. The captain raised a hand. ‘Quiet now. I’ve an idea for some entertainment.’ He reached out his hand and I took it. ‘Are you up to challenge?’

‘Let her heal,’ Margan said, a light edge to his tone.

‘What kind of challenge?’ I asked.

‘A little sparrow told me you’ve a deadly throw. Would you mind showing us? The lads like their entertainment.’

I stood up, revealing the rows of knives under my tunic. The men sat back, sizing me up. ‘I just keep these for decoration.’

One of the pirates stood in his chair, opening one side of his vest, revealing a set of gleaming throwing knives. ‘Me too. Name’s Thudder. That’s the sound bodies make when they drop.’

I fought back a burst of laughter, selected a dagger, and cut the bandages from my hands, revealing the still fresh wounds. The bloodied wraps dropped to the table while I drew a throwing knife. I spun the blade around in my fingers.

‘Don’t cut yourself, lass,’ one of them said. His friend elbowed him to be quiet.

As the dagger spun, the movement caused the cuts in my palms to bleed. Blood ran down my arm even as I selected a knife with my other hand, twirling it in unison. I tossed the blades into the air—Margan and the man at my other side leaned away—and caught them behind my back.

I held them out in my hands. One of the pirates snatched it from me. ‘Bet it’s blunt.’ As he grabbed it; he cut himself deeply. The liquid stained the table.

‘Clean that mess up,’ the captain said.

‘Wagers!’ a pirate yelled, and the men jumped to their feet, their eyes lit with excitement. The captain put his arm through mine saying, ‘Do you mind a little competition? Keeps the lads out of trouble.’

I smiled. ‘Very well.’

The captain guided me outside where human-like targets stood in a garden surrounded by ferns, giant mushrooms, and ivy. To the side, the sound of a stream filling the pond soothed me.

As the captain dragged his boot in the dirt, demarcating the throwing line, he said, ‘I’ll have those wounds redressed when you’re done.’

I nodded.

Those making wagers stood in a row at the sidelines, nudging with elbows and shoulders, and riling each other up into angry shouting.

Margan said, ‘Don’t hurt yourself.’

I turned to him. ‘What’s another bruise to a battered body?’

He rolled his eyes, but his pride was unmistakeable. Desire gathered at his lips. I’d often observed that a man’s love increased when his woman was the object of other men’s affections.

‘Five points for the black dot over the heart, two for an arm, three for the head,’ said the captain.

A short man with big ears and a thin build carried around a sheet of paper and a small sack, writing down wagers and taking coins.

‘Each man’—he coughed—‘and woman will make one throw each for five throws. The scores will be tallied then. Klawdia, as our guest, you may go first.’

The pirates cheered, then quickly quietened. The cold metal of my first knife sat comfortably between my fingers. I drew a deep breath, closed my eyes, and steadied my mind. Then I turned to my contender, Thudder. ‘I’ve been doing this since I was six.’

‘Age five for me,’ he bragged.

‘I’ve won every competition in the past ten years.’

He shook his head at me, sniffing. ‘Against your age group.’

I tilted my head slightly. ‘You had age limits on your competition?’ I refocused on the target. ‘Interesting.’

I let the knife fly; it struck the decoy in the middle of the forehead.

‘What in the heavens?!’ one man exclaimed. ‘That’s thirty feet away. How’d you do that? Do it again.’

‘All of my throws?’ I asked. ‘The heart ones fetch more points.’ The four throws landed each knife hilt to hilt on the mark over the heart. I flicked blood from my fingers.

A servant gave me a cloth, which I pressed against my wounded palms.

The captain was speechless. ‘Well, er, Thudder, your turn.’

Doubt filled my competitor’s face. His first throw hit the heart, making the pirates cheer. Unfortunately, his next hit the head, and the last three lodged in the left side of the chest, away from the heart.

‘Fast as lightning!’ the gold collector said, then distributed the winnings to a few of the men before handing the purse to the captain.

The captain gave the purse to me. ‘Your winnings.’ Less than a third of the men had bet on me. ‘Feel free to explore the Wings areas. As long as you stay among the flags, you won’t find trouble.’

‘I’m unmarried, m’lady,’ one of the men shouted.

‘She wouldn’t pick a man with a two-inch dick,’ another retorted. That started a brawl.

The gold collector said, ‘Who’ll win, man with the two-inch dick, or the love-sick sad-sack?’

Margan was chuckling as he put his arm around me. He whispered in my ear, ‘Let’s get away from this place.’

Jeykal had stayed inside to drink alone, which meant something had upset him. Margan seemed so excited to be with me that I breathed in his joy and let him lead me into the streets. We climbed a ladder that took us to the ceiling of the cavern. One slip and we’d plummet a few hundred feet, maybe more, to our deaths. The ladder led to the highest ledge in the cave, with timber fencing, and up there were blankets and a bottle of fine wine.

‘Mighty nice of those pirates to leave us a bottle of wine,’ Margan said, grinning at me.

I smiled. ‘I’m surprised it’s still here.’

Margan poured me a cup, then one for himself. We sat at the very edge, our feet dangling over the expanse, looking down on the pirates. The black Bones flags drew my attention. Their men swarmed around the docks.

‘What are the fish symbols called?’ I asked.

‘Scales,’ Margan said, taking a sip. ‘Sheyla’s in the ship. The one at the back, the big one. It’s the captain’s ship.’

I took his hand and held it, thinking, I’ll get her back for you.

‘Bats are easily startled,’ he said distantly. ‘They act as a flock. Move together. I can’t control them, but I can startle them…flood their heads with danger. There are dogs, goats, sheep, animals everywhere. Even rats. When you were gone, I spent time finding all the living creatures. A lizard lived in the pit with you; I reached its mind. Saw your suffering. I did the same with Sheyla. She lives in a cage in Ripsod’s sleeping quarters. The captain has a pet dog.’

‘And?’

He fixed me with wild eyes. ‘We’ll tie the captain up. No one will expect us.’

I watched him for a moment, remembering the deal I’d made with Captain Bucker. ‘I-I don’t know.’

‘The bats will fly around the docks, creating a distraction. With the captain tied up, mouth gagged, we can jump into the ocean. Spurt will be there, he’ll save us.’

‘And Jeykal?’

‘He’s protected by the Wings. He’ll be fine. We’ll take Sheyla back to Fin Town. Jeykal’s a good climber; he could easily make it back across the mountains.’

I nodded thoughtfully. ‘That’s a good plan, but we should talk to him first.’

‘If you want.’

I caught him staring at me. ‘What?’

‘Your mood is changed. What’s wrong?’

‘Nothing. I’m just tired.’

He frowned. ‘Of course you are after being in that pit.’

‘Is Sheyla under lock and key?’ I asked, changing the subject. I didn’t want him to fuss over me.

‘Yes.’

‘And the dog?’

‘It’s difficult, he’s loyal to his master.’

‘Does he like food?’

Margan watched me closely. ‘He’s a fat dog. The Bones’ captain feeds him well.’

‘A fat dog is never satisfied. Find out what his favourite food is.’

Margan’s gaze fixed on the ships, a smile at his lips. ‘He’s too far away for now; I need to get closer.’

‘We’ll scout the docks tonight. You can ask him then.’

‘Enjoying the view?’ came Captain Bucker’s gruff voice from the ladder. He pulled himself up and crouched beside us.

‘It’s amazing,’ I said. ‘I never knew so many people lived here.’

‘Indeed. I hope you’ll join my men for dinner tonight. They’ve done nothing but talk about you, Klawdia.’

‘Of course.’

‘Excellent. By the way, whatever laws you two break here, you’ll be on your own. That goes for you, too, Margan.’

Without another word, the captain climbed back down the ladder.

‘That man is no fool,’ I said.

Margan looked at me. ‘Tonight we’ll find out what Captain Ripsod’s dog likes to eat.’


Chapter Seven

AFTER DINNER THAT EVENING, I took Captain Bucker aside. ‘I’ve decided against the exchange.’

The captain drew inward, contemplating. He swirled the wine in his cup. ‘Margan is a special man, isn’t he?’

Sensing he was referring to Margan’s Speaker gifts, I didn’t answer. Eventually, I decided to play it safe with my reply. ‘He is to me.’

He raised his eyebrows. ‘That’s not what—’

‘I understand your meaning.’

The corner of his lip tugged upwards. ‘Well, they say that even the most fanciful tales contain some truth to them.’ He sipped his drink, watching me the entire time. ‘When do you intend to rescue her?’

‘Tomorrow.’

‘What’s tomorrow?’ Jeykal asked, interrupting our private conversation.

I spun around. ‘Oh. Another competition. Your bow skills are good.’

‘No need to flatter me,’ he said. ‘I don’t really like to perform tricks for coin anyway.’

After a few moments of us standing there together, saying nothing, Captain Bucker cleared his throat and said, ‘I should rejoin my men.’ He promptly left us standing alone in the garden.

‘Is all well?’ he asked, his eyes brushing over my stomach.

‘Yes. The child is well. I can feel faint flutterings from time to time.’

Jeykal reached his hand out. ‘Can I feel?’

I nodded.

His hand was warm over my shirt, and I remembered a memory from when I was eleven years old. I’d been tracking a bear sow and her young. I’d misjudged where she was and she had rounded on me, knocking me to the snow. Jeykal had come in, firing arrows, shouting and yelling. The bear and her cubs had run away.

Jeykal dropped his hand. ‘Can’t feel anything.’

‘It’s still early,’ I said. ‘Jeykal—?’

‘I know you, Klawdia. I’m not going to like this, am I?’

I pressed my lips together. ‘Sheyla is kept prisoner in Captain Ripsod’s private ship quarters. Tonight we’re scouting, but tomorrow night—’

‘You’re breaking her out.’

I nodded.

‘I want to help.’

I loved my friend for his devotion, his loyalty, and even though it had been his choice to come with me, there was no need to risk his life again. I looked at the ground, listening as the city’s noises drifted up along the walls and circled about in a strange way. In Vilseek, the noises disappeared with the winds; even on a still night, the sounds didn’t linger. Cries in the distance were hard to pinpoint, reminding me of sounds in the mountains, which could come from all directions.

‘What do you think of the pirates?’ I finally asked him, still wondering whether to involve him in our rescue plan.

‘They make me miss home.’

Jeykal had many brothers, of which he was the eldest. They had always been friendly to me. Even his mother and father were kind and hospitable. My father spent much of his time alone, or talking of strategy, politics, and farming; he only showed interest in me when talking about the future chieftain. And even then the conversation would only lead to some criticism he wanted to express to me.

I glanced upwards. ‘It’s weird not to see the stars at night.’

‘Or the moon,’ he added. ‘The walls feel—’

‘Closed in,’ I finished. ‘Even though it’s a big place.’

‘Exactly.’

And in that moment, it felt like we were close friends again. Whenever Father would get in a rage, Jeykal would take me camping in the woods. We’d hunt down foxes and wolves, build our own shelters and tell funny stories. Together, we were quiet and comfortable. Safe.

As I grew nostalgic for his closeness, I started to speak, but he cut me off.

‘Please let me help with Sheyla,’ he said.

‘You’ve already risked your life for me so many times,’ I replied. ‘It’s going to be dangerous, and the journey back on Spurt will—’

‘You’re going back to Fin Town on Spurt?’ He shook his head then groaned. ‘Margan has rocks in his head. What if there’s another storm? What if a boat sees you?’

The strong feelings I’d had for my friend only moments ago fell into the background as he picked apart Margan’s plan.

‘A boat will be too obvious, don’t you think?’ I said. ‘We can’t go over the mountains.’

Jeykal had crossed his arms, his furrowed brow casting shadows across his face in the dulled light. ‘I can help cause a distraction at the least.’

My gut twisted with worry for his life, but I couldn’t ignore the urgency in his eyes, the desire to ensure we succeeded in our task. ‘Very well. I’ll talk to Margan tonight.’

Jeykal’s eyes were glistening a little, half his mouth tugged sideways into a concerned dimple. ‘Why do you need to talk to Margan?’

I didn’t answer.

‘Oh, right.’ He glanced downwards. ‘He doesn’t want me involved. What are you two doing tonight?’

‘Searching the ships, docks, trying to find a way in and out without being noticed. We’ll tell you all tomorrow.’

Jeykal’s eyes flicked up to mine. ‘I need another drink. Want one?’

‘No. I’m going to find Margan.’

‘Yes, you should go find him,’ he said faintly, his words almost whispering.

‘Right.’ With that, I turned around, not knowing what else to say. I didn’t want Jeykal to come with us; I wanted alone time with Margan. Alone. Just us two.
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At midnight, Margan and I mapped out our path to the docks, then made our way down the shadowy streets dressed all in dark clothes. Several groups persisted in their merriment-making. They plucked strings which sounded out mystical tones, lusted after each other’s flesh, and gave no thought to us as we passed. Some were on their way to bed, staggering as they went, stinking of ale and smoke.

Arriving at the canals, we stole a row boat and slowly made our way east. The oars creaked in their hinges, and murmurs from above reached our ears, but we saw no guards, or people. Eventually, the flags flying on poles turned blue and white. We’d entered the Scales’ territory.

A young woman giggled to our right, her feet dangling in the water, her lover’s hands exploring her naked body. ‘Oh,’ she said, noticing us. Her eyes glistened with drunken fervour. She pushed her lover aside. ‘I’ve lost my clothes! Have you seen them?’ Then she shook her breasts at us.

Margan sniffed with amusement. I found myself envying the couple, free of worries, enjoying their fun in the water. For the past two months, I’d been on my guard, saving myself, my child, Margan, or Jeykal. Worrying about my country, about Father and Skelkra.

At the end of the canal, we tied up the boat and hauled ourselves over the top. The docks were dimly lit. Soft ocean waves swished against boat hulls. The smell of fresh fish and sea salt cleared my nostrils. Rats squeaked as they scampered about barrels and drying fishing nets, searching for leftover meats among the stacks of shelled crabs, lobsters, and barnacles.

Guards were few this night, but even so, we had to be careful. I took a wet rag and jumped from the shadows to snuff the light with the cloth. It hissed. I repeated the action with the next three torches until shadows covered us. In the western sky I spotted the moon, a half sliver of silvery rock among the doting stars.

Tomorrow, I thought. We’ll be free tomorrow.

Black Bones flags flapped at the entrance to a dock on the far right of the cave. It served one boat, the largest of all boats, and home to Captain Ripsod. Margan closed his eyes and linked to a rat; the animal came to him, took a piece of bread from his hand, and ran away.

‘He’s boarding the ship.’

‘I hope he’s got his sea legs,’ I said.

Margan grimaced. ‘That was bad.’

‘I try.’

‘He’s in the captain’s quarters. The dog’s bowl is full of food; that’s what I promised him.’

‘Those rats are so greedy,’ I said flippantly. ‘If the dog has a full bowl of food, then how do we bribe him into helping us?’

‘Wait.’ Margan closed his eyes again. ‘Hrmm,’ he said. ‘Five guards patrolling the front of the ship. Oh…’

‘What?’

‘There’s…’ He inhaled deeply. ‘Sheyla. Her left arm is broken. She’s in a cage, and she’s been whipped. I can see the tears in her clothes. The rat smells blood. I’m going into the dog’s mind now. He’s watching the rat. He can smell Sheyla as well; she’s soiled her pants, she’s frightened, or they haven’t let her toilet.’

I put my hand on his arm.

‘There’s a key on the captain’s bedside table.’ His eyes closed again, then grinned. ‘The dog says the captain only feeds him chicken. He wants a goat leg.’

‘A goat leg?’ I said, arching an eyebrow. ‘He’ll betray his master for a goat leg.’

‘The captain kicks him and scolds him when he’s angry. Today the dog took a bad beating; good news for us, but so sad for him.’

The way his tone changed when he spoke of the dog’s pain made me wonder if he’d try to save him, too. Of course, I wouldn’t let that happen.

I exhaled through my nose. ‘A goat leg it is.’

‘He says he’ll drop the key beside the cage, but Sheyla isn’t awake.’

‘The captain might hear it drop.’

‘He’s alone in his bed; we could save her now.’

‘You said tonight we’d just look around, then make a plan.’

He turned on me, eyes blazing with anger. It caught me off guard; I’d never seen him lose his temper before. ‘What would you do, Klawdia?’ he hissed at me, spittle clinging to his bottom lip.

‘What’s wrong?’ I said.

He panted now, and his hands were balled into tight fists. ‘I bet if that was Jeykal in there, you’d want to save him right now.’

‘Get control of yourself,’ I snapped, my own temper rising. If Margan raised his voice any louder, he’d put our lives in danger.

He stared at me for a few seconds, then blinked. ‘You’re right. Forgive me. But I am doing this tonight. See the anchor rope? We can climb that. The guards won’t see us. I’ll be back.’

He slunk off into the shadows, heading into town, away from the wharf. I waited a moment, stewing in my anger, debating whether to let him go alone and return to the Wings, but instead I continued to crouch, waiting for what felt like an hour. He came up behind me, carrying a sack.

‘What’s that?’

‘Goat leg. Follow me.’ He dashed to the stone stairs beside a dock that led into the water, his form blending into the dark, the goat leg held out of the water as he swam on his side. I threw up my hands, groaned, and went into the water after him. He didn’t check to see if I followed, and I was tempted to turn back.

Under the docks, I kept to the shadows, moving from pole to pole until I reached the back of the ship where Margan had already begun to shimmy up the anchor rope, sack slung over his shoulder Fool. I pulled him back into the water by his leg. When he came up for air, he said, ‘What is it now? The meat is wet.’

‘There’s five guards,’ I hissed. ‘What if the captain makes a noise? What if that dog barks?’

‘What if my sister starves to death?’ he retorted, and then in his eyes, a red ring formed around his iris and radiated light before fading to nothing.

I frowned, disturbed by the phenomenon. I glanced over my shoulder in case it reflected something else, like a fire, but nothing behind me could have caused it.

‘Spurt’s here,’ he said.

‘The bats, we should use them.’

‘We’ll need that when we’re escaping on Spurt’s back. I have thought about this, you know.’

I took his arm and applied pressure. ‘If that dog barks—’

Margan swam closer to plant a wet kiss on my lips. When he pulled back, he smiled, saying, ‘Trust me.’

Trust me. A phrase that inspired nothing but the opposite. ‘Fine,’ I sighed, ‘up we go, then.’

Margan kissed me again, and this time I kissed him back just as hard. He took the rope and, once at the top of it, went over the side. I listened for a moment, and hearing nothing, I quickly followed. We pressed our backs against the wall of the captain’s lodgings, peering through a small window.

‘Still asleep,’ he whispered.

Margan ducked into the room first, and I went in as well after confirming that the guards weren’t looking. The dog stood, his tail wagging, his tongue lolling as he panted.

Here we go, I thought, taking a length of rope and creeping towards the bed before launching myself at the sleeping pirate. ‘Huh, wh—?’ I tightened the rope around his neck, causing him to choke. At first he grabbed the rope, trying to loosen it. A novice mistake. Then he grabbed my neck—a better tactic, but his lips were already turning blue. At last his eyes rolled back and I loosened the rope in time so he could breathe again while unconscious. I secured his hands and feet, shoved a sock in his mouth, and dragged him to the closet, using my legs to shove him in.

The dog whined a little, but Margan gave him the goat leg, which he settled down to chew on.

‘Margan.’ Sheyla’s small voice barely carried across the room.

He opened the cage and lifted her up, then carried her across the room and put her in the captain’s bed. I checked over her arm and then said, ‘Rip the bedding.’

Margan tore a long rectangular strip.

‘Keep watch,’ I told him. Then I bandaged Sheyla’s left arm, and fastened it tightly across her body to prevent further injury. ‘Can you walk?’ I asked her. ‘We’re going to jump over the side of the boat, then ride home on Spurt’s back.’

‘There’s a pirate coming this way,’ Margan said.

‘Use the bats!’

‘Done. Let’s go.’

Screeching filled the night, and thousands of swarming bats dived to the town like a crazed wraith. They weaved in and out of the sleeping homes. Lights illuminated the backs of windows, and torches were lit in the streets. People emerged, screaming, some laughing. Clutching swords and brooms, they swatted and swiped at the air.

‘Watch,’ Margan said.

A chorus of squeaking mice and rats joined the screeching. The rodents emerged from the sewers, laneways, and roofs. They poured into the streets, landing in hair, running up legs, leaving few surfaces untouched, and I wondered how he’d influenced them.

Then, among the chaos, an explosion sounded from the middle of the wharf. The fiery cloud rose into the air, spewing out flaming barrels and crates. Chunks of lit wood rained down on the town, starting new fires. Pieces of debris landed in sails, catching them alight. As they burned down, they blanketed the docks, huts, and smaller boats with flaming fabric.

A dark figure slunk between the homes, the only person not flailing their arms or filling buckets with water. The glimmer of a golden bow caught my eye. Jeykal!

‘Hoy!’ a guard cried, then sounded the alarm to his friends, but they’d left to fight the fires. He drew his sword and ran at us.

‘Jump!’

Margan threw Sheyla over the side, then jumped after her, and I went last, landing beside them. As the water swallowed me up, the muffled sound of the bell tower reached my ears.

Dong. Dong.

I surfaced. DONG. DONG. The bell continued ringing loudly.

‘Over here!’ a pirate yelled, pointing at us from above. ‘Thieves! Murderers! They’ve attacked our captain!’

Spurt’s slick form surfaced, spraying water into the air.

‘Get them! Get them!’ the pirates yelled.

Margan helped Sheyla climb onto Spurt’s back; she seemed so small and pale against the fish. Pirates ran up the pier parallel to the captain’s ship. Clutched in their hands were bows and crossbows, while some carried spears. Other men had taken up position on a whaling boat, where they loaded metal harpoons.

One launched, whistled through the air, and hit Spurt in the side. Thwack!

‘Get her off of him!’ I screamed at Margan.

Spurt raised his head into the air, crying out, and then he swished his tail violently, propelling him towards the cave exit.

‘Sheyla, jump!’ Margan said.

Crippled by fear, the girl only stared at her attackers. Another harpoon hit Spurt’s side, further back near his tail. She screamed, scrambled along him, and tried to pull it out.

Margan thrashed about in the water, his head going under several times. He came up coughing. ‘Spurt!’ As he focused back on the whale, he sank beneath the water.

I reached him and pulled him up. ‘Margan!’

The next harpoon pinned Sheyla’s thick leather pants; she tried ripping and tugging but failed to pull free. More harpoons hit the whale and he dived under the water to escape, taking Sheyla with him.

‘Bring him back up!’

Margan’s eyes were closed, focused. I fought, kicked, and beat my hands to keep his head above water. ‘He’s trying to get away. He’s drowning her.’

Both Spurt and Sheyla disappeared into the gloom. Arrows and spears landed beside us, forcing us underwater. As we lowered into the murkiness, I unsheathed a dagger and kicked after Spurt, following a trail of cloudy blood. I found the whale, and Sheyla, both of them deadly still. I started sawing at her leather pants, but the leather was too hard to cut. When my lungs burned, I knew I’d have to leave her. Suddenly, Margan came beside me, taking the dagger and continuing the sawing while I went up for a breath.

As I surfaced, I sucked in a lungful of air, coughing to open my windpipes. Arrows hit the water around me. A boat of pirates clutching nets headed towards me. I inhaled and dived again.

Swimming down, I couldn’t find Margan. When I turned east, I finally saw Spurt’s long body, Sheyla’s long hair waving like seaweed in time with the waves. The bubbles rising up from Margan were small; his arm still sawed at his sister’s pants, but with less vigour.

I took his arm and started to drag him away, but he fought me off and went back to her. This time I took clumps of his shoulder-length hair, tugged hard, and kicked with all my might. As we rose, he managed to cut my arm with his blade. I kept kicking, ignoring his protests. At the surface, he coughed and spluttered. I took my blade from him and grabbed his hair again, yelling, ‘We’re about to die!’

‘She’s gone,’ he rasped back.

I turned his head in the direction of the boat. They were twenty feet away.

‘You’ll die! I’ll die! Is that what you want?’ I shrieked.

He shook his head then said, ‘No. No.’

I put my lips to his ear and said, ‘Swim to the canals with me. Live.’

Together we dived, swimming under the burning ships and debris, the harpooners, and finally, the docks. Halfway across the cavern, the burning of my lungs forced me to the surface for breath under a low-lying dock. Margan came up beside me. We were well hidden.

‘We’ll swim up the canal to the back of the cavern,’ I said.

‘Go,’ he said.

Halfway up the canal, I had to surface again, take a breath, then continue swimming out of sight. When we reached the bubbling froth and rushing roar of the waterfall, I climbed onto the nearby rocks and collapsed. The bandages on my body were soaked. The bruising started to complain, and the wounds continued to sting from exposure to the saltwater.

We lay there exhausted, panting, trying to recover. ‘We have to get up.’

Margan didn’t say a word. His hands were over his face, rubbing, in pain.

‘Margan.’

When he glanced at me, his eyes were bloodshot, swollen, stung by saltwater. We slipped back into the water, swam to the other side of the canal, and climbed out. Weighed down by sopping wet clothes, we went up to the next level, then the next, until we reached the top level where white flags flew. I had been expecting people to be in the streets, but they were empty. Down where the fires raged, thousands of people filled buckets from the ocean and canals, which they then tossed onto the fires.

What have you done, Jeykal?

The bats were fleeing the city now, forming long black lines heading for the opening at the back of the cavern where the stairs were. Behind us, wood creaked and cracked as a boat fell apart.

‘Jeykal,’ I said, worried. ‘He’s down there somewhere.’

Margan frowned. ‘How do you know?’

‘Who do you think caused the explosion?’

‘You saw him?’

‘Yes! He was trying to help us escape.’

Margan’s face twisted with resentment. ‘Why does he do that?’

I frowned.

‘If it wasn’t for the fire, the harpooners wouldn’t have come out. The Bones aren’t the whalers. The fire spread to the fishing boats, that’s why the Scales came after us.’

I didn’t know the Scales were the whale hunters.

‘It’s not his fault,’ I said. ‘I told you to wait, but you didn’t listen!’

‘So it’s my fault Sheyla’s dead, and Spurt? That’s what you’re saying, isn’t it?’

I didn’t trust that Captain Bucker would help us now. We couldn’t go into the mountains without supplies, but we couldn’t stay here, either. The Wings’ ships remained intact, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t punish us for the fire. Not to mention he’d made it clear that if we got into trouble, he wouldn’t be on our side.

‘Klawdia.’ Jeykal’s voice filled me with happiness. I turned to see him up the stairs, gesturing for us to come to him. I ran.

Almost at the first stair, I said, ‘You’re alive!’

He didn’t respond, just kept gesturing for us to go to him. As I climbed the stairs, I turned my head to look for Margan, who came up behind us. When we reached Jeykal, I hugged him fiercely. Margan joined us, and I noticed the red in his eyes just before he pulled back his arm and smacked Jeykal across the cheek.

‘Sheyla’s dead because of you,’ Margan said angrily.

Jeykal clutched his face, staring wide-eyed at the Speaker before glancing at me for an explanation.

‘Up there!’ said a voice from below. Pirates were coming after us. Lots of pirates.

‘Go, go!’ Jeykal said, passing me his torch then drawing an arrow from his quiver to nock and shoot one of them dead. Then another.

I stepped out onto a thin layer of snow to find bodies everywhere. The corpses were littered with arrows. No wonder Jeykal’s quiver looked empty. Margan came up beside me, walking slowly between the slain men, his eyes meeting mine. They weren’t glowing red as they’d been before.

‘He did this?’ Margan asked.

I almost growled at him. ‘He saved us. Be nice.’

When Jeykal appeared, I spread my arms. ‘What now?’

He grinned, ran to a dark mound in the distance, picked up the objects, and brought them back. He threw knapsacks at our feet, saying, ‘Ropes, hooks, food, bedrolls—everything we need. I’ve had them here for a couple of days. I knew you were going to do something stupid.’

Margan sat down in the snow. I knelt down beside him and saw his eyes glistening with tears. ‘He smiles. He smiles while my sister is dead. Spurt is dead.’ He swallowed hard, choking back sobs.

‘What is he talking about? I saw all of you jump.’

‘They harpooned Spurt, and Sheyla’s clothes got stuck. She drowned.’

Jeykal lowered his gaze. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—’

‘It’s not your fault. It was an accident.’

A bright light glowed in the hole to the cavern, and before long, it brightened, and with it came angry voices.

I grabbed Margan, threaded his bag onto his back, and hauled him to his feet. ‘This is the time to run, not grieve.’

All three of us ran. Our gear rattled as our feet beat against the ground. Jeykal opened his pack, drew four hooks, and tossed two to me and two to the Speaker. As we started climbing, I felt the wind on my back, freezing my wet hair and clothes. I ignored it as I hooked into the mountain and pulled. I repeated the motion faster. Faster! I shouted in my head.

‘I can’t see where I’m going,’ Jeykal said. ‘We need a climbing light.’

‘The light will attract them,’ I said. ‘Did you even bring one?’

‘Of course I brought one. They won’t have thought of it.’

‘The light will give them something to aim their arrows at,’ I replied.

We climbed on the cold, sharp rocks, feeling our way forward, the possibility of falling to our deaths ever present. The incline steepened, making our boots slip on the ice. Soon all my strength came from my arms as my boots failed to get traction. My shoulders ached.

Light illuminated the mountainside as Jeykal lit the climbing lamp.

I glared at him.

‘I held off as long as I could,’ he said, fixing the oil lamp to his head.

The light allowed us to climb faster, but I felt exposed, and reluctant to look down at how far the pirates were behind us. Their voices grew louder when they spotted the light. As I’d predicted, arrows hit the side of the mountain. The metal tips clinked against rock.

Margan cried out.

‘You hit?’ I asked, trying to find the arrow on his body.

‘Didn’t stick. Just a scratch,’ he said, then drove his hook into the rock.

Eventually, the shower of arrows stopped; most had hit our packs or boots. A clang rattled my eardrum. A strange hook had lodged into the mountain, a rope dangling down. When the rope went taut, I withdrew a dagger and cut through it.

A cry rang out as the pirate fell. More hooks hit around us. ‘Cut them!’ I shouted, trying to raise my voice over the howling winds. I tossed Margan one of my daggers and another man fell to his death.

As time passed and the moon rose high, still we climbed. The pirates taunted us, threatened us from below, killing our morale. They’d had a full night’s rest, and none were carrying a child or sporting a mass of cuts. The wind continued to howl like a wolf; it tugged at my cold, wet clothes and stung my face with ice.

When daylight broke, my spirits lifted slightly, until I looked down and saw how close the pirates were behind us, and how far down the ground was. The men were smiling, laughing, determined to kill us there on the mountain. One picked up a rock and pitched it upwards. As it fell, it came down on Jeykal’s head.

‘Ouch,’ he said, looking down.

‘Don’t fall now!’ one shouted. ‘Or we’ll getcha.’

‘They won’t make it up, how many times have we tried?’ a pirate said.

‘Hundreds,’ one shouted.

‘Thousands,’ said another. ‘We know these mountains!’

The wounds in my palms had finally opened up all the way, and the wet bandages would not stop the leaking. The blood ran down my arm, and I slipped from my hook, fell a foot, then hung from one arm.

‘She’s gonna fall!’

Their jeering only served to make me more determined. I growled, summoning all my strength and grabbing the hook again. After jamming in the toes of my boots, Jeykal said, ‘Here.’

In his hand were archery gloves. I put them on, fastening the laces by biting them and yanking my head back. They were tight enough to stop the flow of blood. I started climbing again.

The sun moved over the sky to rest in the afternoon. Pain nestled into every part of my body. A wave of exhaustion crashed down on me. I hadn’t slept properly in days.

Jeykal and Margan kept a robust pace. We got a little further ahead of the pirates, but I began to lag behind. They kept looking down at me. ‘Fight, Klawdia,’ Jeykal said. ‘Remember Skelkra. Picture his face. Fight him. The top of the mountain is calling you!’

With each digging of the hooks, I cried out for more willpower. I wished for a ledge to rest on so I could attach the boot spikes in Jeykal’s bag. Wishing didn’t change the twitching in my shoulders, the cramps in my ribs. By late afternoon, we reached a ledge. I lay on my back, staring at the sky where the clouds gathered and swirled.

Jeykal was at my feet, attaching the spikes. Then he warmed up his hands and rubbed my knees, my calves, my thighs, loosening my muscles. He heated up my shoulders, then said, ‘Get up now.’

The men tied a rope around me. Then tied the same rope to themselves.

‘Why?’ I asked, feeling the heaviness in my head and body.

‘Just in case you slip,’ Margan said, his face filled with concern as he stared at me.

‘What’s wrong?’

He shook his head and kissed me. ‘Nothing’s wrong. Keep fighting.’

I couldn’t work out why he was so worried about me. The pirates had caught up during our rest, their hooks imbedding beside my head again. I cut two more ropes. This time I took a metal hook and pitched it at their heads. One hit, knocking the man out. His arms shot out as he fell backwards, and for a moment he looked like he was flying.

Five men persisted now. The next cliff face was an overhang. Impossible. ‘I can’t,’ I said.

‘I know,’ Jeykal said.

‘Can we go sideways?’ Margan asked. ‘Even I don’t think I can hold on upside down.’

‘I’m going to climb up first,’ Jeykal said to Margan. ‘Once I give the signal, unhook the rope from Klawdia; make sure she holds on to the bottom, though. You swing out and then climb up.’ Then Jeykal looked at me. ‘When Margan yells out, you swing out. We’ll pull you up. Got that?’

‘Yes,’ I said.

Jeykal climbed to the overhang, shoved the hooks into his pants, then gripped with his fingers only. Slowly he let himself hang, legs loose. Then he moved with his hands, arms bulging with muscle. He made it to the outer part, then climbed up.

The rope went taut. ‘Margan!’ he said.

Margan swung out into the air to dangle six feet away from the cliff. The wind ruffled his auburn hair. Once he’d climbed up, he said, ‘Klawdia.’

I swung out, and they lifted me up.

‘That’s bought us time,’ Jeykal said, panting. All three of us sat together, flexing our muscles, looking out over the horizon where the ocean never ended. I felt the wetness under my gloves. I took them off and pushed them against the numbing ice. It felt so good I closed my eyes and dozed off.

Jeykal roused me. ‘No sleeping.’ He gave me a ration of mutton, and placed the water skin in my lap. I ate the food and then drank the water he gave me. My stomach growled for more food; I rubbed it but focused on the life growing inside.

‘Let’s go sideways,’ Margan said. ‘For a while, at least, until Klawdia recovers.’

I didn’t argue. I put the gloves back on, and again the men tied the rope around themselves, then around me. We moved horizontally across the cliff face. The pirates continued to pursue us. They were farther back but still keeping pace.

‘Why won’t they give up?’ I said, feeling angry.

‘We blew up their ships?’ Jeykal offered.

‘You blew up their ships,’ Margan corrected.

At the next ledge, I noticed how close we were to the cloud bank. It was several hundred feet above now, swirling thickly, the snow no longer melting in the sunlight. One of the pirates moved quicker than the others. ‘I see you!’

‘You two go ahead,’ Margan said. ‘I’ll stay here.’

‘No one stays behind,’ I stated.

Jeykal took off his bow, nocked an arrow, and let it fly. It lodged in the pirate’s shoulder; he cried out and clung harder to the cliff, grimacing as he pulled the arrow out. Jeykal let another fly. This time it pierced his chest.

He slipped, and I watched, disturbed by seeing his flailing figure disappear into the distance. ‘Four arrows left,’ Jeykal said. ‘If anyone stays behind, it’s me.’

A tear rolled down my face. ‘I’m not losing either of you.’ I rarely cried, and even in my state, I felt ashamed for it, but I was so exhausted. My heart grieved for Margan’s loss, and the pain and cold was unbearable.

Seeing me cry brought a look of shock to Jeykal’s face. His arms went around me, holding me tight, warming me. ‘All will be well.’

‘Stop, I’m fine.’

‘You’re not fine.’

‘Come on,’ Margan said. ‘Upwards.’

‘Upwards!’ I cried out, tears still on my cheeks. I laughed at myself.

I stepped out from the ledge, drove the hooks of my boot into the rock, then used my hook. I shoved all pain aside, gritted my teeth, and grunted. Up, I thought. Up. Up.

‘Again,’ I shouted, driving in my hooks, kicking hard with my boots. My brain screamed at me to stop. I told it to fuck off.

Breathe. Right foot. Left hook. Haul up. Bring up left boot. Right hook.

The movements flowed, quickening, using more energy. Sweat dripped down my face, the dampness at my back like cold daggers every time the wind gusted. Snot froze on my upper lip. The sun disappeared behind the clouds. Snow fell heavily. Still I climbed. For my child, for my friends, for me.

For my people.

After three hundred feet of climbing, we hit the next flat in the cloud bank. The mist hid us from sight. The fresh snow padded the ground like soft feathers. I sprawled out on it, my muscles sighing into oblivion. That was when I heard those beautiful words.

‘They’ve stopped,’ Jeykal said.

Margan lay down beside me, pulled me against him, and rubbed my arms. ‘You did it,’ he whispered. He held me there against him for a while. A pocket of clouds parted and the sun beat down, warming us a little. Snow melted and puddles formed.

A half hour later, Jeykal growled, ‘I can see one.’

Determined to live, I picked up my hooks and started climbing. Jeykal cheered me on, and came up beside me. ‘That’s it! Fight.’

Shaking began in my arms, then vibrated down my chest and into my legs. My heart thumped, unevenly at times. Sweat dripped down my body. My hair was soaked in icy wetness. This time, when I willed my body to climb, the movements came slowly. Mist billowed from my mouth.

A rope hit me across the shoulders. Margan was already on the next flat surface; I hadn’t noticed him overtake me. ‘Tie it around her, Jeykal,’ he said.

As Jeykal threaded the rope around me, I focused on a piece of jagged rock directly in front of me, panting through clenched teeth, staying very still. ‘You’re going to get there,’ he whispered in my ear. ‘We’ve been through worse. We’ve trained for worse. You always beat me in a fight, remember? You were always the last one to give up.’

I let out one sob. No tears, just pure agony. ‘Shut up. I know that.’

‘Don’t you dare stop.’

‘Piss off,’ I said.

His hand touched the elbow of my right arm, the next limb that needed to move. ‘Now drive it in.’

I pulled back my arm, shaking, the pain twisting and coiling down my bicep and up my neck, and I screamed out as I put the hook in. Then up came my leg. Then the next hook went in.

‘That’s it!’ Margan cried out.

‘Keep going,’ Jeykal said, coming up beside me. ‘Live, Klawdia, for the Bears.’

I cried out again and drove in my hook deeply into the rock. When I slowed, there were Jeykal and Margan calling out to me, driving me onwards. ‘Keep going.’

Jeykal went up above me; I couldn’t even raise my head to look at him. My body was failing, and for once none of it was in my control.

Then the rope tightened around me and it took all my effort not to let my hooks drop as I was lifted upwards, my body going slack. They pulled me onto the ledge by my arms.

‘No more,’ I said.

On my back, I turned my head to the side and saw we were perched on a small piece of flat rock, the sides vertical beside us, the ocean horizon far below us. We couldn’t stay here, exposed to the elements and with no wood to build a fire. Margan took out a bedroll. They lifted me onto it, and then everything went black.


Chapter Eight

RAISED VOICES WOKE ME FROM sleep. The wind blustered among the mountains, and it pushed falling snow into the small cavity where I opened my eyes and looked around our shelter. The icicles were soothingly cool on my cheeks.

‘What a stupid plan,’ said Jeykal. ‘Tie up a captain, then put Sheyla on a whale’s back? You put everyone’s life in danger, especially Klawdia’s. She would never do that to you.’

‘Klawdia can make her own decisions.’

‘Not if you lie to her. She would have told me about the plan. You must have put her on the spot.’ I heard boots crunching in the snow. ‘Did you see her arms, her face? She’s badly hurt. Been shot at with arrows, almost harpooned, drowned, and now she’s stuck here on this cold mountain with open wounds. Not to mention she’s with child.’

‘No one cares about Klawdia more than poor Jeykal.’

‘Glad to hear you admit it,’ he said.

‘And I suppose you still think an explosion was the best solution to help us?’

‘The harpooners had already seen Spurt. I tried to delay them with the explosion.’

‘We went past the Scales’ homes. No one was awake. The fire woke them up.’

‘Well we’re alive now because I thought ahead. I planned to survive. We’ve got provisions because of me,’ Jeykal said. ‘Did you even consider what would happen if your plan didn’t work? How were you going to get away? How were you going to climb the mountains?’

Margan took a deep breath. ‘I never intended to come here. The plan was working.’

My throat had dried, and their squabbling was giving me a headache, but moving proved impossible as I tried to wriggle out from underneath the blanket. ‘Jeykal,’ I whispered, but no sound came out. I tried again. ‘Jeykal.’

‘She’s awake.’ His face appeared above me.

‘Water,’ I said.

He reached around my back and lifted me up, putting the water skin to my lips. When he tipped it, I drank. The first few mouthfuls were uncomfortable, but as my thirst increased, I started to gulp down the liquids until my stomach bloated.

Margan came to my other side. ‘How do you feel?’

‘Like I fell off a cliff.’ I forced a small smile to my face. ‘Are the pirates—?’

‘No. They’ve stopped.’

I wondered how they’d planned to climb down. ‘Are they dead?’

‘Yes,’ Jeykal said. His quiver was empty on his back.

Margan stroked my face. The lines in his forehead were deep as he peered down at me, adoration in his eyes. I freed my hand from under the blanket and rested it on his cold one. He threaded our fingers together, and I wanted him to lay down and cuddle with me.

‘Why didn’t you both tell me what you’d planned?’ Jeykal asked me.

‘Not now.’

‘Were you going to leave me behind?’ he pressed.

‘No,’ I said. After listening to their argument, I only wanted to make peace. ‘I wasn’t thinking straight. Neither was Margan.’

In his face, I saw he didn’t agree with me on that point, but he knew he’d put my life in danger, and he kept his mouth closed because of it.

‘I want to go back,’ Margan said. ‘You too, Klawdia. We can’t stay on these mountains.’

‘We’re still below the cloud bank,’ Jeykal said.

‘And?’ I replied.

‘Can you get up?’ he asked. ‘I’ll show you.’

First I shuffled out of the bedroll, then pushed myself up into a sitting position. My arms shook, the muscles in them still repairing. Everything hurt, and I could feel the wet blood at my belly. The boys had torn cloth, perhaps a shirt, and tried to make new bandages. But one of the bigger wounds needed stitching, and the old mending had torn.

Their hands reached out to help me but I swatted them away. ‘Stop it,’ I said. ‘I’m fine.’

I got to my feet and stood up straight, feeling a little wobbly. Jeykal took my arm and helped me shuffle to the edge of the cliff. He pointed up at the swirling black clouds.

I swallowed. ‘We can’t go back. We have to go up.’

‘Yes,’ Jeykal echoed.

‘The storm will pass,’ Margan added.

In the distance, there were more black clouds, and if the ones above were as threatening as those in the distance, there’d be dangerous winds, strong enough to toss us about like leaves.

‘There’ll be more,’ Jeykal said.

‘He’s right.’ I looked over at Margan. ‘You can’t go back. You’ll die. We’ll die.’

‘How long will it take to get up to the summit?’ Margan asked.

Jeykal sighed deeply. ‘Twelve days to get though the cloud bank. I don’t know how far up the mountains go. Maybe two weeks for the summit.’

‘We should start today,’ I said, feeling sick. I knew that if we were on the mountain when the storm hit, we’d either be blown from the side or frozen to death. ‘We need a deeper cave, at least.’ The pirates would continue following us, and I had no doubt they’d kill us; at least with the storm we had a chance of living.

‘You need to heal,’ Margan said. ‘Can’t we go south, try to get beyond the storms?’

‘They can’t be outrun,’ Jeykal said.

Margan shot him a dirty look. ‘How long can we wait, then?’

Jeykal’s manner distressed me; it was serious, almost foreboding. ‘A day at most.’

‘Then we wait a day,’ Margan said. He unrolled his bed, put it right beside me, and urged me to lay down with him and rest. I did as he asked.

Jeykal had been gravely wrong. Hours later, the sun disappeared and the dark clouds dumped their snow. The white powder built up around me as I slept. When I woke, I brushed the icicles off me and saw the outlines of Margan and Jeykal shivering on their bedroll bases. They’d stripped them of the blankets to put them over me.

‘Idiots,’ I said. ‘Margan, put your bedroll here. Jeykal, put yours here.’ I pointed to either side of me. They obeyed reluctantly. Margan lay down on one side. As he felt my warmth, he pushed up against me, shivering harder. Jeykal did the same on the other side. I spread the blankets out over them and tucked them underneath their bodies.

And we were warm as we slept through the night.

The next day, the snow fell hard. The ocean storm crawled closer, but hadn’t yet combined with the mountain one. The bruising on my body persisted. Pain and stiffness continued in my arms. One more day would see my body ready for more climbing, but the winds had picked up, and I worried we didn’t have that long.

‘Let’s start climbing,’ I said to them. They were silent as we ate a large meal of pig and chicken, cold. We finished that off with a bread roll and blocks of cheese. After gulping back water, I packed up my bedding and swung my bag onto my back.

‘To the top!’ I shouted, trying to raise their spirits.

‘To the top!’ Jeykal yelled back.

Margan said nothing. He merely smiled and pointed upwards with his hook.

As soon as I stepped out onto the rocks, I felt the pain from the first lot of climbing return. Above, the mountain curved out of sight, blanketed by angry clouds, giving us no sense of how far to the top. The next ledge was at least a hundred feet away.

‘Here,’ Jeykal said, passing me a vial.

I sniffed it. ‘Dragonclaw! Now you give it to me?’

‘It’s now that you really need it. Not too much. Then give some to Margan, I know he’s sore as well.’

Margan sniffed the concoction and screwed up his nose. He took a small sip, then recoiled and stuck out his tongue. ‘Blergh.’

Jeykal took the last of it and put the bottle away. As the dragonclaw hummed through my body, concealing the tears, wounds, and throbbing joints, I felt the euphoria hit me.

‘I like this dragonclaw stuff,’ Margan said.

Jeykal laughed. ‘Can’t even feel my legs.’

That made me chuckle as well.

‘How are you feeling, Klawdia?’ Jeykal asked.

‘I feel like racing you both to the top.’

‘That’s not a good idea,’ he replied.

‘I jest.’

The dragonclaw’s effects continued well into the night. We passed the ledge, and climbed by Jeykal’s head lamp. The sheer cliff face made for slow climbing, and despite the lack of pain, my body was still damaged.

When in a desperate situation, I never found it helpful to talk about what might have been, but in reflection, we should have stopped at the last ledge. We didn’t know how far until the next resting surface.

I grew impatient as my movements stiffened and slowed. I couldn’t feel the agony, but I sensed it hovering under my skin; the dragonclaw was a mask, not a cure. The winds started to bluster. Behind us, lightning sizzled across the sky. As it flashed, I saw my shadow on the mountainside.

Jeykal climbed a few feet ahead of Margan and me. ‘There’s a ridgeline!’ Jeykal cried out. ‘I can see it. A proper rest!’

‘Woo!’ I cried, and glanced sideways to Margan, who grunted with his movements. ‘Drive!’ I shouted, digging in my right hook. ‘Drive.’

‘Drive,’ Jeykal joined in.

‘Drive,’ I said again.

We continued this, keeping to the same pace, anticipating the next hook. Jeykal went over the ridge first, Margan next, and me last. At the top, I raised my arms into the sky, feeling the wind shoving at me, seeing the lightning shoot down to the ground. Thunder cracked. I felt like a god.

‘We did it!’

‘There’s a cave,’ Jeykal said. ‘It’s shallow, but it will shelter us against the storms.’

‘Do we have enough food?’ I asked.

‘We have enough for two weeks more.’

‘Klawdia can rest,’ Margan added. He went into the cave, put his sack down on the ground, and pulled out the bedroll and blankets and pointed at it. ‘You. Rest.’

I didn’t mind him ordering me around. When I did as he asked, he lay down beside me and put his arms around my waist, warming me up. We had a wonderful view of the lightning.

‘When it flashed, you could see the cloud bank,’ I said. ‘We’re not far.’

‘No, we’re not.’ He kissed my cheek and nuzzled my neck. ‘I’m in awe of you.’

I faced him in the dark, which thankfully hid our affection, but even so, we needed the warmth. ‘Why?’

‘Your strength. Your beauty. I’ve never met someone so beautiful.’

I kissed him deeply.

Jeykal left abruptly in search of shrubs and trees to cut down.

After he left, I slept for a while, only to wake to the sound of kindling being dropped on the ground. He’d found a small bundle of half-green twigs and sticks, and two pieces of wet wood. After dribbling a little oil on the twigs, he scraped flint on steel and set it alight. As the fire took hold, I sat up; Margan still lay asleep beside me. I pulled out a metal bowl from my pack, added snow for water, then various vegetables and herbs, and I tore bread rolls into strips. It made a sad-looking stew, but once it was in our mouths, we gobbled it down, and for a moment we forgot our differences.

‘It’s not the ridge I thought it was,’ Jeykal said.

‘Hush,’ I replied, putting my arm around my friend’s shoulder. ‘Tonight we are warm, and we are fed, and we are together. This mountain hasn’t beaten us yet.’

Jeykal started sniffing me, and then he waved a hand in front of his nose. ‘You really, truly stink.’

I shoved him.

‘It’s like horse shit on top of cow shit.’

The fire didn’t last long, and soon Margan woke and ate with us before we all got into our bedrolls in search of more warmth. Margan’s fingers played along my skin, touching me around the hips. We hadn’t made love yet, we’d only kissed, and in a way I wasn’t ready to be with him. I’d regretted giving myself over to Skelkra so easily. He’d made me a fool.

Yet now, as his fingertips made their way to my inner thigh, I wanted the distraction. I buried my mouth into his arm, and the howling outside helped as he stroked the wetness. Jeykal started snoring, and I groaned, and as pleasure rose inside, I felt the pulsing ecstasy. He rolled onto his side to face me. Slowly, I reached out, undid his ties, and reached down to grab his hardness.

‘You’re still hurt,’ he whispered. He removed my hand from his pants, brought it to his lips, and sucked on my fingers while his other hand continued to stroke me. His mouth came to mine, gently biting my bottom lip. His tongue explored my mouth.

It wasn’t long before I shuddered, and I drifted on a cloud of bliss. I fell asleep nestled up against his chest, listening to his heartbeat, and feeling his breath against my hair.
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I started awake. Margan was shaking me. ‘Get up.’

The suddenness of waking made my heart race. ‘What?’

Bang. Thunder rattled the mountain. A crack of lightning split the air close by. The winds were beating against the cave entrance, and sleet and hail rocks blew into the cave. The storm didn’t seem to threaten us, though.

‘They’re coming,’ Jeykal yelled at me.

‘Who?’

‘The pirates.’ He stood at the cliff’s edge, staring down into the faint grey light. ‘They found us.’ And when I looked down, I saw at least ten men clawing their way up the mountain, lanterns swinging from their belts.

‘How?’ I asked, full of disbelief.

Jeykal looked at me. ‘I don’t know. I don’t know. They’ve probably set up camps along the mountains. Permanent ropes. They’ve got better climbing tools. They’ve done this before.’

‘But why would they climb all the way up here?’ I asked. ‘Aren’t pirates meant to be men of the seas?’

‘I don’t know!’ Jeykal shouted, frustrated with himself. ‘I didn’t expect this. I don’t know why they know how to climb this death trap mountain!’

Margan raised an eyebrow at me, then packed our bags and stacked them together, hooks and rope placed beside them. I started running on the spot, warming up my joints and muscles. I hated the weakness in my body. The lightning struck around us, the thunder rattling the cave. Snow shifted in response. Outside of the shelter, hail and sleet hit my face, stinging. It swept away the fog of sleep.

‘Klawdia, the storm is bad,’ Jeykal said.

‘What other choice do we have?’ I turned on Margan. ‘Weren’t you supposed to be keeping watch through birds’ eyes?’

‘You didn’t ask me to do that,’ Margan replied.

‘It’s the only useful skill you’ve got,’ Jeykal snapped.

Margan lowered his voice and as he spoke, kept it level. ‘There aren’t any birds up this far, Jeykal.’ He closed his eyes for a moment, opened them again and said, ‘All animals are taking shelter.’

I picked up my bag, shuffled it onto my back, and tied the end of the rope around me. Thunder continued to roll across the valley. The shuddering of the rock lingered, and then the thunder seemed strange, louder. The mountain shook violently and I glanced upwards.

‘Avalanche!’ Jeykal yelled.

He grabbed our arms, dragged us back into the cave, and pushed us up against the wall. Behind us, the snow flooded in, shoving us hard into the rock, filling up every space.

We were going to suffocate in the snow.


Chapter Nine

A STICKY FOULNESS FILLED MY throat and nose, a mixture of hot blood, flesh, and rot. Boom. Thunder bounced through the air around me. A gurgling sound, like a hot mud spring, or a drawn net wriggling with slapping fish, came from above. A heaviness sat in my mind, detaching me from my body. I didn’t want to wake up.

I lay on a warm, soft surface. Freshly treated leather, a snow bison’s hide, or mountain cow. The underlay supported my jutting hips and ribs, a consequence of rationed meals and deadly temperatures.

Memories of floating on the ocean with Margan and Jeykal lapped at my consciousness. We’d eaten well then, but once in the Seahawk pirate’s cold, dark pit, after taking the beating, they’d let me go two days without food.

The surface beneath me tipped and shuddered. When I tried to open my eyes, pain tore through my skull, forcing them closed again. The aching continued. Though marginally diminished with my eyes closed, it still forced me into a foetal shape.

I couldn’t swallow. I need water.

Nearby, dirt shifted, rocks and boulders crashed and tumbled. The noise worsened my headache. The ground beneath me tipped, rolling me onto my back. I had to fight through the pain, push it aside. When I tried to sit up, I banged my head on something hard. A lump formed, blood dripped from a fleshy gash, and I suddenly felt like vomiting.

Holding my head, trying to stop the blood from running, I finally tried to open my eyes. The grey light stung my eyes. Beyond my lashes were blurry shadows and shapes, all mangled together. I remembered the avalanche, the feeling of being squashed against the wall. Margan and Jeykal’s faces disappearing underneath powdery snow.

I brought my hand up in front of my eyes; five fingers blurred into ten. Trying to focus made the pain worse.

Once the pain subsided and my vision cleared a little, I noticed my cage was crafted from sharp, rib-shaped bone, or sun-dried wood. At the base of the bars was a mass of hair and fur, a flaking, dirty mess. The landscape swayed beyond the cage. Not a cage, a hand!

Splash. A wet slime, maroon in colour, coated my hair and back. I looked upwards to see the beast’s face. Its hot breath pushed down on me, stinking of rotting metal. Long fangs sat over its bottom lip. And a matching set extended over the top lip. His face was covered in shaggy white fur, long and stained with blood. Its dark eyes were fixed ahead.

When its eyes trained on me, a lip curled and a growl shuddered in its throat. Bits of rotting limbs—a hoof, a deer’s head—were stuck between its jagged teeth.

These beasts were folklore, and even though I’d heard stories, I had never imagined them to be real.

Vuglug, I thought, hardly believing what my mind was telling me.

We faced the mountainside. To my right I caught a glimpse of another Vuglug’s arms and legs, the long, strong arms allowing it to swing and pull itself up. The claws pierced rock like needles through linen. Boulders and rocks tumbled down.

We climbed at a great speed, the force of movement pushing me downwards. Glancing down, I saw we were far out of the cloud bank, which stretched into the horizon, the swirling mists reminding me of fluffy piles of feathers.

A chilling thought came to mind. What if it was Margan’s or Jeykal’s blood staining the beast’s mouth? That didn’t explain why it hadn’t eaten me as well. A growl rumbled to my left. I crawled to the edge of the hand and stuck my head out to see another Vuglug beside us. It climbed with both hands, the long white fur flapping in a breeze. It swung from ledge to ledge, grunting playfully, enjoying the journey.

A high-pitched growl echoed from my right, and when I looked up, I could see the backsides and legs of more Vuglugs. I considered shouting Margan and Jeykal’s names, but decided to stay silent in case I became a quick meal.

As the sun reached midday, we were at the summit and walking, and that was when the height and size of the beasts became clear. In front, one of the beasts stood tallest, higher than the highest tree I’d ever seen. In the forests around Vilseek, its chest might have brushed against the canopy.

What number of beasts would be needed to satisfy their daily appetites? The great Mother of the lands created each animal with all skills needed to survive in our snowy climate, and bleak snowtimes. Perhaps the Vuglugs were tall so they could scale the cliffs easier to reach food sources. I shook my head, trying to understand how they could survive in such stark, barren, freezing conditions.

Altitude dizziness set in. My body felt weak, and I panted to catch my breath. If we’d taken rests, my body might have had an opportunity to adjust to the air. Other Vuglugs ran forward, picking up giant balls of snow and pitching them at each other. Thankfully, none were aimed in my direction.

Even though a giant, ferocious, blood-stained beast clutched me in its arms, I didn’t feel in danger anymore, if they’d intended to eat me they would have already. This was the first time anyone had travelled through the southern Death Peaks in several hundred years. The northern ones were dwarfs compared to these. The southern Death Peaks were considered uninhabitable, and for good reason. As I glanced around at the rolling brown mountains decorated by snowy patches, not a green tree could be seen.

By mid-afternoon, we reached an enormous mountain bowl, the cliffs around it jagged and sheer, like teeth, or spikes. In the middle sat the cloud bank, blocking the view down into the valley. As the clouds swirled, a small gap appeared to reveal a rich greenness.

The Vuglugs jumped over the edge, turning mid-flight and reaching out to grab the spiky cliff edge. As we went with them, we slid down the first overhanging crag before swinging inwards to cling against the rocky sides. My arms were wrapped around a finger, trying not to fall.

We descended quicker than we had climbed. The Vuglugs’ confidence and mastery of the mountains impressed me. I looked down towards the ground after we burst through the clouds to see rivers, impossibly stacked mountains, enormous lakes and mists, and jungles. The colour of it all…the lands were rich, the air thick, and the rain drizzled down slicking all surfaces with water. As the downpour increased, I reached out to cup my hands and drink the sweet liquid.

The Vuglug cried out, its call echoing off the cliffs. The others returned its call and I heard a loud thump. Then another. And then we were falling, fast. Wide tree canopies rushed up to greet us, and as we hit the foliage, the Vuglugs claws stripped the tree trunks, slowing our fall. As we hit the ground, branches crashed down around us.

The beast cried out again as it bashed its way through the forest, yanking down vines and scaring the giant birds away. The strange jungle, unspoiled, undiscovered, felt like a different world.

As we bolted through the jungle, raptors with wings that were each the size of a house emerged from their hiding place to swoop at the Vuglugs. They raised their claws, shredded the raptors’ wings, then tore the flesh from the bones while still running forward. My Vuglug caught one with its right hand, and as it munched on the leathery wings, blood sprayed down around me.

It tossed the corpse aside as we entered a clearing. The sun illuminated the falling rain droplets that created ripples in a sleepy stream flowing between thick grass and overhanging plants. There the group stopped to drink water.

‘Klawdia!’ Jeykal called out, waving. I’d never been more pleased to see him. ‘Are you hurt?’

‘No!’ I yelled, waving my arms at him. ‘I thought you were dead.’

My Vuglug fixed me with a deadly stare, and I sunk down into its hand, waiting for it to eat me.

‘Don’t worry,’ Margan yelled on my right. His auburn hair, damp and tangled, glistened red in the sunlight. He and Jeykal had saved my life on that mountain. Silently, I thanked the Mother for sparing their lives.

‘Is this your doing?’ I asked him. Could he have reached the Vuglugs using his mind? How had he convinced them to save us?

‘Not me,’ he said, smiling.

‘Who, then?’

‘I don’t know. A woman, that’s all I can tell. They’ve been promised meat. Lots of fresh meat. If they hadn’t, they probably would have eaten us already.’

Comforting.

The beasts raised their heads to the sky and called out. Hunched over, their fur dripping wet, they made their way to the jungle. We followed. There were paths there with enough width to accommodate the Vuglugs. The trees had been knocked aside, left to die and rot instead of used for firewood. Moss grew on the fallen trunks, as did brilliant red and blue mushrooms. Glowing bugs floated by. Vines thick enough to climb hung down from trees so tall they disappeared into the clouds.

At the edge of a cliff, we stopped. Before me, the jungle spread out mercilessly, smothering everything in green. Four finger-shaped mountains rose up into the sky so far that the greenery at the top turned into snow caps. Between them, a river flowed through the middle. Enormous trees overhung the water, their tops like mushroom caps, their roots bridging the water’s breadth.

A warm breeze tickled my face, fresh earthy air that brought with it the scent of flowers, seeds, and thick rotting foliage. A peace came over me. The rain drifted down, pattering against leaves. Unfamiliar bird calls carried across the sky. The sun appeared in the west now, the bottom slipping behind the mountains.

The Vuglug holding me curled his fingers around my body and then leaped into the air. We came down on another landing. Rocks and dirt tumbled down the sides. The ledge was more of a carved platform that joined with the ground. The Vuglugs ran down it, shoving and pushing each other.

With a waterfall to my right, the enormous cliffs rising to my left, and the giant valley spreading before me, I felt as if I were dreaming. A picturesque landscape, the perfect hunter’s valley, with new animals to understand, to tame, to eat. A river wound down from the waterfall to collect in a muddy lake walled by giant trees. Trunked animals played on the muddy banks. Their round, fat bodies slid and slopped in the mud.

The Vuglugs ran to the lake, and as they waded into the water, they tossed me, Jeykal, and Margan aside. I was careful to roll and prevent any knocks to my child. Mud stopped me, and the coolness of it soaked through my clothes.

Desperate cries filled the air as the Vuglugs pounced on the trunked mud waders. They ripped their ears, trunks, legs. A massacre of majestic beasts. One of the Vuglugs picked up a talon and picked his teeth; another washed his kill in the water before dining.

Welcome, Klawdia of the Bears, said a gentle voice inside my head. I am Loxy, a direct descendent from the first Speaker.


Chapter Ten

A MYSTERIOUS WOMAN WITH SILVERY skin pushed through the bushes to stand before us. Her sludge-green eyes were oddly shaped, almost perfectly round, like coins, with thick lashes framing them and wispy eyebrows on top. Her thick auburn hair decorated with tiny purple flowers—hair the same colour as Margan’s—was a cascade of waves flowing mid-way down her thin thighs. She wore a red top that tied about the neck, adorned with black and red feathers. The skirts of her short loincloth were long, sparkling blue feathers.

Margan’s lips were parted with shock. ‘Speaker.’

The waif-like woman glided up to Margan, showing her height to be three inches taller than him. As those intense green eyes met Margan’s, the blackness enlarged, spreading over the sludge green and out into the whites.

My hand went to my dagger, my eyes scanning the tree line for others like her. No fear or hesitation interrupted her confident, flowing movements, the marker of a seasoned killer, or an overly trusting person. Both types made me uncomfortable. No woman went through life retaining her trust of people, not in this country.

Loxy slid her eyes to my suspicious ones. I won’t harm you or your friends.

Her voice contained no discernible feminine tone, or feeling, the words tremendously silent. If she knew my thoughts, then she knew my intentions and urges. Did she know them even before I did? Sweat bloomed on my skin, not from the thick air, but from the tension straining in my muscles. I didn’t want this stranger in my head, knowing my deepest memories.

Loxy, I said, testing her gifts. One wrong move and I’d slit her throat.

Her eyes flicked to mine. She’d heard me.

I drew my dagger as a warning, bringing the blade up, then stepping in front of Margan protectively. As warriors, we were unmatched, but if she had powers of the mind, then I couldn’t predict what kind of opponent she might be. Her wrist was half the size of mine; her form showed no muscle tone whatsoever, and she carried no weapons. I stepped forward, and Loxy stepped back simultaneously.

‘What do you want from us?’ I asked her, ready to strike.

‘Klawdia.’ Margan took my arm. ‘Be calm.’

‘I’ll be calm when she reveals her purpose with us.’

For me to see your deepest thoughts, I would have to spend time intruding. There is pain with it. If there is no pain, then I merely hear the loud, undisciplined opinions you project.

‘Undisciplined?’ I repeated. ‘She called me undisciplined.’

Loxy watched me for a moment and said, ‘Is this really what you want, to see me as an enemy? Look around you. Isn’t this the most beautiful place you’ve ever seen?’

Her accent, like Margan’s, differed from traditional Ruxdorians. It was as if she spoke from the bottom of her throat, giving a low tone to all her vowels while smoothing the spiky consonants. While her question impressed Margan and Jeykal, she still hadn’t answered my questions.

‘If you’re worried about your thoughts, Klawdia, I can teach you to be more cautious with them. To not be so forceful with yourself, but the people around you. Again, I truly don’t mean any of you harm. Leave whenever you like.’

I looked around the cliffs jutting inwards on angles, making them impossible to climb. ‘And how are we supposed to get back out? Not to mention get back down the other side of the mountains?’

‘I would help you,’ she said simply. She reached for my blade, placed her soft, pale fingers on the blade’s edge, and gently pushed it down. ‘I don’t like weapons.’

She turned her back to me and went to Jeykal. They watched each other for a moment before he removed his bow from across his body.

‘Jeykal,’ I said, taking a step to her back. Why wasn’t she afraid of me? At the river, the Vuglugs continued tearing flesh from bone. If they were her pets, they could easily come back to attack us.

He put his hand up to me, then handed his bow to Loxy. She’d bewitched him, surely. Perhaps she was a witch. Not a medicine woman, or a soothsayer, but a trouble-making witch. Margan had called her a Speaker, and she’d declared herself the same, but Margan couldn’t speak to my mind, and he couldn’t force me to do his bidding.

Her thin, delicate fingers touched the carvings and inscriptions in the wood. She held the bow up, then plucked the string.

‘What talent you have, Jeykal,’ she said in a softer, rounder form of Ruxdorian. ‘I know this stubborn hardwood; it is considered untameable, but here you have bent and carved it under your will.’

‘All Hawgralds can do it,’ he said.

‘And that is the name of your tribe, Hawgralds? What is a Hawgrald?’

Jeykal tilted his head in response. ‘They’re birds that nest among the northern Death Peaks.’

‘Oh,’ she said, smiling. ‘Are they predatory birds?’

‘Very much so. Big, too. Although I’ve already seen birds twice the size here.’

‘Ahh, we have the greatest beasts here. Our woods are giants, like the mountains around us.’ Loxy surveyed the landscape with pride before her eyes turned back to Jeykal. ‘My village would be grateful to learn your carving techniques.’

Again I looked into the trees, searching for others like her. Surely some had come to keep watch over her.

‘There’s no one there,’ Margan said in my ear. He took the blade from me. ‘Put this back.’

I sighed and sheathed the weapon.

Loxy smiled at us. ‘To answer your question, Klawdia, you are here because I felt you on the mountain. Margan is a Speaker, and as a Speaker, I detected him from afar.’ She glanced up at the sky and pointed at the clouds. ‘Our isolation here is how we’ve survived all this time. I have so much to tell you about your ancestors.’

‘My ancestors?’ Margan asked.

‘Oh, yes,’ she said, her eyes lowering back to his. ‘Would you like to meet them?’

Without a word, she turned down a narrow, muddy track, each placement of her bare feet seemingly chosen to prevent damage to seedlings or the squashing of bugs. As she went, her fingers lovingly stroked the trees. The grunting of the Vuglugs faded into the background.

The path wound down along the riverside, and soon I felt a little foolish to have pulled my blade on her. Could she be a bad person to love this wondrous place? And yet with her powers, how could I trust my own thoughts? Like her, I felt drawn to the jungle’s bizarre manner. Its unique voices. Its intense greenness. The browns and reds, all the colours, were vibrant, as if dipped in fresh dye still hot in the vats, the steam rising up into golden blades of light.

Tree trunks towered over us, the ferns beneath twice my height. Mushrooms grew to my waist. I craned my neck to inspect the underside of the canopy where mist danced about the branches. They were at least a millennia old, their grace and wisdom surpassing the wisest of kings. And like a king’s servant, I felt humbled in their royal presence, insignificant, my life given to theirs.

Every animal call alienated me. The frogs croaked too high or too low. Giant birds adorned by a rainbow of colour crashed against the branches above, their bright display too intense for my eyes, which were used to Ruxdor’s snowy brown plains. A group of red beady-eyed birds watched us, like spies gathering information; I could feel their piercing gaze as we passed close by. They didn’t startle.

Upright lizards, emitting short yaps that pierced my eardrums, rummaged in the rotting foliage for vivid pink worms and rainbow beetles, which they munched on. Fat yellow wrens hung about the lizards, their long legs and toes shredding fresh spider webs. They caught the moths and butterflies that the lizards disturbed.

‘Your ancestors are not human, as you would think, Margan of the Whale tribe. They are Groggles,’ Loxy said.

‘Not human…then they’re animals?’

Loxy let out a peal of laughter. ‘They are neither animal nor human. They speak few words, if they speak at all; their language is difficult to understand, let alone pronounce. They have two tongues, and so humans can’t properly make their sounds without years of practice. They are silent like a hot summer’s night. Or the calm before a violent storm. Their minds a pristine pond, never rippled, without disturbance. They are whole together and not unique like we are.’

‘What do you mean by they’re whole together?’ I asked.

Loxy reached out and touched a tree, a smile at her lips. ‘They are one mind. One existence. Like a city of ants, or a hive of bees.’

Margan stared at Loxy, fascinated and intrigued by everything she was saying.

‘Hey,’ I said, touching him on the arm.

He blinked out of his stupor. ‘What?’ He seemed annoyed.

‘What are you discussing with her?’

Jeykal caught up to us, but Margan screwed his nose up and moved to Loxy’s side.

‘That’s a bit rude,’ Jeykal said.

‘He’s distracted.’

If I were a Speaker like Margan, and I met someone like me who knew where my powers came from, I’d have been distracted as well.

‘I’m sure Margan will teach you their special Speaker handshake,’ he teased.

‘Shut up,’ I said, smiling. It was difficult to get angry at him. On the mountain, he’d been in my ear, urging me onwards, believing in me. He’d saved my life, and for that he had the loyalty of my blades.

Jeykal nudged me with his arm. We increased our pace to catch up.

A collection of chopped, jagged mountains, as if beaten by storms and attacked by giants, overhung the flowing river in the distance. Trees with wide tops in the shape of mushrooms lined the bank and grew up between holes in the hills. Below the trees, on the deeply shadowed canopy floor, were huts more primitive in appearance and complicated in their design than the ones in Vilseek.

They stood squashed, on stilts, at odd angles, like trees fighting for the beams of sunlight breaking through the canopy. Light bugs hummed like bees and flickered as a candle caught in a draught. The insects nestled into flowers, making the petals glow faded shades of red, pink, yellow, and orange. Lamps hung from hundreds of trees, bringing a soft glow to the rainforest. They contained a black wax that made the fires crackle and hiss, yet when I reached to touch one, I found it cold. The flame didn’t burn hot.

‘Vuglug wax,’ Loxy said beside me. The question of how she’d gotten there so quickly unnerved me. ‘It burns cold, and as it ages, the wax pales to a blue-white.’

I watched her face, looking for any incongruities, twitches, shifting eyes, any kind of insincerity to fuel my desire to mistrust her. ‘It’s not burning if there’s no heat,’ I said.

A warmth filled her eyes and she smiled at me. ‘I think you’re right about that. Let’s move on; the light is fading, and there’s still so much to see.’

As we entered the town, human-like figures awaited our arrival. They had red hair and snow-white skin, slightly Ruxdorian, but that was where their similarities with humans ended. They loomed like giant stalks of grass, waif-thin and almost swaying, taller than the tallest man in Ruxdor.

Their giant eyes, black with little whites, simply stared, ogled; they didn’t blink. Black cloth, neat and carefully stitched, hung off their gaunt frames. A few wore bands with feathers around their heads, others necklaces with sparkling gems. Colourful beetle shells and insect wings decorated the black cloth. Their lips turned up at the sides into a smile as we stopped before them.

Thunder sounded in the distance as Loxy went right up to one and they touched their hands together.

Margan whispered into my ear, ‘Their voices are in my head, all chatting, like animals, but with more purpose, more considerations.’

I stared up at his face. ‘Not predatory, then?’

And to my surprise, he laughed. ‘Not even a hint of disapproval, or dislike, not even territorial. They’re soft, accepting, joyous. If you could see us through their eyes, pure love, it’s beautiful.’

I ached to see the world that way, but it wasn’t reality. Fantasies were for children.

Their hollow staring unnerved me. The blackness seemed forever, like the space between the stars, as if my soul lay bare before them. Their arms were too straight against their bodies, their fingers straight, not curled, and they didn’t sway or become unbalanced. No muscles twitched, not in their face or in their feet.

Margan exhaled a happy sigh and his eyes glistened. ‘They sense my sorrow, and to help me, they’re showing me all my fondest memories of Sheyla and Spurt to ease the pain.’ His hand went over his heart, tears gathered in his eyes. ‘I projected my deepest thoughts onto them, and that’s how they repaid me.’

‘So they can get in our heads?’

‘No. Not like Loxy. They sense us through our feelings, the pictures of our feelings—it’s hard to explain.’

I didn’t like it. Groggles were like blunt knives, shoes that didn’t fit, a hot day in the midst of the snowtimes—wrong. Not right. As a huntress, I’d lived by my blades, my knives, my ability to intimidate others. To imagine a species like us, but peaceful, where there was no fighting, no combat—where no jealousy, anger, or sadness could be felt—that was a life lived in the shade.

It made me pity them. What about courage? Who led the village and delegated the tasks? A leader should be strong and wise, so how did they determine who that leader was?

Stones were shaped by beating winds and torrential rains, not by mild conditions.

Father had trained me to be in a constant state of alert, and even though I wanted peace and prosperity for my people, that cause had been born out of my need to feel useful, to prove my skills in battle.

‘Because they are in harmony,’ Margan said. ‘The jungle around them is harmony as well. The beasts, the trees, the winds—’ He turned to me. ‘It’s perfect.’

Loxy shot Margan a somewhat distressed look. ‘Groggles only know to live that way. Humans are individual, self-serving; we choose to act or not act, but Groggles have less independence. They do what is right for their others. Don’t mistake their purity for freedom; it’s servitude. Together they are stronger, but individually weaker.’ Loxy brought her fingers up to touch her temples. ‘If we try to become like them, we lose ourselves, forever.’

The complexity of her words started to irritate me, yet Margan was moved to deep contemplation. They held something meaningful for him, and therefore I’d support him in trying to better understand Loxy and the Groggles.

Loxy stepped aside so we could interact with the Groggles. They stood with shoulders touching, and as I moved, their heads turned in unison to follow me. Their skin was so pale it seemed almost translucent, their waifish arms even thinner than Loxy’s.

A foot separated me from the nearest one. I looked up into his face, and I knew he was male for his chest was bare, without breasts, and covered in long white hairs. I smiled at him. To my surprise, he rolled back his lips and did his own version of a grin. The eyes stayed serious, and the skin didn’t crinkle, so it seemed more like a sneer or grimace.

I covered my mouth, chuckling.

He copied me, but it came out as a high-pitched squeal.

Then Loxy moved between them, gesturing for us to follow with her hands and a small smile. The Groggles uttered no sounds, not the clearing of a throat, nor the intake of breath through the nostrils.

‘What are their thoughts now?’ I asked Margan.

‘When one has a thought, the others all answer at once. It sounds like this. Humans have come. Yes. Loxy’s friends. Yes. Injured and hungry. Yes. Tired people. They need food. We should help. We’ll cook, we’ll make new batches of wine from plumper skin.’

‘Plumper skin?’

Margan shrugged. ‘Some kind of fruit, maybe?’ He raised his hand. ‘One over there thought “I need to finish cleaning the floors of the hut.” Then another one responded with, “I’ll assist you.”’

‘I guess you hear them because they’re not human.’

‘And I’m descended from them.’

‘That too.’

‘They speak by how they love each other,’ he added.

I screwed up my nose, making Margan laugh. ‘Oh, Klawdia.’ Then he kissed me. ‘Their togetherness would be smothering, I agree,’ he continued. ‘They show their love through their deeds, mostly. It’s imposed love, security, attention. It holds wisps of their favourite memories together.’

‘Intense,’ Jeykal said, raising an eyebrow at me. His hands were clutching the bow across his chest.

Margan glanced over his shoulder at my friend, then moved to the other side of me. I sighed to myself; he still blamed Jeykal for Sheyla’s death.

‘Hurry up,’ Loxy said, smiling. ‘I’m eager to answer your questions! Oh, look there!’ She pointed at a building. ‘That big hut built into that unstable-looking mountain. That’s my home.’

The structure she spoke of didn’t look like a house. The wood had been hammered into rock, and two dozen stairs of dark wood led to the first level. Moss grew in thick layers across the rooftop and hung down in thick drapes. Twisting tendrils of blooming vines choked the timber. Plants with red tube-shaped flowers the length of my arm grew around the base.

The second level completely cleared the first floor, a separate house in itself joined by external winding stairs entering its bowels. A similar approach had been taken with the third level. Why did one woman need such a big house?

‘As you can see, there’s room for you all,’ Loxy announced, raising her arms.

Groggles passed us carrying linen, jugs, and plates of food, and disappeared through the doorway of the first level. Stragglers carried boxes, one filled with overflowing violet berries. Groggle children moved between their parents’ long legs, reaching up to pluck berries and fruits from the trays and containers. They gave wild high-pitched shrieks as they bit into the fruit, before retreating into the dense bushes.

Rope vines hung down across a stream that wound around the mountain and past the steps. The vines were twisted into hammocks dangling above the water. Jeykal launched himself through the air and landed in one of the hammocks; it tugged on a massive branch above us, dislodging gold and orange leaf litter that gently floated down to the rushing stream.

‘The Vuglugs helped build the house,’ Loxy said.

‘They’re so placid,’ I observed.

Loxy tilted her head forward slightly. ‘I agree. The Groggles have bestowed them with the same peace that makes their hearts beat as one. They are one with nature.’

Loxy took stepping stones across the stream, then sat to wash her legs in the pristine water. Jeykal’s hammock creaked loudly as he made it swing higher and higher.

‘Don’t break it,’ I said.

‘Would you all please wash your boots before coming inside? If you wish, leave them on the stairs and the Groggles will polish them.’ She got to her feet, clapped her hands together, then bounded up the stairs.

On a big swing, Jeykal jumped onto the nearest bank, wobbled a little, then came to me. ‘You should try that!’

I smiled. ‘So much for being wary.’

‘I’m still wary. You can’t be all friendly to the jungle animals one moment, then organise the mass slaughter of all those trunked beasts. She promised a massacre to the Vuglugs.’

Margan shook his head at Jeykal, then hopped the rocks to the bottom step where he removed his boots and sock, and washed them all.

‘Ruxdorians hunt animals even though we respect them,’ I said.

‘Yeah, but we can’t control them with our minds.’

‘She saved our lives,’ I offered as a counterargument, but I wasn’t sure why. I had no reason to trust her.

‘The Vuglugs might have caused the avalanche, and she wanted it to look like she saved us. I like her, but I don’t know anything about the Groggles, or her.’ He looked at Margan. ‘Can you hear my thoughts, Speaker?’

‘No,’ he said in a low tone, annoyed by Jeykal’s loud accusations.

‘I know it bothers you that she can hear our thoughts,’ Jeykal said to me.

It did, he was right, and a small part of me feared that she’d use that knowledge against me.

Margan jumped the stream to us. ‘Loxy hears your conversation. She accepts your doubts.’

I glanced at Jeykal disapprovingly.

‘What? It’s not rude if she can already hear our thoughts.’

‘She says the storm caused the avalanche, not the Vuglugs,’ Margan continued.

‘Look at you, Mr. Messenger. I’d be careful if I were you, that long-legged creature has her sights on you,’ Jeykal said. ‘That kind of woman is always dangerous to a man.’

‘Jeykal!’ I said. ‘That’s ridiculous. Stop being so infantile.’

He narrowed his eyes at me. ‘Don’t pretend you’re not worried.’

Margan stared at me, a question in his eyes.

‘I’m not worried,’ I said, and punched Jeykal hard in the arm.

‘Ouch,’ he said, rubbing himself.

‘Well, stop making trouble.’

Margan put his head close to Jeykal’s and met his eyes angrily. ‘Keep your mouth shut.’

‘Margan…’ I scolded. ‘Both of you stop.’

‘Or what?’ Jeykal asked.

Margan grabbed my wrist and led me across the stream and up the stairs.

‘You better never get into my head, Speaker,’ Jeykal called after him.

I yanked my wrist from Margan’s grasp and turned on my friend. ‘Go for a walk or something and cool down.’

He jutted out his jaw. ‘Great, so that woman can steal my thoughts, but I’m not allowed to speak them. And I’m not afraid to hurt Margan’s feelings, especially since it was his mistake that killed his sister, not me.’


Chapter Eleven

‘WELCOME TO THE BIRTHPLACE OF Speakers, Klawdia,’ Loxy said as I entered.

Giant windows opened out to the lively jungle. The shutters were made from flexible woods and interwoven palm leaves. Lustrous silk hung in curtains from the ceiling, dividing up the room into a kitchen and a living area. Coloured lanterns glowed; tall black pillar candles flickered on sporadically placed shelving.

Margan stared upwards, face angled at the ceiling mural depicting the first meeting between humans and Groggles.

Loxy came to stand with him. ‘That’s Windra,’ she said as she pointed upwards. ‘He came here ten millennia ago and named this place Raindrop Valley. This is the home he built, and he painted that picture. He built this place among the trees so he could observe the Groggles without disturbing them. Slowly, the tribe accepted him. Windra is the name they gave to him. It means Man of Peace. He was from the Deer tribe.’

‘Incredible,’ Margan exclaimed. ‘So he built this place?’

‘And the Vuglugs built the other two floors,’ Loxy replied. ‘Windra was the first to learn Groggle tongue. A female taught him. He fell in love with her, and over many years, she fell in love with him. In doing so, she had to cultivate her individuality and let go of the tribe. This rarely happens, and must be a gradual process or she would have died.

‘They bore the first half-human, half-Groggle child and called him Grupsogda, the first Speaker. Grupsogda spoke to animals and humans.’ Loxy looked at Margan. ‘Windra is your distant ancestor.’

‘And you?’ I asked her.

‘I am a direct descendent of Grupsogda; he never left Raindrop Valley. Windra did. They returned to the Deer tribe and had more children.’

‘What happened to Grupsogda?’ Margan asked.

‘Like his father, he took a Groggle bonded. They began their own tribe in the north end of the valley. Their children were all Speakers like their father. The human part of the blood is stronger than the Groggle. His children also spread out to make their own tribes and had more Speakers of their own.’

‘Then the Speakers looked human?’ I asked.

‘Mostly, yes. Their eyes were like a Groggle’s, and their height, but that was all.’

‘Like you,’ I said.

Loxy smiled. ‘Yes, a bit like me, but much more pronounced. I resemble a Groggle because of the strong bloodlines in my family.’

‘Where are the other Speakers?’ Margan said excitedly. ‘Are they nearby? Where are your parents?’

Loxy hesitated for a moment. ‘That’s a story for another time. There are more Groggle tribes on the southern side of the valley. The northern side is forbidden to humans. But here you are safe, and the Groggles are the kindest, peaceful beings you’ll ever meet.’

Here we were safe, meaning the northern parts of the valley weren’t? I glanced at Margan. ‘Are there stories in your tribe about Groggles?’

He focused distantly, his hands clasped together. ‘No. I don’t think so.’

‘I can explain that,’ Loxy said. ‘The Deers loved Windra’s bonded as their own. To speak of her features was punishable by banishment. The Groggles’ gifts brought the tribe closer to nature. They loved her for that. Because her children only bonded with other humans, the gifts of Speakers faded as more generations came to pass.’ She addressed Margan. ‘That’s why you look so different to me.’

‘How did Windra get down the mountains?’ I asked.

‘History says he used a long rope. If humans come here unescorted now, they’ll be returned to the mountains by the Speakers of the north.’

I frowned. ‘Why?’

‘Forgive me, but to speak of that time in the past is to hurt the Groggles of this village. They are always attuned to me, and their feelings are infinitely more fragile than our own. To bring up such pain will cause them sickness, even death. If one is sick from feeling, then they must go away from the tribe and not burden them, and that means they’ll die.’

‘But Windra’s bonded left her people.’

Loxy smiled at me. ‘Ledallagolera, Windra’s bonded, learned to speak Ruxdorian. Her children became her own tribe. And her grandchildren. Without them, she would have died. Come, sit,’ Loxy said, taking us to a low round table surrounded by ten or so cushions. The Groggles brought over bowls of fruit. They set out plates that reminded me of large seashells with their pearl colouring and shape. More trays of all kinds of foods were place before us.

The fruits smelled of sugary honey, and were strange in their colourings. Purple and red, teal and green. Steaming meats consisted of flaky white flesh, like fish, and brilliant red spheres of lightly cooked, well, I didn’t know what animal they came from. The last meats looked like goats’ legs, which were at least familiar, so I reached for one of those and ate.

After consuming two stacked plates of meats, breads, and fruits, I drank it down with unfermented wine and sat back against my chair, sighing. ‘I needed that.’

Jeykal ploughed through his meal. Margan sat beside me politely, but his appetite seemed quelled by whatever thoughts he dwelled on. Loxy sat parallel to us, spooning soup into her mouth with a small square ladle.

‘The tastes, they’re like nothing I’ve tried before,’ Jeykal commented, tearing a piece of flat bread with his teeth.

‘The lands here were once volcanic. The ancient soil nourishes the rainforest with her wisdom and eternal life. The lands outside the valley are worn with time.’

I found myself growing fond of Loxy. She’d made us feel welcome, fed us with food and drink, gave us shelter. She didn’t seem like a woman interested in tongue-wagging or power. She actually reminded me of the Groggles in the way she sat still, quiet, watching patiently.

As the food digested, sleep nudged at me and my eyelids drooped.

Would you like to go to your room? Loxy asked.

Yes.

A Groggle woman crossed the room and extended her thin, stalk-like fingers to me. I took them, noting their warmth, and she easily pulled me up to my feet. As we crossed the room, I glanced back at Margan, but he was deeply engaged in conversation with Loxy. My Groggle escort clucked at me, then showed me up to the second level where we passed three bedrooms to an end room.

She parted a beaded curtain and entered. I followed, noting the deep greens in the jungle now that the moon rose and the sun had set. A floor-to-ceiling hole in the wall gave a view across the huts, farmlands, and jungle. Breezes swept into the room, momentarily freshening the thick, humid air.

Beyond the jungle were the cliffs rising up into the clouds. Beastly birds, their glistening black wings a haunting sight, dived to the ground to catch their evening meal. One could easily carry off a grown man. A thrashing deer bellowed in one’s giant claws. It pecked down at the deer’s head while its wings beat hard to rise above the canopy and disappear into the clouds.

The Groggle smacked her lips, drawing my attention to her hand, which was pointing at incense. She made strange beeping, chirping, and thucking noises with her tongue. Then she sort of lunged for me, like a swimming snake, and took my wrist gently, tugging towards a bowl of fruit.

I selected one of the pieces, which made her squeal an approval. Next to the bowl of fruits was a wash basin. She dipped her long fingers into the liquid, then splashed it at me. ‘Eeee, seheee,’ she said, and wobbled her neck as if to laugh. I laughed with her as she handed me a towel.

She handed me a little red berry, then rubbed my stomach. When I ate it, she clapped and rubbed my stomach again. Then, she slipped her hands under my tunic and held the bump with both hands. She closed her eyes while I stood there feeling awkward. A cooing began deep in her throat. She swayed, raising the pitch to a higher melody, then opened her eyes and withdrew her hands.

The blacks of her eyes started to feel less like empty pits, but instead were wise and…with me. She clicked with her tongue at me, took my wrist again, and led me to the hammock. The curtains surrounding the hammock were covered in an array of jungle flowers, feathers, and sparkling bits of shells and gems.

Sitting on the edge of the hammock now, I watched her carefully pluck a cocoon from the curtain. She cupped it between her hands, raised it to her tiny ear, and opened her mouth to sing. The sound startled me with the rich and pleasant dual, dancing tones.

Closing her mouth with a knock of her teeth, she put out her hands before me, then slowly pulled them apart. Red-indigo wings, longer than my forearm, stretched out, parting like fans. The butterfly beat them up and down, and the breeze tickled my nose.

Suddenly it took flight. The Groggle went after it, raising its hands to the sky as if to wave it goodbye.

‘Pellignanna is a fertility Groggle,’ Loxy said from the doorway. ‘She decorated the curtains for you, knowing you were with child.’

‘It’s beautiful,’ I said, the wonder of the butterfly buzzing around my heart.

‘Groggles are part of nature. The butterfly had trouble with hatching, so Pellignanna sung words to help the insect break of the cocoon.’

‘It’s incredible. I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t watched it happen myself.’

Loxy crossed the room to me. ‘Your wounds are not healing well. While you sleep, Pellignanna will treat them. Please lie down.’

I brought my legs up and extended them out and the bed rocked gently. The Groggle, the hut, even Loxy, it all felt so peaceful.

‘Thank you,’ I said once my eyes were closed. Sleep came down on me as a smothering cloud of beautiful dreams.
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A chorus of screeching and cries woke me. Their unfamiliarity was disorienting, my thoughts searching for understanding until I remembered the Vuglugs, Groggles, and Loxy. A fan, fixed to the ceiling, spun fast enough to create a cool airflow in the room. For a moment, I scrutinised its joins and fixings to understand how it turned.

I stood up from the hammock. The heavy feeling of sleep had lifted, and a refreshing energy took its place. Through the window, the faint light of dawn seeped into the room, reminding me of the unexplored jungle outside. With no pirates, and no Skelkra, the apprehension of being captured or killed disappeared. I felt lighter.

After stretching, working some muscles, and feeling my belly for movement and changes, I wandered into the hallway to find Margan and Jeykal. The cool wood felt nice under my feet, the thick humidity already warmed to an uncomfortable temperature. I missed the thin, cold air of Vilseek.

The first room I came to was a bedroom, but with an empty bed. The next room was also empty, but Jeykal’s bow leaned against the far side of the room, as did his quiver and other belongings.

Downstairs, Margan and Loxy sat on cushions, facing each other, their palms touching in the air. A prickling jealousy flowed across my skin.

I coughed.

Margan’s eyes shot open and he dropped his hands and said, ‘Good morning.’ He got up from the cushion and came to me eagerly. As his arms snaked around my body, the twinge of jealousy forgotten, I kissed him hard on the lips.

‘I was teaching some tricks to Margan,’ Loxy said. ‘With practice, I think he could learn to speak to human minds as I do.’

Loxy and Margan had a lot to share, and regardless of the twinges of jealousy I felt, I knew he needed space. ‘Where’s Jeykal?’ I asked Margan.

He frowned. ‘I don’t know,’ he snapped, angry I’d even said his name. Then he turned around and went back to Loxy.

‘Jeykal is mingling with the villagers,’ Loxy said to me.

‘Thank you,’ I said, glaring at the back of Margan’s head. He didn’t look at me again.

Outside in the muddy streets, Groggles gathered in groups clutching pipe instruments. Others were drawing water from various streams. Large animals stomped through the jungle behind the village.

I took a throwing knife from my belt, selected a tree, scratched a target on the trunk, then counted thirteen paces away and turned. I practiced my aim for a half hour, then went to working on my physique by lifting my legs, stretching my body, and focusing on building the muscles.

Rain fell, warm and steamy, the jungle more inviting than ever. I went to the tree line in search of worn paths made by animals. Not knowing which plants or insects might sting me, I wasn’t ready to explore. Snake venom had made many a woman lose her child, but keep her own life. After exploring the jungle boundary, I headed back into the village where a group of Groggles—men, women, and children—sat weaving baskets.

They were silent as they went, their fingers moving in unison; it seemed that every movement they made was tied with the others. Another group sorted berries and seeds into bowls, while men and women with sharp knives hacked at carcasses. One of the Groggles made a cawing sound and they all swapped their tasks.

Little Groggles, which I now called Groggets, rolled a giant snail shell down the middle of the village. Mature Groggles took the snails from the children, cracked them open, then scooped the slugs’ slime into five or six buckets. The children grabbed handfuls and threw them at each other.

Jeykal exited a hut close by. His chest displayed two newly painted birds. A Groggle made a noise at him, and he tried to make the noise back. Then the Groggle reached out his hand and touched Jeykal on the shoulder.

Jeykal suddenly howled with laughter, and hearing his authentic joy, seeing his eyes filled with happiness, it made me happy. In that desperate time on the mountain, I’d followed his voice to the top. He’d never been good at accepting other people’s differences; he liked his friends, his family, and despised the other tribes. That was how he showed loyalty.

As long as I could remember, on rest days he’d wait outside my hut, his bow cleaned and thirty arrows in his quiver, and take me hunting. We’d explore the wilderness, race leaf boats down streams, wrestle and practice manoeuvres, rescue baby chicks fallen from their nests.

I walked over to him, smiling. ‘You’re starting to trust them.’

‘They’re friendly enough,’ he replied, grinning. ‘It’s Speakers who make me nervous, especially now I know they can see my thoughts.’

I pressed my lips together, nodding.

He held up a pipe and a small dart. ‘We’re going to hunt animals. Though they don’t use weapons, just these poison-dipped darts. Kind of boring. Want to come?’

A woman Groggle ran to me, almost gliding as she went. She stopped right before me and sort of bowed. Then she reached out with her long fingers and prodded my stomach.

Jeykal laughed and I rolled my eyes at him.

Others joined her, and then one reached out and put a necklace over my head.

In the distance, I heard Loxy shouting, ‘Margan. Come back.’

Margan had launched himself over the stream outside her house and stormed off towards the jungle. Loxy leaned out the first floor window.

‘Lovers’ quarrel?’ Jeykal said.

I glowered at him.

He raised his hands. ‘I’m jesting.’

I ran off after the Speaker, shouting, ‘Wait, Margan, wait!’

He increased the length of his stride, trying to outpace me. I grabbed him by the arm. ‘What’s wrong?’

He spun around, eyes simmering with rage.

‘Talk to me,’ I said.

His chest rose and fell, almost panting, and he trembled with a rage that scared me. I knew, being with him here now, I was in danger, but I couldn’t explain it.

‘Open your eyes, Klawdia,’ he snapped.

‘Hush,’ I said softly, trying to soothe him. ‘What happened?’

‘You have to send him away. Now.’

‘Who, Jeykal?’

‘Yes.’

That wasn’t going to happen. ‘Why?’

He exhaled forcefully. ‘Loxy and I explored my memories all night. She helped me remember the fire; the light is what got us caught. It’s Jeykal’s fault my sister’s dead. And he won’t apologise for it.’

‘If he apologises, can you move on?’ I asked.

‘No.’

I crossed my arms. ‘It’s not like he wanted them to…’ I couldn’t say the words.

‘Die. Just say it. They’re dead. I’ll never see them again.’

I swallowed, and took a deep breath, fighting to keep myself calm now.

He looked at my hand on his arm. ‘Let go, please.’

I did.

‘So where are you going, then?’

‘It doesn’t matter.’ And then came the flash of red in his eyes again. ‘I will not be in the same village as that murderer!’

‘Your eyes flash red,’ I said.

He leaned back a little, confused by the change in subject. ‘What?’

‘Your eyes…never mind.’

‘Forgive me,’ he said, then turned and stalked off into the jungle, unprotected, no food or supplies for the night.

‘He’ll calm down,’ Loxy said from behind me.

‘Do you really need to make him relive his sister’s death?’ I asked.

‘Margan is avoiding his loss by only talking to animals. They’re distracting him. He’s not angry, Klawdia, he’s vengeful. And no Speaker should ever let their feelings get to such a point.’

I felt my brows dip. ‘His sister died.’

‘And instead of acknowledging that, he’s obsessing on the ways he can punish Jeykal; none of them result in your friend remaining alive. Once unsatisfied with those fantasies, he turns that anger on himself.’

I looked back to where Margan entered the jungle. ‘Jeykal made a mistake.’

‘Not in Margan’s mind.’

‘Then look in mine.’

Loxy shook her head and stepped back. ‘My loyalty is with Margan. Forgiveness doesn’t require truth, only surrender.’

‘Well, I suppose you don’t really need my permission to see my thoughts,’ I said sourly.

The strength in her expression softened. ‘I won’t. I never will. Not while I trust you.’ She reached out to touch the white necklace at my throat. ‘Fertility necklace. The first gift from the Groggles is always to be cherished. It’s their first step of faith. They see you as a mother.’ She took my hand. ‘I know what’s best for Margan. He’s not as strong as you.’

‘You don’t even know him.’

She let my hand go again. ‘In his mind, I saw you. Saw your father. The Groggles can sense your feelings, and they feel happy around you. Safe. They don’t feel as safe around Margan. I know that much.’

Over Loxy’s shoulder, the Groggles had stopped working and stood to watch our disagreement. They were still, like stones, waiting. Jeykal stood among them, a questioning look on his face. He shrugged his shoulders.

Loxy.

Yes, Klawdia?

What are the Groggles thinking?

They want to help Margan.

I turned back to her. How?

Consolation bloomed her eyes. They can’t, but I can, and so can you.

I sighed. ‘Then I will trust you. Tell me what to do.’


Chapter Twelve

ALL DAY I THOUGHT OF Margan. His touch, his reassuring words, his warmth. He’d been there for me during the hardest time of my life, standing up to Skelkra when he’d insulted me, offering to be a father to my child. Without his connections to the Wings, I’d have been Skelkra’s prisoner by now, or still in that heinous torture pit.

When we’d sailed south with Spurt, that time suspended between Fin Town and Pirate’s Landing, our spirits had grown close. We’d spent hours together talking and laughing. He’d captured my interest in the way he spoke to animals and shared their secrets. Then, at night, when the temperatures plummeted, he’d wrapped me up in his arms, and furs, and given me timeless kisses.

In Raindrop Valley, a sanctuary of peace, he was more restless than ever. He wandered the jungle alone, shutting me out, closing his heart to everything we’d built to cling to the injustice of his sister’s death.

Jeykal hadn’t come to find me; instead, he’d gone hunting with the group of Groggles. In the past, he’d relished any opportunity to point out my errors and give me advice. Even when his advice was misplaced, I liked knowing he cared about me, though I’d never tell him that.

At half afternoon, a storm gathered amongst the swirling cloudy soup of sky, where flashes were faint, but growing in severity. The Groggles took shelter as the first lightning strikes hit the ground, followed by loud claps of thunder. The rain revived the jungle, the rich and aromatic earth a spicy feast for my senses. Even in the storm, the peacefulness of the Groggles reached me, so I went to Loxy’s pantry and took the ingredients to make a leather scrub. The storm worsened with twilight, and kept inside by the lashing winds and downpour, I took to cleaning my armour by the flickering candlelight.

The village pathways turned to mud. The stream underneath the house swelled to submerge several steps. When a few splashes of warm rain hit my face, I took off my boots, stripped down to my undergarments, and went for a stroll in the storm.

A Groggle woman pulled me into her hut, water sliding off her skin. The grey sections of her hair and patchy, wrinkled skin told me of her age. She sat me down in a chair, then went into a back room before bringing me a pair of tiny, furry boots for my child.

‘Thank you,’ I said.

She glanced to the right, and I followed her back into the rain where three drenched Vuglugs barely half my size grabbed at the woman making adorable squeaking noises. She produced morsels of meat from her coat and distributed them between the three. She grabbed one of the Vuglugs’ fur, then pointed at the little boots in my hand.

‘You made these out of Vuglug fur?’

The Groggle clicked her tongue, wrapped the boots up in a protective pouch, then handed it to me. I left her to the rowdy Vuglug youngsters so I could splash about in puddles and catch raindrops on my tongue. The storm finally lifted early that night, and during a moment of boredom, found myself on the third level of the house where Loxy slept. There were no dividing walls, just a large room featuring giant windows, chairs, tables, a large bed, closet, and a bathing tub.

Books piled in stacks sat at her bedside. Trinkets, bottles, ornaments, and statues decorated the corners of the room. The windows granted an even clearer view of the canopy. I crossed the room to get a better look and thought of Margan.

He’ll be back tonight, Loxy said.

I turned around. I thought you didn’t listen to my thoughts.

When I find you in my room without permission, I have the right to know your intentions. She smiled at me. ‘Come outside, Klawdia, the hunters return.’

In the streets, hundreds of Groggles gathered with torches and formed a line all the way to the jungle to light the returning hunters’ way. Jeykal emerged, keeping stride with two other hunters. Flanking them were animals that were trunked, tusked, and horned. Flocks of birds swirled around their heads. Pheasants ran and skimmed the ground. Rabbits with purple spots hopped at their feet.

I frowned. ‘They’re alive.’

‘The Groggles summoned them, and they came.’

‘What, by their own will?’ I asked.

‘Yes.’

I scoffed.

‘The animals and the Groggles are part of the valley and nurture each other,’ Loxy said. ‘All of these are sick or old. Most will be used for medicines, cloth, and some Groggles will eat the meat. Not all Groggles eat meat, though; other tribes don’t.’

‘Why the poison darts, then?’

‘It’s a precaution.’

‘For?’

Loxy sighed. ‘The Speakers to the north are mostly human like Margan. They blamed the Groggles for a savage animal attack that killed half a village.’

‘But you said the Groggles are peaceful.’

‘They are, but animal nature has two faces, and so does human nature.’

‘And the Groggles?’

‘Again, they only know peace.’

‘So how could it have happened?’

‘One Speaker, a wild woman, she rejected the Speakers and went to live deeper in the valley, where the dark, twisting roots of the giant trees overhang marshes and swamps. There the flowers bite, mud suffocates, and night birds cast hexes. That’s the fable, anyway. Some say it was her.’

‘Who was she?’

‘The legend says she lost her husband to the Groggles. To be one of them is to give up love for just one, and give it to all.’

I was staring at her, but when I looked around, the Groggles were all staring as well. Their heads lowered, their gentle, stalk-like hands lightly touching their arms, rubbing, holding themselves safe. A sadness emanated from them, weighing me down, and I felt tears lifting to my eyes.

Loxy caught my eye. ‘You see their manner? They feel utter sorrow as I talk, and that’s why I can’t speak of it.’

‘I understand,’ I said, shifting uncomfortably.

A trumpet sounded. Through the window, the Vuglugs burst through the forest, knocked over trees, and ran towards the village, making the ground shake. We walked west, deep into the village where Groggles busied themselves with different tasks.

‘Beyond the village and the jungle, there are swaths of land cleared for fruit trees and vegetables. We don’t need much, though, because the jungle provides a lot. The Vuglugs help us to create new huts by knocking down trees, carrying heavy loads, and digging out trenches. Their labour is hard, and so we indulge their savagery a little.’

The Vuglugs waited in a half-circle, towering above the town, scratching their fur with their claws. They roared and grunted, shoving one another while they waited. The Groggles stared at the beasts.

Those animals the hunters had brought back walked calmly into the middle of the Vuglugs to huddle together.

The Groggles must control them; animals don’t give up their lives.

These animals understand what the final sleep means, Loxy replied. In death, they are reborn again in a million fragments within the valley. That is life. And Klawdia?

I met her eyes.

I’m glad that you talk to me in your mind.

I felt warmth in my cheeks. I don’t like talking much. This feels more natural.

A strange humming noise rose up from the Groggles. All stopped their tasks to move towards the feeding area, where they raised their arms to the sky and swayed. At once, pipes were blown, darts hit, and seconds later, animals collapsed.

The Vuglugs froze. Their eyes went blank. Their forms stayed still. The Groggles moved into the circle and touched each animal, making throaty noises before moving to the next.

Then they joined hands, made a straight line, and pushed everyone back into the village. The Vuglugs snapped awake, it seemed, and then they tore into the flesh. Blood splattered, flesh flew. A frenzy of feeding brought the raw smell of blood.

Loxy took my arm. ‘He’s leaving. He’s come back and he’s going again.’ I knew she meant Margan. I darted off towards the house, pushing down on my thighs and urging myself to go faster.

Let him go, Klawdia.

Never.

At the front of Loxy’s home, Jeykal and Margan wrestled on the ground, their faces shadowy in torchlight.

‘Stop!’ I shouted, and got between them.

Jeykal’s face was bruised, his top lip cut. ‘I only wanted to apologise to him.’

‘Is that why your hands were around his neck?’

Margan stood, picked up his belongings, and said, ‘No apology will bring her back.’ He glanced at me in the dark. ‘I need to sort through my thoughts. Somewhere else.’

‘I’ll come with you,’ I said.

‘No.’

‘Don’t tell me what to do.’ I folded my arms.

He shrugged off his bag again, picked me up, and kissed me in the air. ‘No,’ he said, then pressed his forehead against mine.

‘Yes.’

He set me down slowly. ‘I’ll never leave you.’

I kissed him again, this time savouring his lips and tongue, feeling the bumps of his muscles under his shirt. He leaned in and whispered, ‘I love you.’

His words hit me as the avalanche had done. Tears welled up in my eyes, but I couldn’t say the words back. I wasn’t in love.

‘I knew you wouldn’t be able to say it.’ His hands went onto my belly bump and he lowered his face to it. ‘To you in there, are you listening? Take care of your mother.’ He straightened, stroked a thumb across my cheek, then lifted his gear again. He walked off into the gloomy light.

‘Seven days,’ I shouted. ‘Seven days and then I’m coming in after you. Stay south, don’t go north!’ He waved his arm above his head. ‘Tomorrow counts as the first day!’ I yelled that one at the top of my lungs.

That made him turn around and cup his mouth. ‘I know how to count, Bear girl.’

Satisfied, I turned to focus on Jeykal, but he’d gone. No, the old Klawdia would have been full of regret, but no more. I didn’t care who picked the fight or who ended it; from now on, the Hawgrald boy could fight his own battles.
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Rain, sunlight, fog, rain. The pattern continued through the week, with each day hotter and more humid than the one before. The thick, soup-like air peaked late morning, and by afternoon, thunderstorms brought relief.

Jeykal and I weren’t talking. We hadn’t talked since Margan left, so I took to sitting in silence with the Groggles, or helping them with their chores. Reaching a place of stillness came easily in their company, and while I preferred to work in constructing and repairing buildings, the young ones dragged me off to play.

They were more vocal than the older Groggles; they taught me simple greetings which were impossible to pronounce. We swam in secret swimming holes, discovered baby animal nests, took rides on the towering trunk beasts, and picked oblong purple fruits dangling from tree vines. Long-tailed monkeys perched on our shoulders, and one tugged on my red plaits.

Yet night time brought the quiet, the loneliness, and I longed for Margan. Loxy and I ate meals together, often in silence, which suited me well. Jeykal never joined us. One morning he came to Loxy’s house while I ate breakfast.

‘You’re alive,’ I said coolly. Annoyed he’d stayed away so long, but also happy to be free of his whining.

‘I’m moving to the other side of the village,’ he stated without ceremony.

I glanced down at my empty plate, thoughts jumbling, words catching in my throat.

‘You’re safe here,’ he continued. ‘You have Margan. And as the trees turn to a fiery sunset next year, your child will be born, and all your thoughts will be on him or her.’

That seemed a bit presumptuous. ‘And?’

‘I can see you’re upset.’

‘I’m not,’ I snapped.

Jeykal made a frustrated grunt. Then he came and hugged me. ‘I’ll be here for a while.’

‘You will?’

He nodded. ‘Yes. That’s what I want.’

I didn’t want to admit I was sad to see him leave, so I lightly patted his arm. ‘Then be well.’

Jeykal opened his mouth to speak, but closed it again. In the end, he said, ‘I will.’ After one more lingering look, he left. Our childhood was over. The playing in the snow, racing after foxes, bathing in the hot springs—the purity of it was forever tainted by this nonsense. Exhausted, I went back to my hammock, climbed into it, and stared hopelessly at the wall.


Chapter Thirteen

MARGAN’S LIPS WOKE ME FROM sleep on the seventh day. ‘As you demanded, I have come back.’

I put my arms about his neck and sleepily yawned while opening my eyes. Red tinged on his cheeks, his eyes were wild, and his skin was smooth and dewy from the humidity, giving it a golden sheen. My lips tingled. I became intensely aware of the way his tunic clung to his chest, the wet marks curving with the tightness of his muscles.

No more fighting or arguing. I wanted to show him my feelings. A desire burned hot in my cheeks, brought pleasure to the feeling of fabric against my nipples. I slowly swung my legs over the side of the hammock, then pulled him to me, staring deeply into his eyes as I undid the tie on his pants. He ran his calloused hands up the sides of my arms, then one hand slipped behind my neck and massaged the delicate muscles there.

After tugging his pants down, his hardness hung long and erect out of a nest of fur. He obligingly removed his wet tunic, the shirt peeling off his gleaming, golden skin. As he raised his arms, his entire torso flexed, muscles moving, biceps bulging. The movement stirred the air, carrying the sweet smell of forest and musk to my nostrils, and I drank it in.

As I explored his body with my hands, his hardness twitched with anticipation, so I put my arms around his waist and pulled him against my chest, pushing my breasts against his groin. He groaned, lowered himself to his knees, and put my legs over his shoulders, causing my loincloth to roll up and reveal my womanhood. His breathing increased, and as he exhaled, I could feel his breath tightly caress the wetness. Finally, he looked down, digging his hands into my outer thighs as his eyes flashed with hunger.

He grinned, then leaned his head down and nibbled on the inside of my upper thigh, his lips so close it made me moan, the throbbing between my legs almost unbearable now.

Sunshine and blood, dirt and fire, the smell of a wild man. A free man. Politics and conflict eroded underneath our bliss. He became the air in my lungs, the missteps of my fluttering heart, and after meeting my eyes once more, he moved in to satisfy the longing for contact with a lingering lick of his tongue.

I cried out. He stopped, his eyes on mine again. ‘I love you,’ he said, breathily.

As his words expanded my heart, his strong hands spread my legs wider and he pushed his tongue deep inside. Withdrew it, then thrust again. And again. Until I reached the highest of highs. I reached for his length wanting to return the favour, but he knocked my hand away. ‘Later.’

He lay on the hammock beside me, stroking my hair, smelling my skin. ‘I missed you. I thought about this moment. I hope you enjoyed it.’

I put his hand over my breast, then raised it above my heart. ‘Feel that? I can’t slow it down.’

Sweat gleamed on his temples, his soft hair draped around his square jaw. I felt exposed, naked. With Skelkra, we’d made love at night, under the stars and the low light of a camp fire. Afterwards, we’d gone to sleep since I was heavily injured and tired from battle, but with Margan, he could stare at any part of me he wanted.

The heat made me feel faint, and I longed for a swim. ‘Follow me,’ I said. I dressed myself in my undergarment top and pants, then ran from the house laughing. I’d always had a light, fast step, and Margan found he struggled to keep pace with me.

As I splashed through the stream at the bottom of the steps, he called out from the second-floor window. ‘Run fast, little Bear. I’ll find you.’

I giggled and sprinted faster, aiming for the jungle. The insect cries drowned out my footsteps, and I ran forward, taking note of the jungle’s features so I didn’t get lost. The sound of running water reached me and I made my way to a raging waterfall tumbling into a deep pool. After tearing off my clothes, I jumped in naked, splashing into the icy water with a gasp, delighting in the coldness on my blushing skin.

Margan’s clumsy footing alerted me to his nearness. As he drew closer, I waited, holding my breath, wanting him inside me, arms and legs around me, driving us both into deeper passion.

As he appeared, he stared at me. ‘You’re beautiful.’ He took off his pants and jumped in, splashing me as he landed, then grabbing my legs underwater and rising up beside my body, until his head emerged and he kissed me passionately, tongue entering my mouth, mine returning the favour. As I wrapped my legs around him, he entered me, and I gasped. Gently he swam us to the edge, raised his hand to hold on to a rock, then kissed and nipped my neck as he gently thrust inside. I pushed back, urging him on, kissing him wildly.

As his face twisted with pleasure, grunting and thrusting hard, I knew he would come to an end. So I splashed him, laughed, and swam towards the edge of the pool and climbed out. I curled a finger for him to join me, and his body, dripping with water, gleamed in the sunlight, a stag of a man, proud, perfectly made. I found a warm, flat rock and lay down. He crawled over me to gently bite and suck my breasts before he entered me again.

Hours passed like that. Making love, resting, making love again. By the end, we fell asleep on each other, woken only by the soft caress of rain shower. The rock became uncomfortable, so we took shelter on the grass under a giant leaf, listening to the jungle noises, watching the water tumble over the rocks.

‘I need more time,’ he said softly, kissing my neck.

‘Can I help?’

‘Be on my side.’

Disappointment dulled the joy in my heart. ‘There are no sides.’

‘Yes there is,’ he said calmly. ‘And you must choose me.’

‘I told you I loved you. Jeykal lives on the other side of the village now.’

‘Is that so?’ As he inhaled, I heard the air in his lungs. ‘It’s not enough. When I think about you two as friends, it’s confusing. You’re a good person. He isn’t. So how can you be friends with him?’

That made me pull away from him. He reached for me, but I leaned away. ‘Don’t.’

His eyes were apologetic.

‘You don’t understand our history,’ I said. ‘He’s my best friend. My truest friend.’

Margan got to his feet. ‘You’re still not listening to me.’ He turned, collected his clothes, then walked away, heading north. I lay down feeling melancholy, defeated. My skin glowed in the hot sun, animals happily played and swung in the treetops. On the other side of the river, a snake wound its way across the water hunting fish and insects.

I’d been such a fool with my heart, but it wasn’t the first time.

Thoughts drowned me until night descended, when I picked myself up off the ground, dressed, then made my way back to the house. Groggles met me along the way; they’d been watching over me, but I didn’t care. My heart hurt too much.

If I’d have run off into the forest telling him he couldn’t come, he’d have been angry, argued, probably even followed me in there. The more I thought about it, the angrier I got.

I didn’t have to play these games. I deserved friendship, and love, and if Margan couldn’t give me that, then our future held only goodbyes.
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At the moon’s highest point, deep into the night, I went to watch Margan sleep, but he hadn’t returned. Downstairs, the living areas were empty as well. Had he gone back to the jungle to live again? If so, when would he return? As I climbed the stairs back to my bedroom, I noticed a glow in Loxy’s windows above.

I crept up the stairs leading to her quarters to see her and Margan sitting closely, their eyes closed. Loxy’s thick, beautiful hair cascaded down over her top, which barely contained her breasts, and in the white candlelight she looked fair and perfect.

She held his hands, and then, she leaned forward to touch her forehead against his. They seemed so close, yet I trusted Loxy didn’t want Margan that way. But how could I be sure? Unable to watch any longer, I went back to his room, sat in the far left corner, and waited in the dark. At least two hours passed until he returned.

Rain drizzled outside, soft thunder rolled like a purring lion. Finally, Margan wandered in and climbed onto his hammock, sighing deeply.

‘I’m here,’ I said.

For a second, I didn’t know if he’d heard me. ‘I know,’ he said finally. ‘There’s a creature in the tree outside, watching you.’

I frowned.

‘My senses are stronger here,’ he said. ‘I even feel the urges of the insects calling for their mates at night. The noise keeps me awake; I can’t shut it out. I can’t sleep.’

‘What were you doing with Loxy?’

‘You sound jealous.’

‘Don’t turn this on me. You’re the one who made love to me then finished it off with a harsh ultimatum.’

He exhaled loudly. ‘I know. I’m…lost. Confused. I can’t tell you what to do.’

‘I’m trying to be patient. All you have to do is accept me the way I am.’

‘And I want the same.’

Games. More riddles. Feelings, thoughts, words spoken but the meaning eluding me. I left his room, went to the living area to lie and watch the light from candles flickering on the beautiful painting above.

Loxy joined me. ‘Some animals are vicious by nature,’ she said softly. ‘Margan feels drawn to them.’

I tilted my head to her. ‘What do you mean?’

‘The Groggles protect the village from the deadly beasts in this valley. He’s been in their minds, feeling the thirst for flesh, for the hunt. Speakers not taught to manage their gifts can validate their rage through the instincts of animals.’

‘Is that what he’s doing?’ I cursed under my breath. ‘I could kill him.’

Loxy gave a forced smile, making it clear I wasn’t understanding her in the right way. ‘Speakers often enjoy the simplicity of animal minds. Everything is black and white. Night and day. Pain and joy. No in between. Animal’s don’t regret. Grief is much more complicated for a human.’

I had a thought. If anger was what he felt, and rage, and injustice, then for me to love Jeykal as a friend…‘Margan resents me.’

‘He doesn’t want to, but he’s threatened by your leadership. You’re everything Margan’s father wanted him to be, but the nature of a Speaker is peace and love. Not anger.’

I snorted with derision. I’d seen Margan get angry and upset even before travelling to Pirate’s Landing, but perhaps those times had just been the beginning of what he was experiencing now. ‘He’s perfectly capable of anger, and being an ass.’

‘When Speakers experience deep sorrow, it can shift them into a form of protection. His inability to deal with his losses has led Margan onto a difficult path. He’s at war with himself.’

‘Sounds like human nature to me. How is it different for him?’

‘The conflict is literal. A battle between his human and Speaker nature. Speaker natures are peaceful. More peaceful than any humans. He must reconcile the different sides of himself.’

That drew a tense silence. I didn’t understand, and I struggled to see the world through Margan’s eyes. We were so different.

‘Why do you always carry your blade?’ Loxy nodded at my hip.

‘I always carry a blade.’

‘A fighter always fights, even when not in battle. Like Margan, until you defeat the shadows of your imagining, you’ll never feel safe.’ Loxy rose and yawned. ‘I must sleep.’

The exchange of hollow wisdoms and ambiguous insights brought me the usual frustration. I felt unwise, unlearned. Why did I fail at matters of the heart? Guessing at Margan’s thoughts exhausted me to my bones.

Another hour of ruminating saw me to bed, but as I passed Margan’s room, my feelings for him seized my legs, and I stood there helplessly, watching him sleep, puzzling over how to stop loving him.

After sliding into my hammock, I reached out my leg and pushed against the wall with my toes so the cot swung. The gentle patter of midnight raindrops drew my eyelids together. The wild called out in the distance.

Every position I took in the hammock felt uncomfortable. I sat up in anger and fumbled with the straps on my weapons belt before whipping it off and pitching it across the room, where it hit the wall with a bang.

There, I thought at Loxy, not knowing if she could hear me. I put my blades away from me.

Sleepiness drifted down, then came the heaviness, and as the world slowly faded away, an almighty roar violently shook the jungle. A thousand cries, a hollering so loud I covered my ears. The hoots, caws, and yowling never breaking. Activity buzzed in the air. Hands still over ears, I capsized in my hammock and slammed against the ground. I scrambled to grab my dagger belt and clipped it on.

A distant thumping sounded, like drums, getting louder. Closer. Margan screamed from within the house. I launched myself out my bedroom door, slid across the floor, then dug in my toes and pushed off, bursting into Margan’s room.

He clung to the far wall, eyes searching frantically and seeing nothing, tears streaming down his face. ‘Sheyla! Run, Sheyla!’

Outside, the Vuglugs roared and stomped their feet. In the soft lamplight, I observed their outstretching arms, claws out, teeth bared. Barrelling towards the house.

I grabbed Margan’s shoulders. ‘Wake up, wake up!’ He punched me in the face, so I punched him back. ‘It’s Klawdia!’

‘Sheyla’s drowning,’ he said, his eyes half open. Red lines glowed beneath his eyelids and across the exposed whites of his eyes. ‘Save her, Klawdia, she’s drowning.’

Gently, I broke into his panicked form shrunken in the night, and slipped my arms tightly around him. ‘Hush,’ I said. ‘I’m here. All is well.’

The jungle quietened a little. I leaned towards the window, trying to see outside into the jungle, but Margan yanked me back to him. ‘Don’t leave, don’t go.’ I stroked his hair, his arms, his back. Eventually he talked more sense. ‘What happened?’

‘You were dreaming.’

Loxy appeared at the doorway, eyes wide and panicked. ‘Klawdia.’ She curled a finger at me.

I put my finger to my lips.

Put him to bed, I need you quickly, she said.

A slick of sweat coated Margan’s arms; his forehead gleamed under the glow of Loxy’s oil lamp. He mumbled nonsense, stood, staggered back to his hammock, and collapsed into it, the ropes squeaking under the strain. Curling his legs to his chest, he sighed happily and snored.

Loxy led me away and down the steps. ‘What happened? All that noise?’

She pointed into the living room, then put her finger to her lips. When we entered, there were twenty or so Groggles, huddled together, hands clutching branches, knives, axes, bottles.

All at once, they turned their heads to Loxy, and opened their hands. Their weapons clanged and banged on the ground. The villagers turned and went back outside. Loxy’s fingers were digging into my wrist.

‘I don’t understand.’

‘They’re no longer under his spell.’

‘Whose spell?’

‘Margan’s.’

We followed the Groggles down the stairs and out into the main street. There were animals crouched, stalking, slinking through the grasses at the edge of the jungle. Their racket still continued. To my right, I watched the Groggle figures wandering back into the village.

Loxy was still as a statue. ‘He summoned the animals here.’ Her eyes were so wide they almost bulged. ‘The Groggles were coming to kill us.’

Loxy and Margan could only talk to animals, persuade them to act how they desired, not make them. ‘Are you suggesting he made them come here? I didn’t think Speakers could do that.’

She was so tense her head hardly moved when she shook it. ‘He’s not a Speaker. The woman from the story I told you. They called her Summoner.’

Goose pimples broke out across my skin. ‘The jealous woman?’

Loxy nodded, though she kept her eyes sweeping the streets, the trees, the grass. Listening for the animals, knowing their intentions. ‘They said her rage twisted her gifts and turned them into darkness.’

‘We can’t let him go back to sleep, then,’ I said. ‘He should be woken.’

Loxy seized my arm, shaking her head. ‘The dangerous animals I told you about, he called to them, they were heading this way. Oh, I can’t bear it, the Groggles’ minds are filled with nightmares. This will draw the attention from the north. They’ll kill him and all of us.’

‘What do we do?’

‘He was drowning.’ Loxy gently touched her throat. ‘There was fire. And the whale…I’ve seen it before, but not like that.’ She rubbed her temples. ‘For Margan to make the animals his slaves, it’s against the natural lore.’

Then she turned on the spot and strode back to the house. ‘I must prepare. I must go north. Find the stories of the past and see if I can help him—’ She stopped to reach out and touch me. ‘He needs your love. And you need his.’

‘Tell me about the past—’

‘They’ve already suffered enough pain tonight. If his anger gets worse, there could be mass slaughters.’ She rubbed a hand down her face. ‘I’ve been so blind. Here’s what you must do while I’m gone. Wake him from nightmares. Don’t let him go into the jungle alone. Make him feel happy. Avoid his anger at all costs.’

I wanted Jeykal to help, but I didn’t want to have to apologise, or take part in conversations where Jeykal told me to leave Raindrop Valley, or protect myself by leaving Margan alone.

Loxy touched the handle of my Bear dagger. ‘There is nothing that I would regret more than knowing that you needed these weapons after all.’

After she’d packed, she lugged her two leather sacks tied with rope outside to wade across the stream. A loud cry, like a strangled goose, sounded from the east. A bird twice my height, with a long neck, fat, feathery body, and tiny, pointless wings ran at us. It skidded to a stop, lowered itself to the ground, and drank from the stream. Loxy climbed onto the bird’s back, hooked her knees under its wings, and strung the rope across the bird so the sacks dangled on either side.

‘I’ll return as quickly as I can,’ she said, clicking her tongue. The bird jumped to its feet, shook its head and neck, then sped away to the north.


Chapter Fourteen

AS THE MORNING LIGHT DRIFTED in through Margan’s window, I felt my body sigh with relief. Soon he’d awaken, his nightmares no more, and I might finally get some sleep today. For the past five hours, under lamplight, I’d stared, hardly blinking, scanning his body, his face, in search of distress.

Downstairs, items rattled in the kitchen; the Groggles were cleaning and preparing a meal. As more light filled the room, the Speaker’s soft lips turned a warm cedar, and I thought back to the jungle, swimming in the cool ponds together. A ligament in his neck moved, the place just below his ear and behind his jawbone.

‘What better sight to wake up to?’ he said, stretching.

‘Better for me,’ I said.

‘Even with your slight build, your presence fills every corner in this room, including my dreams.’

My heart ached for his touch, but I stayed where I was. ‘Loxy went to visit another tribe of Groggles.’

‘And?’

I shrugged. ‘Maybe we could have some fun today.’

He waited, scratched his bare chest, then said, ‘Yesterday we argued. You’re not usually the kind of woman who makes the first move in a reconciliation.’

I didn’t reply to that.

‘Well, what’s really on your mind, Klawdia? You look there’s something you want to say.’

‘No,’ I snapped, then mediated my tone. ‘I’m bored. I can’t hunt because of the Groggles, and…I can’t explore the jungle properly without you.’

He exhaled a nasally sigh, swung his legs over the hammock, then stumbled to sit beside me on the floor, his legs bent. He leaned his head against his knee, watching me. ‘The jungle is better than I could have imagined. A man could get lost out there among the green, the wildness.’ The lump at his throat jumped as he swallowed, and shadows showed faintly about his eyes. A lopsided smile spread at his lips, making my heart race. Then he reached out to touch my braid. ‘I’d like to take you there with me, but every time I’m near you—’ He withdrew his hand.

‘You lose control. Because you’re angry with me.’

His brow furrowed. ‘Loxy told you this, didn’t she?’

I nodded.

‘She’s afraid I’ve lost control of my feelings and that I’ll become even angrier if I were to listen into your thoughts, or Jeykal’s.’

I steered the conversation away from his feelings, trying to make him smile. ‘I’m not afraid for you to know me.’

‘Klawdia!’ Jeykal sung out from the first floor of the house.

Fuck, pig-shit, fuck! Timing, Jeykal.

Margan silently got to his feet, shrugged on his tunic, and pulled on loose pants and boots.

‘I can’t stop him coming here,’ I said.

A sour smile formed at his lips. ‘And I can’t be around him.’

‘I’ll come with you.’

‘No.’

‘I’ll make Jeykal leave.’

I would do anything to appease Margan’s upsets, so I went down to send Jeykal away. As I entered the kitchen, his cheery mood caught me off guard, and as he met me with a wide grin, I grimaced. ‘Good morning, Klawdia, how are you today? Did you hear that animal fight last night? Bet those Vuglugs were competing over a female.’

‘Yeah…’ I leaned against a bench, crossing my arms and glaring at him. He poured himself a fresh mawee juice, a purple spiky fruit the Groggles drank for energy.

There were three Groggles in the living area mending some pillows.

‘I like it here,’ he said. ‘Don’t you?’

‘Jeykal, you don’t live here, remember?’

His mouth opened, but before he could speak, Margan entered, his manner cold, his eyes barely touching us as he grabbed a piece of fruit.

‘Margan,’ Jeykal said, halting the Speaker on the spot.

The Speaker turned and fixed my friend with a look of disdain. ‘What?’

‘I’m helping an injured fawn recover in my hut. Would you come for lunch and meet her?’

‘No.’

Jeykal’s expression darkened a little. ‘We can still be friendly even if we’re not friends.’

Margan squashed the yellow fruit in his hand against the benchtop, spraying juice everywhere. The Groggles in the living area stood up, dropping their pillows and needles.

I went to the Speaker’s side, fixed Jeykal with a glare, and then took Margan’s arm gently, distracting him. Then I led him to the top of the outside steps.

‘I could kill—’

‘Go,’ I said. ‘Just go away. Vent your anger somewhere else.’

He glowered at me, then took off for the jungle, slapping long pieces of grass as he went. A twinge of fear swirled in my gut, remembering Loxy’s instructions to not let him go to the jungle alone. I’d join him soon.

‘He’s a bit sensitive, isn’t he?’ Jeykal said. ‘Sulky, like my younger brother.’

‘Stay away from here, it’s for your own good.’

‘Or what?’ His tone took a serious edge, but I didn’t have the will or the patience to deal with Jeykal’s jabs.

‘This is bigger than us. Something—’ I stopped. I didn’t trust Jeykal not to use it against me, or Margan.

‘Stop treating me like a weak chicken, Klawdia. I’m not afraid of him. But you are. Why?’

I exhaled with a huff and said, ‘Margan is exactly what you wanted, isn’t he? Now you can play the good guy card at every turn because he mistreats me.’

Jeykal’s mouth fell open and he scoffed at me. ‘I can’t believe that’s what you think of me. Friends forever, then?’ He turned and left.

I threw my hands up in the air. Men!
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Fog swirled around tree roots. Droplets of water moistened my hand as I pushed away saturated spider webs. Margan’s boot prints led me north, then east. They tracked deep between the dense jungle until soggy ground slowed my pace. Thick fungi spawned on top of moss and mud. Fallen logs decayed, while the smell of earth, fresh and clean, reminded me of newly tilled soil.

Leaves rustled above, in the distant shadows animals darted, I felt watched. Paranoia hunted me, its strange presence dancing on the prickles of my neck. Margan had summoned an entire jungle of animals to his aid. Thousands, perhaps tens of thousands of minds under his control, yet he didn’t remember it. The power he held could overthrow a king, or a chieftain. What good was sword and shield against the bite of slithering black deaths, stranglers, and stingers? How could arrows stop the barrelling wall of giant bears, lions, leopards, and wolves?

Vuglug footsteps broke me from my thoughts, and I crouched low to draw my blades. Their growls and grunts sent a pulsing through my muscles. One foot after another, I went forward towards the sounds.

A clearing opened up the dark green. An axe chopped hard into wood, the sound reminding me of home and the ever burning hut fires. But here in the hot valley, there was no need for a fire. As the trees gave way to a natural clearing, I saw the axeman: Margan.

The skeleton of a house stood in the sunlight. I raised from my crouch, sheathing my daggers and smiling to myself. Rainbow fish hung from a drying rack. A temporary steeple shelter had been built near a stone oven. Under the temporary shelter, linens and cloth made the bed, and old animal teeth, stitched together like a web, hung from the entrance to stop flies buzzing inside.

A younger Vuglug hurried forward clutching a bundle of planks which he dropped beside the house, then waited. Margan grabbed a dead rabbit; the Vuglug cooed and then threw back his head, opening his jaws wide. The Speaker tossed the bunny between the rows of jagged teeth. As the Vuglug chomped and chewed, Margan reached up to scratch its belly like a dog.

Margan dislodged a bone from its teeth. Then, the Vuglug hurried back into the jungle towards the sounds of growling Vuglugs and crashing trees. These can’t be the fierce animals Loxy referred to, there must be others. I found it hard to believe she’d overreacted, but Margan didn’t seem in danger here.

I emerged from my hiding place and made my way over, a smug smile on my lips. ‘So this is what you do when you’re not with me.’

‘Was wondering when you’d join us,’ he said steadily.

‘Interesting friends you’ve made.’

He regarded me for a moment. ‘They’re easy company.’

One of the Vuglugs licked the carcass of a fresh kill. As he nibbled, the tearing and snapping of bones distracted me from my thoughts. ‘Why didn’t you tell me you were building a house?’

One of his hands clenched into a fist. ‘Because I wanted a place to myself.’

Stay calm, Klawdia, I thought to myself. ‘Am I intruding?’

With a swing of his axe, he chopped another piece of wood. ‘Maybe.’ This wasn’t the Margan I’d come to know—his character had changed.

‘A book with empty pages tells no story,’ I said.

Vuglugs stepped forward into the sparse tree line about two hundred feet away, snapping away branches, staying low to the ground, their eyes fixed on me.

‘I told you this has been happening; they’re reacting to my feelings,’ he said. ‘I can’t stop it. I can’t block them out, nor can they do the same with me.’

One of the younger ones took a step forward, baring its teeth, then roared. My hand went to my dagger. I cautiously took my eyes off the beasts and put them on Margan. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Their actions are their own. You should go.’

The tallest of the group, its hair long and grey, its incisors ending far below the jaw, jumped over a youngling and extended its long neck, a growl brewing in its chest; it rushed out at such a volume that birds fled the canopy.

Margan ran to me, seized my arm, and dragged me in the opposite direction. ‘Leave. Now.’

I was tired of being careful, tired of running, tired of just surviving. I twisted around, breaking free of his grasp and kneeling down with one leg while I drew my daggers, and growled back at the Vuglug, showing my teeth. ‘Come on!’ I shouted. ‘Take a bite, if you can.’ If Margan could control animals, then he’d protect me.

The Vuglug narrowed his eyes and loudly snorted. Then he pushed off into a sprint, shoving trees aside, tearing them out with his claws, trampling anything in his path. A strange red in my periphery caught my attention. Margan’s eyes were like glowing like coals, and he was stepping towards the menacing Vuglug with hands raised. The beast knocked him across the clearing. As I raised my dagger to its face, it slid to a stop, then roared at Margan. He stared down the beast, but it fixated on me again, stepping sideways, ready to pounce.

I turned and ran, pushing each foot hard against the ground, springing off each leg. Behind me, the Vuglug chased, the cracking of snapping trees close at my back. The sucking sounds of its hot mouth sounded behind my head, so I veered left, aimed for a tree, and sprinted up its side.

As I slowed, I pushed off towards the sky, extending my body, spreading my arms as I flew through the air. The tree fell to the side, the Vuglug lying on top of it. As I somersaulted onto my feet, then took the impact of the landing by driving my right knee into the ground, I was staring at the bottom of the Vuglug’s dirty feet.

To my left, the other Vuglugs roared at seeing their mate fail. Margan tackled me to the ground, his eyes no longer glowing. We grappled for a while until he pinned down my wrists. ‘Stop it, I can’t protect you from them.’

‘Then take a weapon and I’ll fight you,’ I said. ‘Bring your rage, your remorse, your sorrow, and put it in your hands. Fight me. If you win, I’ll tell Jeykal to leave. If you lose, you start listening to me. Deal?’

A smile tugged at his mouth. ‘Deal.’

The bigger Vuglug recovered, tearing up the soil with its claws as it rounded on me. Margan took up a long stick, a hard piece of wood which he’d sanded down. He clutched it with both hands, and aimed the point at me.

Back in Fin Town, Margan had refused to train with me, pledging his heart to non-violence as was common with Speakers, as Loxy had said. To me, it sounded like a man who pitied a woman as a weak, helpless thing. Seeing her skin like soft butter, her bones like crumbling ash. I was no flower petal; I was a thorn, a sharp pain, a Bear, and I would draw his blood without hesitation.

We circled each other, the spectacle mollifying the Vuglugs, who pounded the ground with their fists and hooted excitedly. I lunged first, swiping one blade close to his torso, missing. I wore no armour, and neither did he, just flesh at flesh, where one mistake held death. The haze of boredom broke apart for the thrill of slashing steel.

Margan thrust his spear at my neck. I dodged left, but he rounded. I ducked, then as his back turned slightly, I nicked the back of his shoulder.

The Vuglugs roared and jumped, enjoying the display; two got into a fight and rolled around on the ground, their long claws cutting fur. Margan glanced at them, and I cut the top of his wrist.

‘Focus,’ I said. ‘Imagine I’m Jeykal. Attack me, hurt me.’

‘And if I kill you?’ he asked.

‘You won’t. Skelkra couldn’t, and neither can you. Fight, Margan.’

He whispered. ‘Your child.’

‘Is better protected than you are.’

Determination set at his brow, and my pulse raced. The warrior in me eagerly awaited to see his anger manifest in the wielding of his staff. ‘Defend!’ he yelled.


Chapter Fifteen

HE THRUST AT MY BELLY. I knocked the stick away with my blades and then kicked out with my heel, driving my heel into his knee, collapsing him onto one leg.

‘Get up. Again.’

His battle cry filled the woods, and he twisted the staff, the speed causing it to blur and seemingly bend. He came forward, the edges whooshing through the air. I dodged, but he spun it the other way and I misjudged the distance. Smack. It cracked against my skull. Stars dazzled my vision, white, tingling. The shock of striking me hard unfocused him, so I cut his leg.

‘Good!’ I said, rubbing my bruised cheek. ‘Stop letting your guard down.’

In the next round, he brought his fury, so I sheathed my blades, taunting him by ducking, dodging, jumping. He cried out, the manoeuvres with his staff grew erratic, and his impatience became his mistakes. He swung the staff; I grabbed it with my hands, kicked the back of his elbow, then his side, and he let go. Now mine, I used the spear to sweep out his legs, before pointing the end at his face. He stared up the wood at me, sweat thick on his brow, his breath coming out in rasps.

‘Why aren’t you puffing?’ he asked.

‘The better question is, why are you out of breath?

That crimson ring bloomed in his eyes again, then spread to swallow up the whites. Wings beat above me. As I looked up, I saw giant, scaly claws closing down over my head. The talons gripped into my pelvis, my lower back, my hip. Pain shot across my body as the lizard-like bird screeched. Flapped louder. Its foot allowed only a slit of light to see the forest.

We lifted up, the space growing beneath me. I reached out for branches to hold on to, but its tightening grip drained the strength from my muscles. Its claws suddenly opened up, dropping me, making me weightless for a moment, then I plummeted down towards the branches, grabbing at them as I tried to break the speed of my fall.

‘Margan, help me!’ I cried, a hundred splinters lodged into the palms of my hands. Then the tall Vuglug plucked me from the air to hang me upside down by the leg. It poked me with a claw and snarled, its hot breath wafting from behind stained yellow teeth. It rolled out its tongue and brought me to its face.

‘Stop!’ Margan shouted below, but the beast ignored him.

I took off my dagger belt, flung it around, and smacked the Vuglug on the tip of his nose. He cried out, placing me far away from his face, using his other hand to rub the injury.

Hiss. A giant snake, the size and width of a longboat, appeared from the jungle trees, black scales flashing to a royal blue. It curled around the Vuglug’s legs, then its torso, and once secure, raised its head and opened its mouth. The Vuglug tossed me aside. I dropped my dagger belt and rolled to a stop as the snake struck the Vuglug’s flesh. Then again.

The beast clawed at the snake, but venom infected its blood, slowing it down. The other Vuglugs came to their friend’s rescue. One grabbed the snake’s tail, while another tore the fangs from its mouth. Their eyes grew redder with each tear of its flesh.

Margan walked towards them, his expression a faint sneer and his arms raised high into the air.

‘Margan!’ My words didn’t penetrate the angry trance. The Vuglugs started eating the snake alive; the slithering animal’s body fell limp. They ripped back the scales one by one, throwing them over their shoulders.

I spotted my dagger belt, tied it on, then crept towards Margan. He noticed me, not a fleck of warmth in his expression, and the redness pulsed the closer I drew.

‘The Vuglug tried to eat you,’ he said, his voice a cold monotone. ‘The snake agreed to punish him.’ Red stained the white of the Vuglugs’ fur. They finished their meal of snake, then stepped back to grieve over their paralysed friend. ‘Now he must die.’

‘Margan, no!’ I said, taking his arm, but he easily knocked me to the ground, astonishing me with his sudden strength. All manner of savage animals, of feather, fang, talon, came to Margan’s call and surrounded the Vuglugs.

‘The Vuglug saved my life; the bird dropped me from a great height. He caught me.’

‘Then he tried to eat you.’

The paralysed Vuglug managed to work his arms, and tried to lift himself up a tree, escaping the onslaught of animals.

‘Let him live, you see I’m unharmed. You’re safe, there’s nothing to be afraid of here.’

The growing mass of bodies threatened to smother or trample us, so I drew back, gently pulling Margan with me. The other Vuglugs attacked the animals who buried their faces in the flesh of the Vuglug who’d saved my life. They gave up, and fur, scale, leathery flesh filled the space.

The Vuglugs wrung their claws together as they watched, their watery eyes round and sad. Then, the flood of animals slowly drew back into the jungle. Margan’s eyes returned to their normal amber.

‘Oh,’ he said, placing a hand to his brow, stumbling sideways until I held him upright. ‘What happened? I feel unwell.’ He shrunk to his knees, crawled for a bit, then vomited onto a patch of grass. ‘I’m a monster, Klawdia, I’m a monster!’

‘No, you’re not.’

‘That Vuglug was my friend. I asked him to save you, but when he did, he got hungry. Animals get hungry, it’s not their fault.’ I crouched down in front of him, rubbing his arms, trying to calm him. He glanced up, his face twisted. ‘Klaw—’

A claw pulled me backwards, then upwards into the air. Another Vuglug struck out, trying to claw me, but its mate growled territorially. As they fought, their movements more frantic and angry, I unhooked my belt again and hit my captor across the mouth.

The beast dropped me. While the Vuglugs fought I ran between them, spotting a hollowed-out tree, and climbed up inside, fixing my hands and feet against the sides to keep myself being spotted at the opening.

Strands of white hair appeared at the hollow’s opening. Its nose twitched, and sniffed, then it roared and started nudging the tree with its shoulder. As the tree was lifted out of the ground, I fell against sharp fragments of wood, banging my elbows and jarring my back. Bugs rained down, crawling in my tunic, pants, and hair. Snakes slithered out, ants bit my legs, and yet I stayed still. Focused. Remembering the jagged teeth awaiting me.

‘Klawdia,’ Margan shouted. ‘Klawdia.’

Thundering steps disappeared into the distance, then came a Vuglug’s screams. Directly outside the log, a Vuglug writhed around on the ground, clutching its head. Margan stood over the beast, his eyes red again. ‘Where is she?’

‘I’m here,’ I yelled quickly to halt the Vuglug’s torture.

Margan ran to help me from the log. After brushing myself off, I noticed Margan had frozen, the red glow gone. His hand came to his heart and he gasped, tears falling down his face.

‘Margan.’

‘They cry out.’

‘Who does?’

‘The injured, the dying. I’ve ruined their homes, their lives.’

Around us, the jungle lay devastated. Vines were strewn like worms, exposed roots had torn up the earth, and the sunlight, which never touched the wet forest floor, blazed furiously, exposing the massacre of life.

The Speaker ran to a stack of fallen trees, freed a tree rat pinned under a branch, then took a nest, put it on a log, and found its four misplaced chicks. For an hour he darted here and there, rescuing animals small and great, until he grew wary and slowed. I tried to help, but my senses were useless compared to his.

Eyes half closed, Margan swayed a little as he walked. Dark patches stained his eyes, his hair was full of twigs, and his arms were bleeding from scratches.

‘No!’ he exclaimed suddenly, arms held out as he ran to a trunk, torn up by the roots as most were. The wood pinned a golden fox to the ground. The cubs curled up against her, licking her paws, trying to nuzzle her up. The vixen lay panting; blood pooled around her guts where the wood flattened her.

‘She’s fading,’ Margan said. ‘It’s my fault.’

The fox hollered in pain. She turned her eyes up at Margan’s face, pleading with him to end her pain. I felt my own heart swell with grief, so I removed my tunic and wrapped her cubs up in it.

Margan drew one of my daggers and put the blade to her neck.

‘I’ll do it,’ I said, putting my hand over his.

‘This is my penance. I’ll be in her mind as her life fades.’ He jerked his wrist, his skilful cut ensuring a quick death for the fox. Margan wiped my dagger on his shirt and handed it to me. Then he dug out the dirt around her, dragged out her mangled body, and clutched her to his chest.

I didn’t know what to say. There were no words to soothe his distress.

He took two of the cubs from me and led me back to his tent where he put them in a crate. He plated some raw rabbit and filled a bowl with water, then encouraged the cubs to eat. They obliged, and I knew he’d used his Speaker gifts to help them. Margan half lay, his torso propped up by an elbow to stare at the young foxes.

‘Stay awake,’ I ordered him, remembering what his nightmares brought.

‘She needs a proper burial,’ he said distantly.

‘I’ll do it now.’

He faced me. ‘No, not the fox. Sheyla.’

I reached out and stroked Margan’s hair. ‘Hush, don’t speak of that now. You already carry heavy burdens.’

I sat with him, patting the cubs as they fell asleep with full bellies.

Margan squeezed his eyes closed. ‘There are still injured out there. They need help,’ he said.

‘Bring the Groggles here. Tell them to come and save the animals.’

‘Yes…’ he said weakly, and closed his eyes. ‘They’re coming,’ he sighed with relief. ‘I want to help—’

‘Just sit. Rest.’ I rubbed his back, wanting to keep him calm.

‘Klawdia, I want to be a father,’ he said, meeting my eyes. ‘I lied to you out of anger. This house was built for you and your child. And me, if you want.’

He took my hand in his and kissed the back of it.

‘You’re tired, upset, let’s talk about—’

‘There is no better time to discuss this,’ he said, and scooted closer to kiss my cheek. ‘Let me feel joy again. Say yes.’ He kissed my cheek, then put his hands on my belly, but I felt protective of my child and moved away.

‘Your eyes glow red,’ I said.

‘Like the Vuglugs,’ he whispered.

‘Last night, you summoned the jungle during your nightmares. Just like you did today. You almost killed me and Loxy. Today you did it again. You’ve lost control.’

‘I know,’ he said softly.

‘The Groggles, the peaceful Groggles, came bearing weapons to Loxy’s house, ready to kill us to protect you. Except there are no real dangers here, just the shadows in your head.’

His eyes rounded with astonishment. ‘I-I don’t believe it.’ Then he went silent, trying to dissect my words.

‘When you’re angry, your power increases to attack the person you’re angry at. I’m afraid you’ll do that to Jeykal as you did to me today. Jeykal didn’t try to hurt Spurt, or Sheyla. It was an accident, and you must forgive him.’

‘It’s hard. I’ve lost everything.’

‘So has Jeykal. He’s an outcast like you. Where’s your sympathy?!’

Margan flinched. ‘Please don’t raise your voice.’

‘Or what, will you get angry again and attack me?’ A little whisper in my head warned me to back off a little, but I rarely listened to that voice. Especially when the truth could fix everything. ‘Jeykal didn’t pierce Spurt’s body, he didn’t pin your sister to his side and want her to drown. He saved our lives, more than once. You owe him an apology, not angry outbursts.’

Instead of growing angry, finally Margan’s expression showed he seemed open to hearing my words. They were finally sinking in. Stubborn oaf.

‘I can still hear her screams,’ he whispered. ‘I can see her frightened eyes as she drowned. My mother and father don’t even know.’

‘Then let’s tell them.’

‘How? I guess we could take her body to them,’ he said. ‘It’s the least I could do.’ His eyes dropped to the ground.

‘Body? Margan, I don’t think—’

‘She’s hanging from a pole they erected at the docks. As a warning.’

I swallowed, uncomfortable with how much pain he’d been experiencing, but then I remembered how we’d had to get closer to hear the dog’s thoughts in the Bones captain’s lodgings. So how could he see into the pirates’ cavern from here? ‘How do you know that?’ I almost whispered.

‘Loxy helped me travel back there last night. I saw her body dangling from the wooden cross.’

Loxy, you fool, I thought. No wonder you’re away trying to find a way to solve this problem, you made things worse. Words didn’t seem to want to form on my tongue, and I felt wretched for Margan knowing the woman Speaker had forced him to go back to that place.

‘We can sneak in, grab her body, then leave,’ he said.

As Margan had served his own needs, and Jeykal served his, I’d thought more about my child’s life. To go back through the cold, the snow, to endanger its life again, it was more reckless than I would allow myself to be, and yet, I couldn’t let him go alone. We sat there, mourning the past, the present, and now, the future.


Chapter Sixteen

ONE BY ONE, THE GROGGLES came from the village to care for hurt and orphaned animals. They planted new trees and cleaned up debris. They walked slightly stooped, their heads bent forward an inch, seemingly weighed down by Margan’s pain.

The group of Vuglugs watched from the trees, frightened, staring at Margan. The red glow didn’t return to the Speaker’s eyes, only shame and guilt filled them, and even once Jeykal arrived, his demeanour didn’t change, though Margan did take efforts to avoid him.

Jeykal took me aside, far out of earshot of Margan, then asked, ‘What happened? You’re covered in cuts and scrapes.’

Blood and dirt stained my skin and clothes. ‘He’s—’ I said, but the word never formed on my lips. Dangerous. I stared at the ground, remembering the tortured Vuglug writhing. The giant bird that had lifted me into the air. Any sensible person would have thought Margan had tried to kill them.

Jeykal put his hands on my shoulders, drawing my eye to his. Then he hugged me, and I let him for a few moments, but then pulled back. ‘I’m fine.’

‘Fine? I’ve never seen you shaken.’

‘The best thing you can do right now is to stay away from Margan until Loxy gets back.’

A hundred questions filled his gaze. His mouth opened, but then he closed it again. Then he turned, walked away, and didn’t look back.

I went to Margan, who was sitting on a log, head buried in his hands. As I sat, he lifted his head, eyes wet with tears, then said, ‘Let’s go back to Loxy’s house.’

‘All right.’ Together, hand in hand, we went back to the village.

At Loxy’s, I took a jug of strong fermented fruit juice, then filled a cup, urging Margan to drink. We settled onto the cushions to rest; the Speaker lay in a heavy, melancholic silence. The animal deaths were too fresh in our minds; the bruising from the fight throbbed under my skin.

‘Can you control them on purpose?’ I asked.

The blankness left his face as he focused on me. ‘What?’

‘The animals.’

He sighed. ‘I gave them orders, but only some were obeyed.’

Margan had stepped up to the first charging Vuglug and ordered him to stop, but the beast had ignored him.

‘It’s strange,’ he continued. ‘When it happens, I step outside myself. Like I’m not in my body anymore.’

‘How did you make the Groggles so angry?’

‘The Groggles share their will among the jungle, so anger is subdued. But inside the Vuglug, their savagery lays dormant. It’s easy to awaken. I share my pain with them. Once they’re raging, I draw those feelings for myself.’ His lips stretched into a frightful smile. ‘It’s like I’m unconquerable, immortal; nothing can kill me, or hurt me again.’

By joining with Margan’s mind, had Loxy seen the power inside him? Power even he didn’t know he wielded? Perhaps she delayed teaching him for that reason. If he controlled animal minds, could he also control human ones? I found myself watching him warily. Could I live with the knowledge that at any time he could see my thoughts, and possibly control them?

‘The trees that died today, they held Groggle memories,’ Margan said. ‘The lands of Ruxdor were once jungle, except for the tip of the northern ice lands. When the men migrated south, they slaughtered the Groggles as they went. They couldn’t eat their bitter flesh and couldn’t use them as slaves. The Groggles had enough power to fight them off, but didn’t know how to wield it as an attack.’

‘What do you mean?’ I asked.

‘In those ancient times, they controlled the fire, wind, and water. Loxy said they were the keepers of the lands and protected them from snowfall and frosts. They cultivated the soil, keeping it fertile and lush.’

Jeykal entered the room then, spotted us, and immediately turned around to leave.

‘Wait,’ Margan said.

Jeykal waved an arm over his head. ‘No, no, I should go, don’t concern yourself.’

Margan pushed himself to a sitting position and I snatched his wrist against my chest. ‘Stay here.’

‘I want to speak with him.’

‘Tomorrow,’ I said.

Margan considered my suggestion, then shook his head. ‘Now is the time to right my wrongs.’

That stunned me. ‘Honestly?’

‘Yes.’ He smiled, helped me to my feet, and together we went outside to find Jeykal. As we emerged into the village street, my gut twisted into knots, afraid that his forgiveness was about freeing himself of guilt rather than true forgiveness. That he’d become angry again.

Jeykal walked at a brisk pace, but we soon caught up to him.

‘Jeykal,’ Margan called out, making my friend freeze on the spot. As he turned, his cautious manner and stiff movements made me uneasy. ‘Please hear me,’ Margan continued. I stood behind him, my eyes fixed on Jeykal, pleading with him silently to be reasonable.

‘Sheyla’s death wasn’t your fault. I was wrong to blame you.’

Jeykal’s lips stayed sealed as he inspected Margan from top to bottom.

Margan continued, ‘Will you forgive me?’

‘Is he serious?’ Jeykal asked me.

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘Why do you need my forgiveness?’ Jeykal asked the Speaker.

‘You’re Klawdia’s friend, and I’ve pushed you out. I had no right to.’

A glower bloomed in Jeykal’s expression, and his eyes flicked between me and the Speaker. ‘Don’t worry, I blame Klawdia for that.’

‘You saved my life at Pirate’s Landing, Jeykal,’ Margan said. ‘I’m in your debt.’

‘Jeykal,’ I said, my tone a warning. ‘Don’t let this divide us.’

My friend’s eyes blazed; he balled his hands into fists and said, ‘There isn’t an us anymore, Klawdia, we’re not friends.’

‘You don’t mean that,’ I said.

‘Wait,’ Margan interjected. ‘Don’t punish Klawdia because she doesn’t love you the way she loves me.’

Shit.

‘Ugh!’ Jeykal spat, then put his face up to Margan’s, like a lion, trying to intimidate him. ‘You’re the one who’s hurt her these past months.’ Jeykal nodded at me. ‘Look at her arms, her knees, her body. Bruised, battered, bloodied. Did that give you pleasure?’

‘Jeykal!’ I exclaimed, flabbergasted at his nerve.

The Speaker’s eyes lost their reasonableness. I took his hand in mine, saying, ‘Margan, look at me.’

His hand trembled in mine, the lines on his forehead deepening. ‘It’s happening.’

That disturbed Jeykal. ‘What’s happening? Why are you so afraid of him, Klawdia?’

‘Shut up!’ I screamed before fixating back on Margan. ‘Control your feelings.’

Quick breaths, raised muscles, veins surfaced at his skin. ‘The animals are calling to me,’ he said, his tone higher than usual. ‘They want me to run with them. Hunt with them.’

‘Kiss me,’ I said, running my hands through his hair and smiling seductively.

He smiled like a snake. ‘You kiss me.’

I didn’t hesitate to fulfil his command, and as I slid my tongue into his mouth, my blushing lips meeting his cooler ones, every pleasurable part of me tingled into action. Margan sensed it and pushed himself against me, his hands running over my body, my hips and my butt.

‘That’s enough,’ I said, sheepishly wiping my mouth and stepping back.

His eyes were bright and excited, but not angry. ‘Well,’ he said, giving me a lopsided smile. ‘That worked.’

I glanced at Jeykal but he was gone, and a surge of embarrassment came over me at his being forced to watch me and Margan mash mouths together as the wild lust filled our bodies, our hands grabbing and searching. Still, Margan’s anger had dissolved, and in the midst of all the madness, we finally had one defence against his raging episodes.

‘Did the Groggles feel your anger then, with Jeykal?’

‘Yes. Very much. They would rather I wasn’t here.’

‘Then we should leave,’ I said. ‘Until you get control.’

‘Very well.’

In the distance, the green mountains jutted up into the sky, slicing the valley in two. ‘What about there?’ I asked, pointing.

‘You want to go to higher ground?’

‘Fewer animals,’ I said.

He nodded. ‘I have the perfect place for us.’

After gathering up some supplies from Loxy’s house, I found Jeykal and told him we were leaving to protect the village. Concern for me settled in his brow, but he nodded without protest. ‘Be safe,’ he said, then placed a hand over his stomach.

I rubbed the bump. ‘I will.’

Once Margan and I had left the village, I felt relieved. Instead of worrying whether Jeykal and the Groggles were safe, I could focus all my attention on him. We walked through the dark jungle, through marshes, over crumbled mountains, and finally we came to a mountain.

‘Up there,’ Margan said.

After an hour of climbing, an enormous tree rose up before us. Its leaves were big enough to use as blankets three times over. Underfoot, the soil consisted of dry sand; the rain never touched here. At its base, the thick roots had grown with such ferocity that the tree’s trunk had lifted off the ground, creating a hollow the height and width of a house.

Blue and purple light bugs thrived in the cold darkness. Orange-, silver-, and red-spotted mushrooms grew on the trunk interior, and pink fungi grew on the roots around the entrance; they glowed as well. A fireplace had been built in the shelter, and several cots sat around it.

‘Who lived here?’ I asked.

Margan shrugged. ‘I found it two days ago. We’re not as far south as we were, so perhaps another Groggle tribe?’

‘As long as it’s not Speakers from the north,’ I said. ‘I’ll set up the beds, then I need to take a walk. Could you find us meat for tonight’s supper while I’m gone?’

‘Don’t be long,’ he replied, watching me intently. ‘I love you.’

Outside, I ran. A storm of thoughts thundered inside me; like fearful wasps, they stung over and over.

What if he lost complete control? What if there was no way to control his anger? What if he called the animals here at night, and they attacked me? What if he accidentally killed my child?

Through the trees, chased by the invisible presence my fears had created. I wanted Jeykal.
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I went through the village, searching, looking, and eventually I found him by the closest lake where Groggles picked reeds and played in the waters. He sat on a jetty, fishing on the edge.

‘Klawdia!’ he exclaimed, jumping to his feet. ‘Are you well?’

‘Yes.’

‘Did he hurt you?’

‘No, it’s not that.’

‘He’s always hurting you. He’s worse than Skelkra. We could go now, leave it all behind, start again.’

‘Margan isn’t a Speaker,’ I blurted.

He stared at me for a moment, then said, ‘Go on.’

‘Last night wasn’t an animal attack. Margan had a nightmare about his sister and the entire jungle of animals, even the Groggles, came to protect him. The Vuglugs attacked me today, and he raged, punished them with his mind. Loxy is away seeking answers on how to stop him.’

Jeykal’s mouth fell open. ‘What?’

‘This is bigger than your personal feelings against him. Everyone is in danger, including him. He needs kindness, acceptance; it’s when he’s angry that his eyes turn red and he possesses thousands of animal minds.’

Jeykal took my hand in his. ‘Don’t go back to him. Stay with me.’

‘You’re not listening,’ I replied, stepping back. ‘It’s not his fault. That’s why I kissed him today, to calm him down. It’s this place, it’s the pirates and Sheyla—it’s done something to him.’

Jeykal stood silently, his eyes focused on his rod where the string bobbed up and down with a fresh catch. ‘I can’t help you. Sorry.’

‘Jeykal, I—’

‘I mean it, Klawdia, no more. I don’t want any part of this.’

‘You’re right, we aren’t friends anymore.’ I walked away. He didn’t care anymore. Our friendship was over; why was it so hard to accept that? Nothing good ever came from self-pity and sadness. I’d been carrying Jeykal’s sensitive feelings for too long anyway. The last five or so years, I’d sensed his romantic feelings, and in return I’d raised strong barriers that forced me to be cruel when he overstepped the mark. That responsibility was no longer mine.

I wouldn’t abandon Margan. I knew the good person he was inside, and to me that was all that mattered. He wanted to learn, he wanted to be a better person. There was no more honour to be had than that.


Chapter Seventeen

HAVING FOUND A PLACE TO live under the giant tree, I knew what we’d need to live there comfortably until my child was born. So I stopped at Loxy’s house on my return to fill another large sack of supplies such as eating instruments, jugs, pots, foods, linen to dry off, and soaps to wash. In waves, my emotions crashed against my heart. Fifteen years of friendship, gone.

On my return, Margan fixed a warm and sympathetic smile in my direction, and I smiled back. In his gaze was the acknowledgement that I’d gone to see Jeykal, and that he didn’t mind. He didn’t ask me questions, or pressure me to talk. Instead, he took the sack from me and kissed my cheek. ‘I’m glad you’re back.’

Five skinned rabbits hung from a drying rack. ‘Well caught,’ I said.

Margan smiled. ‘It’s easy to capture rabbits.’

As I prepared our meal, I dwelled on the fight with Jeykal, and all the ones before it. There were few people that touched my heart, and saying goodbye seemed like an impossible task. He’d been my closest friend for so long, to think of a future without him hurt.

‘I don’t like seeing you so upset,’ Margan said.

‘We fought,’ I said.

‘I know,’ he replied.

‘Bird?’ I asked.

Margan’s lips stretched. He’d sent a bird after me to keep watch, and through its eyes, watched our argument. ‘Hawk. You move too quickly for anything else.’

A smile tugged at my lips. ‘Our friendship is over.’

Margan’s gaze dropped to the ground unhappily.

‘I thought you’d be happy,’ I said, noting the bitterness in my voice. His insistence that I no longer be friends with Jeykal had divided us, he could at least do me the favour of pretending to be happy.

‘It’s never easy to lose people you love.’ He was referring to his sister, to Spurt, and his words surprised me with their maturity. I stopped the chopping of vegetables, my hand shaking slightly, my heart aching. Margan hugged me from behind.

‘Did you ever fight with Sheyla?’ I asked.

His grip on me loosened until he chuckled. ‘All the time. Mother and Father made such a fuss over her when she was born. I was jealous, but as she grew older, she worshipped me, followed me around, copied me. Even though my friends laughed, I was proud she looked up to me like that.’

The pot, now filled with water, started to boil. I chucked in the vegetables followed by a handful of herbs and started to slice the rabbit. Rain fell, the pattering of water on leaves and puddles soothing after the day’s events. When the vegetables were soft, I added the rabbit and then snuggled up to Margan. As we sat on a straw mat, leaning our backs against the tree, sopping-wet deer cautiously entered. After sniffing and waiting, they shook rain from their fur and proceeded to groom themselves.

‘Are you doing that?’ I asked. ‘Inviting them in, I mean.’

A few rabbits came in next. ‘Rabbits in particular don’t like getting wet and cold.’

‘I bet they don’t like being our dinner, either.’

‘At first I struggled knowing the minds of animals, but also taking their lives to survive. The lion kills his prey, fills his belly, and thinks nothing of what was lost. Meat nourishes him, as it nourishes me. I don’t enjoy the hunt. Not like you.’

‘I like the hunt, not the death,’ I replied. ‘What are the rabbits thinking?’

‘Umm.’ He hugged me closer to whisper into my ear. ‘They think the soil here is soft. Good for digging. Digging and sex is all they think about. Digging for roots, for shoots, for safety, dig dig dig. They don’t overthink things like humans. If it rains, they think, it’s raining. They learn that rain means new shoots, more food, but that’s it. The trunked animals you see picking leaves from the canopy are called elefants; they think Groggle penises are trunks.’

I laughed. ‘Really?’

‘Yep, they think it must be smelly to have your trunk so close to your bottom.’

Still laughing, I said, ‘Then they think more than rabbits.’

‘Elefants have a lot of coherent thoughts. They even think of death. Oh, rats dangle their tails in water to tease fish. They also like getting drunk on fermented fruit and smelling their own farts. They get together in groups and all fart together to make the biggest stench they can.’

‘I don’t believe it.’ I got up, stirred our food, then lay back down between his legs. ‘What else?’

‘Pigs, boars,’ he continued, ‘they’re smarter than you think. They feel pain when their friends die, and they can sense the mood of the jungle. Pigs are generally joyful, though.’

After we ate, and not a scrap of dinner was left, we talked into the night. Then we kissed, my lusts were ignited, and as his hands explored, they crossed over the lump of my child. His lips drew my focus, his warm hands under my tunic, and I pushed against his hardened torso, delighting in his flexing muscles and woody smell.

I opened up my heart, banished all bad thoughts, then drifted with the sensations of pleasure. No planning, or anxiety, just delightful feelings buzzing and tingling, soothing the anguish acquired over the past few months.

A hooting rose in the distance, a roar of a leopard sounded. Margan slipped a hand down my pants. His fingers fondled the insides of my legs until he gently squeezed the folds of my womanhood between his fingertips. When they drew up the middle, spreading the wetness, I groaned and dug my fingertips into his back.

He stroked me to a climax. I half opened my eyes, staring into his until white-hot light flashed across his pupils. Thinking I’d imagined it, I drowned my awareness in the pleasure again, yet a deafening hooting, grunting, screeching filled the space around us.

‘Stop!’ I said, rolling away from him, glancing at my daggers. ‘Do you hear that?’

He blushed.

I swallowed, realising what was happening. ‘You’re sharing this moment with animals!’

He stretched out a consoling hand. ‘But I can’t help it.’

I tied my pant draws, feeling disgusted. Making love in the forest was one thing, but sharing the feelings with the animals was another.

‘The Groggles share their feelings as well,’ he said. ‘When I was younger, the feelings of animals affected me. Those feelings when we’re together, animals feel them all the time, and I could feel them as a young boy because the animals could. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.’

‘I like privacy.’

‘Me too, but the animals can sense my feelings now; it’s like the anger, I can’t control it. If it helps, the animals aren’t judging us.’

‘Unless they’re pigs,’ I said sardonically, remembering their levels of astuteness.

‘Pigs sense us, they don’t judge.’ He kissed my hand. ‘Please come back here.’

‘All right.’ I went back to his arms, but it wasn’t the same. Some of the men back in Vilseek sought out animals for pleasurable company, even the women. They joked about cock size, and the men guffawed over the different sensations each animal gave. I hated it. The thoughts raised a question. ‘Have you ever—?’

‘No, I don’t want to mate with beasts. I swear to you. It’s just feelings we share. Their feelings become like my own. It’s an easier way to feel…excited.’

A part of me felt guilty for reacting so strongly. I’d judged him in a way animals didn’t, and it must have been that way as a young boy as well. With no other Speakers in his village, he couldn’t share his experiences with regular folk lest they scorned him. Margan had a good heart, I needed to remember that.

I focused on his arms around me. The sound of his calm breathing. The feeling of his body heat. The fire had dimmed and the light bugs happily pulsed on the moist wood. Tension left, and sleep came swiftly.
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Crash.

Faint light gave little form to the objects around me. A low rumbling vibrated through the air, stirring animals and insects. Outside, where the light bloomed brighter, a giant hairy Vuglug foot came into view. The wet fur and enormous talons touched the ground. A splash of drool landed on its toes.

‘Margan,’ I whispered, my heart racing. I reached back to shove him awake, but he wasn’t there.

I sprung out of bed, landing in a crouch, and slowly crept towards the Vuglug. It lifted its foot out of sight. I grabbed my weapons and ran barefoot into the rain, finding Margan’s fresh prints in the mud. The Vuglug made its way down the side of the mountain, and in its arms stood a figure.

Margan! His left arm was tangled in the beast’s fur to hold on, and his eyes glowed red.

Shit. I took off after them, climbing down fast, trying not to slip. Pain surged in the bruising and joints that were impacted in yesterday’s fight. I stopped to see the beast reach the bottom. A chill shot down my body knowing I might lose them. Cutting my hands, banging my knees and elbows, I desperately tried to reach the ground before the beast moved too far away. The jungle rattled and the ground shuddered as more Vuglugs came to join him.

‘Margan,’ I cried out foolishly, trying to get his attention.

The Vuglugs moved away, and I still had half a mountain to descend. ‘Margan!’ This time I screamed so loud my voice cracked.

The Speaker’s Vuglug stopped and turned. Margan faced me.

‘Let me come with you,’ I said.

‘Father and Mother are almost to Pirate’s Landing,’ he said in that strange, flat voice from yesterday. ‘They’ll be killed.’

‘I can help save them, take me with you.’

‘The blood of the pirates will fill the seas, like Sheyla’s and like Spurt’s. You’re safer here.’

The Vuglug roared, then turned back on their initial path. I focused on climbing down, ignoring the pain as thorns and sharpened rocks scratched my feet. At ground level, I bolted through the jungle, pushing away bushes and vines, feeling the sting of nettles on my legs.

As the Vuglugs passed through the village, the Groggles waited with spears, scythes, knives, and other weapons. Margan had summoned an army to kill the pirates. The sky turned black with birds and bats. Feathers glistened and angry screeching ran out. At least fifty Vuglugs gathered at the back of the town where the cliffs rose up into the clouds.

They waited there for other animals to join them. Most were monstrous beasts, their heads like wolves, fangs dripping with hunger. Several walked upright like Vuglugs, their heads shaped like a stag’s, with long teeth, blazing red eyes, and muscular bodies bulging with power. Despite their ferocious appearance, I was sceptical they’d make it up the mountain.

A snake, a duplicate of the one from yesterday, slithered up to Margan’s side. Other snakes came, their red and black scales gleaming like polished volcanic rock.

‘Klawdia!’ Jeykal cried out.

The Vuglugs ignored us, as did Margan and the Groggles, who’d begun to climb the Vuglugs’ fur, to be taken up the sides of the mountain. More beasts arrived from across the valley, trampling huts and crops, wreaking havoc on the village. When too many Groggles clung to one Vuglug, the beast would shake them off, then reach to pick them off like fleas.

‘Margan’s going to attack the pirates,’ I said to Jeykal. I grabbed a rope off a nearby hook.

‘And you agreed with this?’ he asked, astounded at the scene before him.

‘No, but I have to go with him. He’s not himself. He wants revenge on the pirates. The chieftain and his bonded are sailing to Pirate’s Landing this moment.’

Jeykal nocked an arrow in his bow and aimed it at Margan’s form, but I sprinted at him and threw my shoulder into his chest, knocking him to the ground. We wrestled there for a while.

Finally, I pinned him down. ‘Don’t be a fool.’

Our fight drew the attention of the Vuglugs, their lips peeling back over their dagger teeth.

‘Klawdia…’ Jeykal trailed off in fear.

I slammed my hand over his mouth. ‘Margan hears us. He sees us. Don’t upset him.’

At that moment, Loxy ran for us, her face twisted with fear and anxiety. ‘Get up,’ she cried. ‘We’re going over the mountain with the Vuglugs.’

‘Loxy!’ I said, lifting my weight off Jeykal to go greet her.

‘He’s changed,’ she said. ‘He’s a Summoner like the woman we spoke of. They are one in one thousand to be born. Rare. This is only the beginning of Margan’s powers.’ Loxy grabbed my hand. ‘I must free him from his darkness.’

Loxy ran to Margan’s Vuglug, her eyes staring up at the Summoner. ‘Margan of the Whales,’ she cried out, wielding a small sword. ‘This weapon belongs to you. It contains magical powers.’

Margan reached out his hand. ‘Give it to me.’

‘The magic is released when its rightful bearer partakes in the ritual. It has already slain a thousand pirates.’

The Vuglug carrying Margan dropped to his knees, then stretched out its arm so that Margan could walk down it and jump to the ground. As he made his way for Loxy, she hung her head. ‘It must be mine.’

Loxy raised her head. ‘Take my hand.’

Margan obeyed. They stood there for a moment, then Margan’s eyes rolled back. The red faded and he gasped for air. ‘Get out of my head!’ he screamed.

‘I’m not in your head,’ Loxy said. ‘You’re in mine.’

One of the Groggles, whose eyes were still red, landed beside them, raising his spear at Loxy. I sprinted for the Groggle, but seeing I wouldn’t make it, I knocked her and Margan onto the ground instead. The Groggle lunged for Loxy, piercing her chest.

‘No!’ I said, leaning over her.

Faint whimpers escaped her lips. ‘Calm his fears. Fill his heart with love.’ She closed her eyes, though her pulse still beat, and she still took breaths.

Margan grabbed the blade from beside me. I tried to fight him for it, but he shoved me aside. The Vuglug snatched him up, placing him out of my reach. The beasts set off for the cliffs to the west.

‘Stop, Margan.’ As I ran beside him, my efforts to hail him failed.

Jeykal grabbed my arm. ‘Let him go. You’ll lose your child,’ he said. ‘You won’t survive the cold, you’re not even wearing shoes.’

‘He’s going to slaughter the pirates. If his parents are there, they could be killed. There were children at Pirate’s Landing, Jeykal!’

He grabbed my other arm. ‘It’s not our fight.’

I tried every manoeuvre I could to break free of his grasp without seriously hurting him, but Jeykal refused to surrender. Instead, he wrapped his arm around my neck from behind, putting me in a choke hold.

‘Let go, Jeykal.’ I struggled to get my arms free. ‘Don’t make me hurt you.’ In the distance, the Vuglugs were already climbing the mountain.

‘I’ll die if it means keeping you safe.’

A tear surfaced in my eye. So be it, I thought. I leaned forward, then with every last shred of energy in my body, slammed my head back and smashed his nose. Blood sprayed over my neck and shoulders. I rounded on him, slamming my elbow into the side of his head. He dropped like a swatted fly.

I cried out, shouting as I broke into a sprint, dodging between huts, jumping fences, shoving my way through the trailing herds of animals that couldn’t climb the mountainside. The last Vuglug drew near the mountain. Groggles already began to fall, too many on one Vuglug; they splattered against the ground like large raindrops.

At ten feet away, the Vuglug stepped up onto the nearest cliff. Then, as his other foot lifted, I dove, catching the last wisps of its fur, and swung myself around the side to land on top of its foot. I jumped to hug its lower ankle as the leg shuddered, the claws digging into the rock as the foot caught its hold.

Below, the left behind animals grew angry, tearing at each other’s flesh. I could hear the screams of dying Groggles falling from above, and calling out from below. Soon we’d be at Pirate’s Landing where the real bloodshed would begin.


Chapter Eighteen

AS WE CLIMBED HIGHER, MORE Groggles shrieked as they slipped off the Vuglugs and plummeted towards the valley floor. Aches sprang up in my back, thighs, and knees; my biceps throbbed from the constant adjusting of my arms, the circulation of blood in my fingers arrested from gripping the twines of fur too tight. Every misstep threw me upside down; hanging there, I fought the pull of the earth below.

Mist thickened as we rose above swollen clouds dropping rain funnels. The mountain angles eased, allowing me an opportunity to glance at the disappearing valley below, knowing I might never return. I thought of Loxy’s puncture wound and the Groggle that had attacked her without hesitation. Margan’s darkness had spread like a plague, his revenge responsible for innocent deaths. I had to stop him.

After a jolting step, I dangled upside down, almost falling, for the tenth time that day. Once upright again, I checked that no daggers or throwing knives were missing. Eight knives remained safely tucked into my belt; they were the blades I’d use to end Margan’s rampage. To do so without killing him would prove difficult, and if I failed to stop him, his army of ferocious beasts would tear me to pieces.

Birds flapped and circled; they dived between the Vuglugs, cawing, clawing, teasing the beasts who swiped at them. The birds were ancient animals, a mix of lizard and hawk, nourished and protected by the valley’s flowing life force.

Morning heated into midday, yet still we climbed. Afternoon cooled into twilight. We rose above the cloud bank, allowing a clear view to the guiding, sparkling stars. From north horizon to south, and east to west, no clouds wisped, no rain dropped; the beauty took my breath for a moment. The lush greens of Raindrop Valley disappeared below the murky cloudy soup. The air thinned, and the cold swirled around my bare arms, legs, and feet. A chattering began in my jaw, crept to my teeth, and worked down my body. The altitude shrunk my lungs, and the world began to spin, blurring the tiny starry dots into silver lines.

The peaks were sharp and severe, their angles unforgiving as the Vuglugs growled and moaned to surmount them. My brain felt spongy and seemed to lose its control over my mood. Anger, frustration, and lethargy were free to take hold. Any will to fight drained from my legs and arms, and the growth of my child weighed me down. Because of Margan, battle was imminent, but any exertion might endanger my child’s life. I couldn’t turn my back on the man I’d chosen to love; I had no choice but to keep going.

At night, the icy cold made my bones ache. I dug into the Vuglug’s fur, sapping whatever warmth I could find among the foul layers of matted hair. The moon climbed full and bright, but the pounding of my heart, the heaving of my lungs distracted me from calm. The air quality had fallen to risky levels.

Don’t pass out, I thought. Don’t pass out.

A wind picked up, penetrating through the Vuglug’s fur to me. As my vision doubled, I crouched, tangling my arms up in the hair, using it like rope to secure me lest I fall unconscious. Stay awake.

Please, Klawdia, stay awake.

In the dead of night, the temperature dropped like an anchor. Finally, with one last heave of the Vuglug’s arms, we reached the flat mountaintop. The beasts stood, hunched over, trying to catch their breath.

With the flat surfaces came relief. Staying upright no longer challenged me, but easing off my biceps caused spasms in both arms. I massaged the muscles until they merely twitched, then sat down, allowing myself to float. My skin felt as if it flexed, my head tingled, and a euphoric darkness tugged me under. I gasped awake, holding on tighter, panting so loud I deafened myself. Not enough good air. Voices and drums twisted into an oblong mass of strange sounds, then chattering whispers, like the rushing of rain, the howl of the snowtimes. Altitude hallucinations took hold.

Breathe in. Breathe out. Don’t fall asleep. Do not rest!

Dawn eventually broke, the sunlight stalking our backs, the vibration continued in my limbs, my heart still jumping irregularly as my body fought to adjust to the conditions. The sluggishness halted by adrenaline. Sleep was all I wanted, all I needed.

I slapped myself hard; a burning licked the imprint of fingers against skin. I slapped the other side, gasping, my eyes watering. A warm wetness filled my pants as I pissed myself, then later they were soiled. I refused to surrender to weakness.

I fought my body and mind for another day, then, at midday, the rhythm of the beast’s footsteps changed; we were descending, and by the afternoon sleet and snow stung the bare sections of my body. I stopped shivering, stopped craving sleep, and my vision returned.

I drew the deepest, most life-giving breath I’d ever taken. The air filled me up, brought a steadiness back to my limbs; I was warm again. The winds blustered, the grey clouds thickened, leaving a wet residue on my skin. The Vuglug cries echoed off the bare rocks. For several hours, I couldn’t see more than a foot in front of my face. Even in the greentimes, this far up the Death Peaks, the climate could still kill unseasoned adventurers.

Before sundown, the clouds cleared a little to allow a view over the infinite oceans splitting the horizons. The eerie red glow of Vuglug eyes continued; the lead Vuglug was far down the mountain now, and as it turned, I saw a brown line against its white chest: Margan. A dozen Groggles had survived the freezing temperatures and unbearably thin air, but their skin had turned teal from frostbite and bruises from knocks showed black-green.

The monstrous birds still hovered, their leathery wings wavering and flapping to fight the violent winds. One dived on a mountain goat, and as the bird ascended above, it tore the goat’s head clean off. Warm blood sprayed down, dotting my skin red. The red woke the Bear in me; the fight drew closer.

The last few hundred feet of descending proved hazardous; the Vuglugs slipped on icy rocks as they tired. Margan’s will drove them onwards, his anger a force without mercy. They must have been starving, and I felt a little sick knowing what their next meal entailed. The moon rose, and the darkness allowed us to see the tiny pinpricks of flames on the top of Pirate’s Landing where sentries kept watch next to the bell tower.

The last dawn of our travels arrived, the golden glow an affronting brightness to my under-slept mind. Hunger rumbled, thoughts of battle festered. The air had warmed considerably, allowing warmth to flow to my extremities, but no warmth could fix the deathly grey shade of necrotic flesh on my small toe.

Below, the specks of black on the white started to scurry around like ants, and then, the bell rang, echoing against the cliffs and rock. As we climbed closer, a spray of arrows greeted us. They lodged in Groggles, and Vuglugs, even the enormous birds, but they did nothing to halt the oncoming attack. The first Vuglug jumped, its feet purposely squashing a group of archers. The rest he quartered with a swipe of his claws, the pieces of body slopping onto the ground.

The other Vuglugs took another route by wading into the ocean, towards the boat entrance. The water came up to their chests, and sloshed over their shoulders. I only had moments to get out of harm’s way, so I climbed up the Vuglug’s leg, around the back of its thigh, then leapt to its lower back, grabbing handfuls of fur, dangling.

The beast growled and turned left, then right, trying to grab me. I climbed higher to the middle of its back where it couldn’t reach me, then waited. Eventually the beast lost interest and waded into the salty water. Waves broke against its body, then curled around to drench me. The icy liquid washed away the haze of sleepiness. We made our way for the entrance.

Inside, the Vuglugs growled and roared as harpoons were launched at them, spears thrown and arrows fired. Pirates abandoned ships in rowboats, but as they reached open waters, giant sharks jumped out of the water, their eyes glowing red, to bite the ships in two. Sitting in the pastels of the morning sun, cast against the horizon, was a single boat. Its sail flew, as did two flags, a Wings flag, and the Whale tribe flag. Margan’s parents were here, the Wings must have sent for them.

The closest Vuglugs smashed their fists against docks, throwing archers and spearmen into the water. They tossed the jetties aside like sticks; the wake of the commotion broke as giant waves that washed over the wharf and overturned sea vessels. The beasts stepped onto the stone wharf and clumsily swung their fists, destroying every structure in their paths. They snatched up running people, their legs flailing while being lowered into the beasts’ mouths. Swallowed whole. Vuglug feet crushed buildings, barrels, crates, carts, barns; nothing was spared. The pirates huddled in large groups, their blades drawn defensively, their archers firing arrow after arrow.

Margan stood still on one of the last few standing docks, his arms raised into the air, eyes ablaze. A Vuglug came towards him, carrying a body in its arms. As it lowered the body in front of him, Margan threw himself at the corpse’s side, cradling the upper torso in his arms.

Sheyla, I thought.

I dived into the water, savouring the sudden silence, then kicked like mad to Margan’s dock, found a ladder, and hauled myself up before running to his side. As I dropped to my knees beside him, Margan’s parents approached.

‘Stay back!’ I said.

In the periphery of my vision, Margan turned his red eyes on me, and I held my breath, waiting for a shark to snatch me from the water, or for a Vuglug to eat me. As he glared at me, I felt a force overtake my body. My fingers reached for the dagger at my hip; I drew the blade, and slowly lifted the blade to my throat, drawing a droplet of blood.

‘Margan!’ the Whale chieftain shouted at his son. The Speaker turned around, and as his gaze left me, the dagger dropped from my trembling fingers, clanging against the dock.

‘Don’t come any closer,’ I said to Golchop. Furla was right behind him. They halted at my warning, waiting. A Vuglug spotted them, and the beast ran forward, about to swing his arm, but Margan stood and raised his hand. The Vuglug yowled while grabbing its head and falling to its knees.

Margan faced his parents. ‘Father, Mother, take her home.’ He grabbed my wrist, and I permitted it, and he drew me backwards about seven paces.

When the chieftain and his bonded didn’t move, he shouted, ‘I said, take her body home!’

Furla brought a hand to her mouth, sobbing, desperate to find a shred of familiarity in her son’s red eyes. The rage inside him consumed all other desires, even love. His parents finally rushed forward to pick Sheyla up, and then they retreated hastily.

‘Margan,’ I said, touching his arm. ‘It’s done. The Vuglugs have crushed Pirate’s Landing. The city is defeated. Your parents are taking Sheyla home.’

‘I can hear their thoughts, Klawdia,’ he said between clenched teeth, almost spitting.

‘Whose thoughts?’

He turned his face towards the men on the edge of the wharf, clutching their weapons but keeping a safe distance. ‘They want to kill you, and me. They’re not good men.’

‘Your parents love you, Margan.’ One of the nearest platforms splintered under a Vuglug’s hammering fist.

‘I love you, Margan,’ his mother shouted from a distance.

‘I love you too,’ I said, taking his hand. ‘Women and children are dead. You never wanted to kill innocent people, remember? We’ve hurt the Wings; they helped us too.’

The red glow remained, and the situation worsened when a Vuglug slaughtered the biggest group of pirates yet. Their last despairing shouts rang across the cavern, echoing their demise. I tried hugging Margan, but he turned and shoved me to the ground. He walked down the dock, raising his arms again.

A tear fell down my face as I selected the first throwing knife, got to my knees, then drew back my arm. Waited a moment, drawing a deep breath; one wrong move and he’d be killed. I flung the knife at a delicate fold of skin near his arm, severing a tendon. That arm dropped to his side. He spun around to face me.

A Vuglug came from the left, its blood-dripping teeth bared at me, claws exposed in their length. Then it stopped, and water flowed past its legs to slosh onto the dock. It turned towards his parents frantically rowing their daughter’s body out into the open waters.

The Vuglug reached down with its giant hands and picked the boat up. Margan’s mother shrieked. The beast waded out into the ocean, taking the boat and gently placing it inside the boat with the Wings-Whale tribe flags.

‘She can be at rest now,’ he said to me.

The red glow dulled, revealing his pupils, showing the hopelessness and bitterness in them. The Vuglugs in the cave roared, and his eyes glowed bright again.

‘Let the Vuglugs go home, Margan,’ I pleaded.

‘I don’t want to. I…’ He frowned then, his tone sad. ‘I need more.’

The Vuglugs picked up corpses, tore the clothes off their bodies, then swallowed them whole. They’d levelled the city, leaving only the wails of women, the screams of children, and the groaning of men who drew their last breaths.

‘That feeling can’t be satisfied with death.’ I took Margan’s hand. ‘They lost. You won.’

‘I will never be at ease until they’re all dead.’ He spun around, raised his hands. I drew my dagger, and with all my might, drove the handle into the softest part of his skull. The Vuglugs collapsed to their knees, shaking their heads, confused by where they were.

The few surviving Groggles came together on a dock, put their backs to each other, and waited. They seemed to call the Vuglugs to them, and the beasts obeyed, stumbling over to scoop the long, large-eyed brings into their arms. They left the cavern through the ocean entrance.

Exhausted, I lay beside Margan, staring at his blank face, the damp smell of oiled wood beneath me. Among a sea of death and dying, we lived. I’d hit him hard enough to put him asleep for days. I might have killed him, but I was too scared to check, too exhausted to move. I lost control of the light.
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‘Klawdia,’ said a voice.

I blinked a few times and then fully opened my eyes. Furla sat beside me, smiling. I was inside a hut, the decorations those of pirates. She held my hand. Behind her on another cot lay Margan.

‘Is he…?’ I swallowed hard.

‘He’s alive,’ she said. ‘We must go.’

‘Take him,’ I said. ‘All he wants is to go home.’

She sighed. ‘I mean you. He’s too dangerous to come home with us, I don’t know how to help him. What he’s done is unforgiveable.’

‘Nothing is unforgivable,’ I said, rasping. ‘Love forgives…’

She stood, flattening her dress and pulling her waist sash tighter. ‘I know you love him.’ She touched my stomach. ‘From one mother to another, put your child first now. No more fighting.’ Then she left the room. Weakness pulled me back into sleep.
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‘Klawdia.’ The gloom subsided, and the sorrow filled my heart before I knew why. The aching in my body drove me back to sleep.

Hands were rocking me. ‘Wake up. Wake up.’

Jeykal! I forced myself conscious, opening my eyes. ‘Thank the gods!’ he said, his blue eyes sparkling over a faint smile. He hugged me awkwardly. ‘I thought I’d lost you.’

‘How did you get here?’ I asked. Margan had gone from the bed beside me. ‘Where is he? He was here moments ago.’

‘Hush, we have to go now.’

‘Where is he?’ I raised my voice, only able to think that he’d died. Or had been killed by the pirates.

‘I came here with other Vuglugs, that Loxy sent. She’s alive but immobile. The Vuglugs took Margan back to Raindrop Valley as Loxy instructed so she can teach him to control his powers. But we have to go now! There are pirates scheduled to return.’

I tried to sit up, but pain tore across my ribs and through my arms. ‘Here.’ Jeykal put a cup of water to my lips. I drank eagerly. ‘Now get up.’

I shook off the stiffness, ignored the pain and aching. Jeykal helped me stand, but my leg wobbled.

‘Put your arms around my shoulders,’ he instructed. I remembered my bad toe, and when I looked down, I saw that the colour had returned. All ten fingers, all ten toes. Fortune stayed at my side.

‘Is she ready?’ said Captain Bucker from the doorway.

‘Yes, she’ll make it,’ Jeykal replied.

I stared at the captain, his cheeks grazed, his armour bloodied. ‘You’re alive.’

‘Many of my ships were away when the beasts attacked. We returned to the destruction.’

I swallowed.

‘The Bones are all dead,’ he said. ‘For this, I’ve agreed to help you escape the city. Put these on.’ He tossed a pack of items before me.

I pulled on warm leather pants, snug knee-high boots, a linen tunic with fur trimming, a warm fur vest, and then leather chest armour with that fit snugly over my expanding waist. After adjusting the fastenings, he handed me a thick red cloak with a hood. I’d have to rub dirt on it later to dull the colour; the rich blood red would clash against the colours of any landscape.

‘You’ve got two weeks’ supplies. You will both travel south along the water, then in three days you must abandon the sea. The Queens patrol the south, and if you’re captured, they’ll hand you over to Skelkra.’

‘Skelkra?’ I said, puzzled.

‘He arrived on the Queens’ boat days before you first came here. Back to my instructions, you must stay high in the mountains. There are pirates under the other flags yet to return; I can’t stop them from seeking revenge for their women, their children, their boats and homes. They will easily learn where you have gone. Don’t go north. That’s it. I wish you both safe travels.’

‘Thank you,’ Jeykal said, pulling the hood of his cloak over his head. I did the same. Outside were mountains of bodies, ablaze with fire to kill any disease. The sickening aroma swirled hot and raw in my nostrils. Pirate’s Landing had become a grave of broken wood, smashed stone, and scattered bodies. Two docks remained standing. Any remaining ships had broken masts, crushed hulls, and were no longer anchored. Shallow waves tossed them against stone and rocks.

‘By my dagger,’ I said, my voice trailing off in awe at the pirates’ town.

‘That’s ours there,’ Jeykal said, pointing to the waterway where a sailboat rocked softly.

Climbing over the ruins, bodies, and deep puddles of water, we turned a corner where pirates clustered silently around a campfire, swigging from their flagons. Their eyes narrowed as we passed, and I tugged at the hood to better hide my face. One spat; I glanced at the man and he got to his feet. ‘Run while you can, Ruxdorian scum,’ he said. One threw a rock at us, and then the others joined in, cursing our existence.

Once out of their sight, I rubbed my belly, feeling the flutter of life inside. ‘You’re still there. Hang on a little longer.’

Jeykal glanced at me. ‘It’s a miracle they’re still alive in there, after the beatings you’ve taken.’

‘My arms and legs took the beatings. I protected my womb at all costs,’ I replied.

Jeykal opened his mouth to correct me, but closed it again. ‘We’ve got a map and proper supplies this time. More than enough to get us to where we’re going.’

Reaching the boat, I noted four goats with feed inside a small sleeping area. They nuzzled my hands, looking for more food as goats often did. On the door of the boat’s shelter, the symbol of the Bones had been etched into the wood.

‘How ironic,’ I said.

‘What?’ Jeykal replied, checking the boat’s sail, oars, and unhooking a rope tied to a pole.

‘A Bones boat is going to take us south to safety, beyond their reach.’

Jeykal smiled. ‘Very ironic.’


Chapter Nineteen

WITHOUT SPURT AS OUR NAVIGATOR, or Margan to see obstacles from above and below, we couldn’t travel by night. The goats bleated continuously, giving me a headache, silencing only with the moonlight. A blazing sun guided our way, its piercing light revealing shallowly submerged rocks in our path.

‘Right!’ I yelled to Jeykal, and he steered the rudder.

Flowers and plants swayed blissfully on the mountainsides. Birds circled schools of fish, their form silhouetted against blue sky. Waves crashed against rocks, their foamy spray twinkling crystal among ocean rainbows. Despite all the beauty around me, the ever present shadows from the recent bloodshed crept between my thoughts like a thief.

Margan’s red eyes, the cries of dying Vuglugs in the jungle, the Groggles falling to their deaths. The images protruded, intruded, tearing at my calm, sending my heart into raging pulsing as I drifted to sleep. Our presence had become a chaos, destroying centuries of Raindrop Valley peace. The jungle had turned into a battleground for Margan’s internal conflict.

We’d abandoned Loxy to the mess we’d all created, and yet the further we sailed, the more relief I felt. Even the small whisper of love in my heart wasn’t enough to turn me back. The only time I’d felt shame had been under Father’s condemning, disgusted gaze, but now when I thought of the Vuglugs, the Groggles, shame took root within, torturing me.

Loxy would try to teach Margan to control his powers, but what if she couldn’t? What other murderous acts would he commit in the name of Sheyla and Spurt’s death? I crossed my arms tightly over my chest, smelling the salt air, fearing the further mistakes of his destiny. For myself, I had to go on without him, to put my child out of harm’s way. Saving us both had become my priority.

‘You’re thinking of the valley,’ Jeykal guessed, mostly wrong. He scanned the map, his eyebrow arching as he flicked his gaze to mine and down again. ‘I don’t miss it,’ he admitted. ‘There’s only one place I can truly call home.’

‘After I clobbered you over the head. When you woke up, were the Groggles—?’

‘I don’t want to speak of what I saw when I woke up,’ he said coldly.

Usually Jeykal’s commands brought out the stubborn combatant in me, the woman fuelled by the desire to prove herself as a true leader to her people. But now I couldn’t find her. I’d put aside all the characteristics that provoked tension, attracted conflict, and ended friendships. I needed to become a safe vessel for the life inside me, a place without fear. A mother loved, nurtured, cultivated a life of joyful meaning.

Staring at the featureless horizon and endless miles of water filled me with emptiness, a foundation to dwell on my mistakes and learn from them. In regret, I hoped to find lessons of wisdom and humility.

‘See,’ Jeykal said, striding over to me with his map, shaking me from my thoughts. ‘There’s the break the captain spoke about. Between the cliffs. It follows the river to here. It’s the same river that runs by Vilseek, and goes between—’

‘The Death Peaks,’ I said, vividly recalling Lild the Snake boy’s death.

‘Yes.’ He trailed off as he remembered the past. ‘It’s been four months since the Bestial Passage.’

I wanted Jeykal to stop talking, but now that he had me to himself, that seemed unlikely. ‘And that’s the Queens’ territory line?’ I pointed at the map.

‘That’s what the captain said. That’s the furthest their ships have been spotted. I didn’t tell him about their whaling boat we saw on the way to Pirate’s Landing.’

We made good speed. I grew used to the rocking of the boat and the flapping of the sail. At night, we anchored and slept peacefully, listening to the ocean waves crashing on the stony shore. We ate rich, hot meals, that Jeykal cooked. ‘Eat up,’ he’d say. ‘Boy or girl, they’ll need strength for the shit they’re inheriting.’

The honesty of his words lifted my spirits. Stuffing myself with food became a meaningless pleasure, the pain of my swollen gut a distraction, the chewing and tasting a pleasurable experience I never wanted to end. The weather stayed clear, indicating that the greentimes battled the snowtimes for the upper hand.

Every beach fronted a background of jutting cliffs. During the fights with Margan and the Vuglugs, I’d obtained cuts, strained joints, muscle tears, and soreness all over. To climb now would reinjure my body.

By our late mealtime on the third night, we dropped anchor and ate.

‘Perhaps tomorrow we’ll reach the river,’ Jeykal said.

‘I don’t think the pirates are chasing us.’

‘Takes the pressure off a bit,’ he replied. ‘Are you well?’

I stopped chewing and frowned at him. He raised his hands. ‘I was just inquiring.’

‘I’m well,’ I said curtly, ending the discussion.

Starting the next day, Jeykal took efforts to converse about cheery, normal topics. I listened to his benign chatter, wishing he’d be quiet, but sea travel could be tedious, so I indulged his need. He fussed over my physical comfort by preparing meals, cleaning utensils, attending to the boat, setting up our tent and bedrolls, catching fish, and cleaning the salt and sand from our clothes. At times I grew annoyed, but we’d been friends for many years; this was Jeykal’s way of showing he cared. It made him feel useful, wanted, and so for his sake, I thanked him.

The fourth day saw us reach the river mouth. Fresh water gushed into the ocean, and for a moment, I thought of Lild, who’d died in that very river, suffocating under a layer of ice, nails clawing for air.

Jeykal trimmed the sail, then took up an oar opposite me to row inland against the river’s flow. After a half hour, the mountain incline eased, as did the river’s current. Gently, the boat drifted up to the embankment, sending ripples through the glass-like surface. Patches of snow sat among the black, bare trunks sprouting with buds. Tiny specks of green grew up from the base.

Bear cubs roared upstream, their fat paws stealing the fresh catch from their mother’s mouth. When one succeeded, his siblings fought him. We pulled the boat far up the bank, unloaded the goats, then loaded them up with sacks of supplies. After climbing fifty or so feet, Jeykal raised his hand.

‘These trees will support the tent. We should begin our climb tomorrow. I’ve got climbing hooks—’

‘Ugh,’ I groaned while tying up the goats near the densest patch of grass.

Jeykal took my hands. ‘They’re healed.’

‘The rest of me isn’t.’

‘Don’t whinge. It won’t be like last time.’

‘I’m not whing—’ He’d teased me for a reaction, and I punched him in the arm.

After dinner, I untied the laces on my armour, removed my wrist guards, and stacked the gear beside the bed. Our bedrolls were close under the shelter, a survival strategy to keep warm against the elements. I tucked my blades under my pillow, snuggled down, and closed my eyes.

‘Good night,’ Jeykal said beside me, squashing the lamplight.

‘Tomorrow,’ I replied.
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The sun broke over the eastern mountains, indicating we’d been climbing for three hours and it was now late morning.

As the sun hit our faces, Jeykal said, ‘Ahh, this isn’t so bad, is it?’

One of Jeykal’s goats farted, the stench floating back into my face. I fanned the hot air away from my nostrils. ‘Phewee, Jeykal.’

‘Har har, you’ll be swollen like a dead toad soon, your arse honking like a frisky goose, the stink even worse than that goat’s.’

‘I wonder if my dagger could take your head from the neck in one cut?’

He glanced smugly over his shoulder to snort out laughter. ‘All hail Klawdia of the Bears, who returns with the flicking tongue of a snake.’

I picked up a stick and threw it at him.

Soon, exhaustion beat against my back, tugging down on my heart, every step like the dragging of an anchor’s weight. In the heat, the piles of snow remained fresh on the ground, the earth below it chilled, and yet, the landscape bore green and brown patches of the greentimes. I imagined the golden-green forests of Senya, and the fattened, meaty rumps of game. Soon I could rest for months.

Despite a cloudless sky, the rumble of thunder came down the mountains.

‘Avalanches,’ Jeykal said, pointing to the east. I glanced up at the highest peaks, blanching at the swirling cloud bank as I remembered the altitude sickness.

We camped at twilight. Jeykal served me an extra portion of food, drawing from his personal supplies. This wasn’t the first time he’d been so generous, and I’d given up arguing with him about it. Jeykal stood at my height, trim rather than built, the perfect agile body for an archer.

The goats remained strong as they bore the burden of heavy tools such as ropes, climbing gear, oil and fire materials, utensils, and leather patching.

In the packs we carried at our backs were the bedrolls, water skins, extra clothes, and a whet stone. As the child grew heavy, it added to the burden of walking, and the pressure on my injuries caused me pain. Jeykal noticed my wincing one day and said, ‘I could take your backpack for you.’

For any man to offer to carry a huntress’s pack was an insult. ‘Be quiet,’ I said, shifting the pack further to the right of my spine.

‘I can do it; I’m a man, after all.’

At that, I scoffed. ‘There’s no satisfaction in you taking the bait before I’ve laid the trap.’

That made him laugh for a good minute, then again some time later.

Alongside our well-stocked supplies, the lands started providing food. Jeykal’s hunting kept our bellies full of meat, and snowberries still bloomed, and as the snow retreated I dug for blood roots. I crunched the nutritious fibre between my teeth.

‘Ugh, Klawdia,’ Jeykal said, staring at me in horror. ‘Please don’t smile, or I’ll never be able to look at you again.’

I clenched my teeth and peeled back my lips at him.

His arms went to his face. ‘No! Why? Why would you do that? It’s disgusting.’

Our jibing didn’t keep thoughts of Margan away, though. I thought back to the freshwater pools; my lips tingled remembering his soft, but passionate kisses. The way I had lost control rubbing up against him. I longed to feel the wildness he brought out in me, the raw animal feelings.

His blood ran hot and deep, his essence enriching colours, the taste of food, the feeling of breath going in and out of my lungs. His presence exhilarating and intimidating at the same time. I’d felt his pain and understood his loss, but even I, a trained killer, would hesitate before killing innocent children.

As the mountains’ incline flattened, the worst behind us, I felt my mood lift and the walk ease.

‘I’m glad you’re with me,’ I said to Jeykal’s back, surprising myself.

Jeykal fixed me with a smirk as we stood together. ‘Really?’ The goats took opportunity of that moment to nibble on shoots.

I let a faint smile show on my lips.

‘Then I’m glad too.’ He raised a hand to the air. ‘The sun already burns. Summer is coming. That’s what the Senyans call it.’

I ran a hand across my stomach. ‘He, or she, will be a Ruxdorian heir born in the Senyan wilderness.’

‘With the blood of Wolf and Bear.’ He whistled. ‘It’s going to be one tough little nut.’

I found myself smiling with him. ‘I won’t try to tame them. They’ll run with the wind, hunt with the animals, roar with the thunder as it crashes over the shadowed lands.’

Jeykal took my hand in his. This wasn’t like before. His eyes were neutral, without expectations, and so I had no reason to recoil. Weeks had passed since his gaze had lingered on my face too long. He didn’t watch my mouth; the glossy love didn’t bloom in his eyes. He didn’t sit too close, or brood when my attention went to other men.

Pride. That was what I felt for him now that he’d matured. A pride at seeing him give up his own happiness to see me to safety.

As we continued walking, the sun remained warm, but a gusting breeze from the east brought coldness off the mountains. At night, we put our bedrolls together under the tent and spread the extra blanket out on us both. We talked about building our own little village, with chickens and pigs, carrots and potatoes. Jeykal made suggestions for children’s names.

‘How many names do you have?’ I asked him.

‘Seven.’

‘That’s right, I remember now, Jeykal Bowfast…’

‘Nallael Hillgrand Trostone—’

‘I’ve heard of that Nallael name before.’

Jeykal smiled. ‘That’s because I told you of him. He’s one of our most famous ancestor; he was born among the Death Peaks. It means survivor. Are you thinking of naming your child after me?’

‘No,’ I said, screwing up my face. ‘I just like the name. Besides, I think it’s a girl.’

‘More girls should be chieftains,’ he said. ‘If it’s a girl, you should name her Safina.’

Hearing Mother’s name spoken out loud filled me with a guilt I rarely wanted to visit, for she had died bringing me into the world. Father beat me once for saying her name, and I remembered the sting of his whip against my flesh. The fear was still raw, and yet, in Fin Town I’d named Margan’s cub Safina, would it be wrong to use the name again?

‘Perhaps,’ I whispered. In naming my child Safina, Mother’s memory could be linked to more love, and joy. ‘Yes. I think I might.’
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The cracking of fresh coals and drying timber greeted me at sunrise. Drifting snowfall lightly covered the ground to be melted by the mid-morning sun, but as I glanced out from under the shelter, clouds swirled, filling me with disappointment.

‘Mutton?’ Jeykal asked, stirring a pot of food.

My stomach growled. ‘We had that last night.’

‘And we’re having it today,’ he said cheerily.

I yawned, sitting up. ‘I’m starving.’

A restless sleep had caused my plaits to become untidy, so I pulled them apart and braided them. Jeykal hummed while cleaning up our supplies and neatly packing it all away. I rubbed coal on my red cloak to dull the brightness, then tied it about my neck. By the time I’d finished dressing, everything was packed and ready for a new day of mountaineering. I knew I should thank Jeykal, but in a thank you I’d admit to being weak and encumbered by the daily tasks.

After several days of walking, camping, then walking again, I finally felt ready to be more open with Jeykal. We sat under a tree to eat our lunch. As he handed me stew and bread, I said, ‘You’re different.’

‘A thinly disguised insult,’ he replied, grinning at me before slurping up his first spoonful.

‘That’s not—’

‘Oh, I’m jesting.’ He leaned back against the tree and fixed his ice-blue eyes on me. ‘I know what I was. Those feelings are gone. Loxy and I talked; she made me see reason. I thought only of the suffering of my heart. I brought that pain on myself. It wasn’t fair on you.’

‘I was an arse too,’ I added.

‘Only because you had to be. The bigger the force of our enemies, the stronger the walls must be.’

I let out a curt laugh. ‘I’ve never thought of you as my enemy.’

‘No, but I wasn’t a true friend, either.’

I stared at him in amazement, and for the first time in my life, saw him as the man he might be one day. A husband, a father, a man who commanded respect. ‘Who are you?’

Blushing, he looked away. ‘I miss home so much. Brackenar is going to be marked with the feather this year. And I’ll miss it.’

He’d changed subject so quickly, which meant he felt shame for the person he once was, and hadn’t quite adjusted to the person he was trying to be.

‘Why not go home? Tell them lies about me and they’ll accept you back.’

Jeykal had five brothers. One older brother who didn’t have a right arm, and thus couldn’t be the heir to his tribe like Jeykal. Twins that were second and third in birth, and two other brothers about age fourteen and thirteen.

‘I’m not ready.’

I nodded, then braved thoughts of a future where I was home again. ‘I miss the hunts. The petty squabbles during council meetings. But I don’t miss Father.’

‘My family will always be your family,’ he said quickly, trying to ward off my sadness. At least some things of the old Jeykal remained. ‘Mother adores you, and that little peanut growing in your belly, I’ll protect it with my life.’ His eyes twinkled with love. That was Jeykal, heart on his sleeve, ever watching for a chance to be a hero.

‘The flutterings have grown into nudges. When I feel the lump, there’s hardness, maybe an elbow, or a knee or head,’ I said.

‘Next time it moves, I want to feel it,’ he said.

‘Only if you promise not to get feelings for me again.’

We laughed at my jest, and a relief came over me that he’d moved to a place where he didn’t take that kind of talk as offensive.

‘When we left Fin Town, in the boat,’ he started, a snowflake nestled in his red curls, ‘you and Margan held hands all the time. On the cold mornings, you cuddled. You didn’t fight or talk harshly to each other; your love made me jealous. I found fault in him, and even greater fault in you.’

‘No more,’ I said. ‘All is forgiven. Let’s move forward now.’

‘Wait, one more thing.’ He got to his knee, and bowed his head. ‘Klawdia of the Bears, you’re my champion, the right ruler of Ruxdor, and my chieftain. My life is yours until you set me free.’ I found myself smiling, not for joy, but from awkwardness. He’d always been better with sappy sentimentality than me. I inhaled deeply after holding my breath for too long. Father had raised me to believe that Ruxdor would be mine, and in my heart I still wanted to be chieftain more than anything.

‘I can be strong when you’re not,’ Jeykal added.

‘Then be my brother,’ I said, and hugged him. ‘Officially. Become my kin.’

He sighed dramatically. ‘There’s only one thing left to do.’

‘What?’

‘Fight.’ He glanced at my belly. ‘If you’re up to it.’

‘Now?’

‘Yes, now.’

‘But aren’t you worried about the humiliation? I’m carrying a child. Wouldn’t it be embarrassing for a mother to beat you?’

That made him stand up with confidence. ‘I won’t go easy. The child has your blood, after all.’

Snowflakes swirled around us as we simultaneously stepped back into a fighting stance, arms raised, hands curled into fists. Jeykal reached for me, but I ducked and swept out his feet. On his back, he looked up, grinning.

‘All action and no thought for tactic,’ I said. ‘In fifteen years, you’ve not learned a thing, have you? You’d be better off banging a club against your head.’

The jibing drove him back onto his feet. Without his bow, Jeykal lacked confidence, and his mistimed attacks often failed. Still, I indulged his perseverance. He punched with his right arm, then his left, and I ducked and punched him three times in the ribs. Hard enough to wind him, but not so hard as to bruise. He threw himself at me, grabbing me around the arms, trying to lock them behind my back.

‘Oh no, Klawdia doesn’t have her arms,’ he taunted. ‘Without your hands, Chieftain, how will you dismiss your subordinates?’

I grabbed him by his curly locks and pulled his head to the side, making him groan in pain. ‘There’s always a way to win, bird boy. And you really need a haircut.’ I set him free.

‘And you need to beat Skelkra.’ He rubbed his head.

‘Can’t I give birth first?’

‘If you must.’ He sighed, grinning.

The fight amused us. We acted out the tactical manoeuvres of our ancestors, the same ones we’d been honing for fifteen years. My skills were rough; my belly obstructed the smooth flow of movement. When a stray kick caught the side of my stomach, Jeykal became distraught. ‘Forgive me, did I hurt you?’

I clicked my tongue at him. ‘A real attacker wouldn’t stop on account of my carrying a child. Don’t go easy on me.’

His boot caught my outer upper thigh. I stumbled and he shoved me down onto my hands and knees. ‘I’ll ensure no one touches you,’ he said. ‘What you miss with your dagger, I’ll finish with my bow.’


Chapter Twenty

AS WE HEADED DIRECTLY EAST, pushing up the incline, the clouds made way for the stinging hot sun. The land flattened slightly as we came upon a valley of ice, the side of the cliffs jutting up sharply, glimmering in the light, their dagger tips like rows of teeth.

‘Jeykal, do you—?’

‘Hush,’ Jeykal said, putting a finger to his lips. ‘Listen.’

Underneath our feet came the sound of cracking, not like a snapping twig, or shattering rock, but grinding, like a cow chewing the cud, or a dog gnawing on a bone. I heard a slush, the faint tinker of water. I got onto the ground and put my ear to the ice.

‘There’s a stream underneath.’ I looked out over the ice, wondering how flimsy it was. ‘Can we cross it?’

Jeykal shot me a wary glance. ‘I don’t know. The grinding sounds are thick plates of shifting ice, sinking into the crags as the underside melts.’ He nodded at the eastern cliff. ‘There’s a ridge up there. The incline will force us to use the hooks. The goats can make it.’

‘Or?’

‘We can cross at the base of the mountain, stick to the rock wall and hope for the best.’

‘Climbing with likely death, or crossing the ice with likely death,’ I said.

He glanced at me grimly. ‘Follow me.’

We moved east to the mountain, stepping onto the ice, straining to hear cracking, or to see ice fractures. As a climber, Jeykal had spent most of his childhood in the mountains, studying the earth’s movements, the shaping of rocks, the various types of soil, and most importantly, how to read the frozen mountains. I’d stake my life on his knowledge, and at this moment, I had no other choice.

As my fingertips brushed against the rough mountainside, I breathed a sigh of relief.

‘The snow holds above,’ he said. ‘The melting hasn’t caused an avalanche.’

‘And?’ I said.

‘They’ll happen soon. Let’s try to cross the ice,’ he said. ‘But here’—he passed me a hook—‘just in case.’

‘Call out if you notice—’

‘Of course,’ he said. ‘Focus on your footing.’

As we crept forward, I let my left shoulder gently brush the rock, drawing reassurance from its sturdy presence. I clutched the hook in my right hand, ready to plunge it into the cliff at the first sign of shattering ice. As my boot made contact with the frozen ice, the shelf groaned, making me walk slower and focus on taking steady breaths.

After an hour of staring down at the ice, my neck ached. I raised my head, stared at the back of Jeykal’s head, and trusted in his judgement. Our slow progress made me impatient; there were no morsels of food on the icy plains, no fresh streams to drink from.

That night we camped up on a sloping rocky surface, fed the goats who complained of hunger and thirst, then went to sleep. Before daylight we began again, moving down onto the ice to continue.

Feeding the goats meant lessening our own rations, though we still had plenty left. In a few days, our water skins would be empty, and being short of water bothered me more than ice and bruises. After being on the Death Peaks, the starkness of the highest cliffs no longer filled me with wonder, but a sense of danger. I knew better than to blindly trust we’d survive.

The angles of the ice changed to a slight incline, and my boots slipped on the ice. The sun barely touched the valley floor, allowing the icy air to remain trapped. That night, Jeykal and I slept under the same blanket, using each other’s warmth for comfort.

Then came the storm.

Too scared to bang pegs into the rock lest we cause an avalanche, we couldn’t erect a tent. Exposed to the sky, we suffered through three feet of snow being dumped. Until then, I’d been grateful the sun couldn’t reach the ice, as the melting caused weakness in the shelving. One wrong step would see us fall through. The fresh layer of snow was even worse; it insulated the noises so we couldn’t hear the ice, and it prevented us from seeing the more translucent areas where the ice had melted.

A few times, Jeykal dropped to his knees and swept the powder away.

‘We’re going too slow,’ I said.

‘It won’t help to be impatient and careless,’ he replied.

I sloshed my water skin. ‘It’s almost empty. And the valley has changed; we’re heading east.’ The sun seemed to pass over the back of us, rather than in line with my right shoulder.

‘We’ll get to that mountain eventually,’ he said, pointing at the cliffs looming up ahead. ‘I bet we’ll see Senya over there.’

‘That’s at least two days’ climb.’

‘Klawdia,’ he snapped.

I frowned.

‘We’ll melt snow, we’ll eat our goats, we’ll do whatever it takes to get there, but I need you to have hope.’

‘All right,’ I said, knowing he was right.

The next day, we woke to find one of our goats had bitten through his rope and fallen to his death. After lifting him onto the ledge, we stripped its innards, cut its skin off, and used one of the fire squares to cook the meat in a pan of fish oil. Jeykal melted snow and filled out water skins. I cooled the cooked meat, then rubbed in salt. Finally, I wrapped the meat in a leather skin, filled it with snow, and hung it from my backpack. The goat kept us fed for several days, and allowed us to reserve our other food.

As the days passed, we kept the last three goats alive with bread and vegetables, but couldn’t spare enough to keep up with demands. Their skin drew against their ribs, and their mood seemed dampened. I tugged the ropes, but it made them resist. I tried carrots as a temptation, but it quickly lost its effectiveness.

Another day gone, another sunrise woke me. ‘I’m going to take the goat packs,’ I announced to Jeykal. ‘Just for today, to give them a rest.’

He fixed a concerned look at my stomach, but nodded anyway. Over the day, the extra weight caused a sweat to break out across my forehead. Fog drifted off the icy lands, the melting of the ice speeding up, but the breezes still remained cool.

‘How much longer do you think?’ I asked Jeykal.

‘To get to Senya?’

‘Yes.’

‘A week, maybe two.’

‘We’ve got enough food.’

He smiled. ‘Are you having doubts again?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘We’ve survived worse.’

‘True words,’ he said, chuckling. ‘When the Vuglugs brought you back over the mountain, did you get sick?’

A part of me wanted to lie and give the impression of toughness; the other part didn’t see any point in doing that with Jeykal. ‘Very. Did you pass out?’

‘I’m a seasoned climber. I haven’t had altitude sickness for some time. I enjoyed the faint dizziness.’

That night, as we settled into sleep, the clouds from the storm still hung around, blackening the sky, showing no stars or moon.

‘Do you miss him?’ Jeykal asked out of nowhere.

I blinked for a moment. ‘Margan?’

‘Yes.’

I tried not to seem too surprised he was asking about him. ‘All the time. The same sunlight that touches us touches him. It makes me feel closer to him.’

‘I want that. With someone.’

‘Not like us; there’s no future for us.’

‘After what he’s done, I’m glad to hear you say that.’

Not wanting to talk anymore on that subject, I said goodnight and went to sleep.
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That night, we woke to violent shaking, and the sound of angry thunder.

‘Klawdia! Get up!’ Jeykal cried, gripping my arm, dragging me across the snow. He picked me up, then shoved me against a vertical rock face, using his body to squash me against the wall. The shaking earth grew worse until the deafening sound of rapids, thunder, and crumbling rock came down as snow, filling up our space, but mostly shifting down into the valley.

When it stopped, I said, ‘The goats!’

In the dark, under the powdery snow, we dug towards the faint sound of bleating, finding and freeing two. The third remained silent, forcing us to wait for dawn. At first light, we searched for an hour, and instead of the goat I found one of the bags it had been carrying.

Eventually we stopped searching and ate breakfast. After distributing the weight over our last two goats, we fed them to raise their spirits. This time when we walked, they jumped and resisted the ropes. Their heads angled for the mountain, afraid of another avalanche.

That night proved impossible for sleep. The clouds finally cleared sometime in the early morning to reveal the stars and glow of the hidden moon, lighting our way forward.

‘Thank you!’ I said, reaching up at the sky.

Even in the dark, I could feel Jeykal’s bewildering look.

‘Not a word,’ I warned him.

The next few days saw us unable to feed the goats to fullness. They were skeletons of their former selves now, barely able to hold the weight on their backs. We slept in shifts of several hours, stumbling forward, yawning, exhausted.

After midnight, my goat slipped, and lay on his side, panting. After trying to get him on his feet, we cut his neck and cooked his flesh, then discarded one bedroll to lessen our load, deciding to share. Without food we’d die, and we couldn’t give up our climbing gear since we were almost at the cliffs.

‘We should take the other one with us,’ I said, pitying the poor beast’s famished state; by the time we ate it, there might not be much sustenance left on its bones.

‘Let’s eat and camp,’ he said wearily. ‘Get a proper night’s sleep. We’ll need the rest for the climb.’

Our extra blankets were used to protect our bedroll from the ice sheet. By morning, the blanket was wet through and we strung it between us, trying to dry it out in the sun that day. Our water reserves were depleted, and melting the ice for water, no matter how long we boiled it, put us at risk of ailment.

‘How high do you think we are?’ I asked, feeling the pain and tension in my legs, knowing I had at least several days of strong climbing in me.

‘Higher than I expected,’ he said, glumly, staring up.

Most men from the flatter lands would have been dead in these conditions, but Jeykal and I were hardy, and knew our limits.

‘Your cheeks are thinning,’ he observed. ‘Without fat, your child won’t survive until the birth.’

Anger rushed to my tongue like a hissing snake. ‘Pointing it out isn’t helping. Forward is the only way to go, even without food.’

The outburst ended all conversation for the day. As weakness set in, our footsteps dragged, and the tired stupor shaped every thought. And worst of all, the cliff looming in the distance made me want to slow down. A deep thirst swelled in my throat, but I took in minimal water, preserving our last measures. In the afternoon, rains swept in. The downpour came as cool water that washed ice away from rock, and it was a relief to fill our water skins.

As the ice thinned away to crags and stone, our footsteps were safer, our strides lengthened to a confident walk. Forced to eat our vegetables raw, the passing of waste became painful and messy, and the now crunchy bread and shrivelled meats were almost unbearably old and devoid of taste.

I told Jeykal the story about elefants thinking men’s cocks were trunks and he burst into laughter. That began a round of jesting that swiftly passed the time. Even when they weren’t funny, we laughed as hard as we could, savouring the rare moment of joy. The wildness of the land brought me to my knees, giving me sustenance, then taking it again.

At last, two weeks into our journey, the cliffs of the south were before us.

‘This has to be the end,’ he said.

‘And if it isn’t?’

‘Then we find shelter and stay there.’

I glanced at our last goat. ‘Hungry?’

‘We’ll eat as much of him as we can over the next two days while we rest, then we’ll climb that bastard of a mountain up there!’

Together we worked to set up our camp, pitching the shelter, rolling the bed out, and creating a fire with the last of our fire squares. Our water skins were newly filled from the downpour, and we guzzled the liquid thirstily. After our bones were heated from the fire, and our bellies filled with the cuts of goat meat, we slept deeply, for as long as we desired.
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Clink. Clink. Clink.

Chips of stone stung my face, and caught in my hair as I drove metal against rock. The uneven surface of the mountain provided secure edging and toeing footholds. Still, the sharp drop whispered to me, waiting for one small slip-up. Keeping my nerves under control—so my hands didn’t sweat, or my limbs tremble—required as much concentration as the careful placing of hands and feet.

Jeykal had no such fears; he flew up the mountainside, jumping from one edge to the next, until he found a couple of metres of flat rock. ‘Rest time!’ he announced.

His boots dangled over the edge, and as I came up beside him, he grinned smugly, his superior climbing a great source of pride for him. As I caught my breath and put my legs over the edge, he handed me bread and water. Our first eight hours of climbing were rewarded by the pristine ocean view before us. Greenness tinged the landscape. I sighed happily, forgetting all my pain.

Jeykal grinned at me. ‘I feel that too.’ He tore off a stale piece of bread and munched.

I drew pride from knowing I’d travelled miles and miles over the rugged, icy terrain, and soon we’d reap the rewards of the final resting point—warm forests, blossoming flowers, and fresh swimming holes.

‘Night climbing?’ I suggested.

Jeykal laughed with astonishment. ‘Are you sure?’

‘It’s a full moon.’

He raised his arms into the air. ‘No need to convince me. Let’s do it, Ma Ma.’

‘Don’t call me that.’

Twilight faded into the silvery light provided by the moon’s stark glow. Once a hook gripped properly, I scraped my boot against the shiny, smooth stone, searching for a secure foothold. The pain of constantly engaging the muscles in my legs and arms faded as I kept focused on pleasant memories such as sipping pine tea, the sugary smell of honey mix being rubbed into my muscles, a deep, hot bath in the natural springs of Ruxdor, and the scent of saddle oil. What I wouldn’t give for a day of riding instead of climbing.

In less than a week, we’d be in Senya tasting the deepest of sleeps acquired by knowing that it was absolutely impossible to roll over a two-hundred-foot drop in the middle of the night.

Twelve hours became twenty-four. Twenty-four became thirty-six. On a ledge that turned into a cave, we slept for a long time, huddled together for warmth, both stinking of odorous body muck. After that, we climbed for two more days until we finally reached the summit.

As Jeykal hauled himself over the top, I heard him cry out, ‘Yaaaaaawooo!’

He waited for me to reach him, then lifted me over the top by my arms, yanking me to my feet to hold my hands and dance around in circles.

‘The Bears and Hawgralds have conquered,’ I said, laughing at his excited manner.

‘Louder!’ he cried.

I cupped my mouth and shouted. ‘We’ve conquered the Death Peaks!’

‘Stronger than any Vuglug! We’ll never tire!’

‘Never to be beaten,’ I added.

‘Watch out Skelkra, you lowly dog!’ Then we broke out laughing, feeling some kind of joyful madness rush up as relief, washing away the dreariness of the past weeks.

As we stopped celebrating, he pointed to the south. Beyond the rolling, snowy, rocky mountains—no more impossible cliffs to climb—on the horizon was greenness. The rich, vibrant green of farms, of temperate forests with four seasons and ample resources.

‘Senya,’ I said in awe, my chest expanding with love for the countryside before me.

Jeykal grabbed my arm. ‘We’re almost to Senya! Senya! Most Ruxdorians have never even been there.’

I glanced at him. ‘And they didn’t take the route we did.’

‘No one can do what we’ve done!’ Retrieving the map from deep within his skins, he rolled it open and flicked the crumpled parchment. ‘Could this be any more wrong? That took us twice as long as this stupid thing says.’

‘Can you hear that?’ I said, following the sound of flowing water to a stream. I lay down and drank directly from it, scooping more and more into my mouth. The liquid in the water skins had grown stale, just like our food.

When our stomachs were full and satisfied, we took a break to rest. As we sat on the bedroll, we discussed the giant, insurmountable mountains to the west, the ones that divided our lands from the mysteries over the cliffs. The peaks reached the highest of the blue hazing, where no man could breathe. At night they touched the stars, and once a year, as rumoured by fabulists, the moon had to rise higher into the sky in case it snagged on the peaks.

We ate lunch in the sunlight, smiling, the smell of Senyan winds a comforting caress on our faces. The wilderness filled with the familiar sounds of birds and insects.

‘Hear that?’ I asked.

‘What?’

‘The sounds. Home. Not like Raindrop Valley.’

‘Umm, we’ve been hearing them since we left Pirate’s Landing.’

‘But now I can listen properly.’

The wind howled across the mountains, cold and icy. The potential for snowfall remained, yet there was no threat of avalanches, no shifting ice, and definitely no pirates or Vuglugs.

‘I’d say we’ve got seven days at most before we can properly hunt.’

‘We’ll eat half rations,’ Jeykal said. ‘How’s the belly?’

‘Alive, moving more now.’

Jeykal put his hand in front of his face, rolling his eyes up, and thinking to count on his fingers. ‘You fell with child in the Bestial Passage, in the beginning snowtimes, so, one, two three, four—’

‘Almost five months,’ I said.

The clear skies allowed us to sleep under the sparkling stars. They pulsed with a rhythm of colour, red, yellow, white, then blue. Their magic guided us in the dark, gave me hope on the mountains when the world faded away into numbing coldness, pain, and dread. I breathed more fully now, the air rich, warmly caressing the bottoms of my lungs. Jeykal and I lay together, close, stinking of perspiration and dirt, the bedroll sickly pungent, yet it didn’t matter. I could smell the freedom that lay ahead.

The weather stayed fair for the following two days, allowing for speedy travel. As the third day broke, I felt a sudden and ominous change in wind direction. I snapped my head to the west where monstrous dark clouds gathered on the distant ocean.

‘Feel that?’ I said.

Jeykal nodded grimly. ‘Let’s take cover.’

Fortunately, an abundant choice of caves could be found amongst the rocky lands. An hour of searching brought us upon one that suited our needs. In the next few hours, I watched five different ocean funnels touching down from the dark clouds. Wind gusted, and birds escaped in panicking groups, their squawking a warning to all. The hail came first, and then as the lands cooled and the sun made way for the moon, the hail turned to stinging sleet and snow.

After three days, our food supplies were almost gone. Jeykal ate nothing, giving me his rations, and still the mighty storm persisted.

An unusual heaviness seized my bones and muscles. Not fatigue, but a weariness only of body, not mind, and with it came throbbing aches. A light sweat formed at my brow and I started shivering. All of a sudden, I had to piss. I went into the freezing weather, removed my pants, and as I squatted, felt the unbearable burning sensation with the stream.

When I returned, Jeykal had managed to build a small fire using the wood from a smashed cup. ‘Can you see anything out there?’

‘The sun is behind too much cloud,’ I replied, leaning over, grabbing around my womb, feeling the awful pulsing in my bladder.

Jeykal noticed and jumped up to feel my forehead. ‘You’re feverish.’

‘It’s nothing. It hurts to piss.’ The faintness came over me quickly, and I spread my legs into a sturdier stance to stop myself falling.

Jeykal held me up. ‘You’re not fine at all. Is your back sore? Here—’ He pressed gently around my kidneys and pain flared, making me cringe.

‘Yes.’

He spread out the bedroll and laid me down, then covered me with the last of our blankets. Exhaustion tugged me inwards.

‘Stay here,’ he said. ‘I’ll go get some water.’

‘You’ll be swept away,’ I said hopelessly, knowing full well he’d ignore me.

After an hour or so, Jeykal returned with a full water skin. As I sipped the water, his eyes went to my abdomen. ‘We need food. You need food, and medicine. Sour berries will help cure the pissing.’

‘If you must.’ I could barely keep my eyes open. ‘Take any gear you need.’

Jeykal left all our food, which wasn’t much, beside my head on the rocky floor. ‘Stay warm, keep eating, and drink as much as you can.’

‘I will,’ I said faintly, enjoying the encompassing warmth.

‘You must drink. There’s a stream an hour east; don’t let yourself get parched.’ Jeykal kissed my forehead. ‘Stay strong, huntress.’

‘Watch your footing, feather boy,’ I mumbled, and drifted off to sleep.
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As sounds floated in, I had the sense of not having been awake for days, maybe weeks. The winds wailed outside. Cold touched my neck. Snowflakes fell in the distance, beyond the cave’s mouth to the west. Sharp rock made the cave’s floor, and puddles of water gathered in the tiny bowls.

The light inside made it seem like afternoon, or midday perhaps, but with no way to measure time—the sun was blocked by the bad weather—I couldn’t be sure. How much time had passed? I moved my arm, then a leg, tried to stretch them out, but hesitated when my feet reached the coldest pockets among the fabric.

I sat up, grabbed my water skin, and gulped the cold liquid. A shiver set in, the fever sitting at my brow. Even with the violent winds, the silence thickened around me, making my thoughts louder. I missed animal sounds. I missed…

Margan.

The force with which I’d struck him in Pirate’s Landing hadn’t killed him then, but he hadn’t woken in days, and the damage might be permanent. I’d seen men paralysed by much less. Humans weren’t hardy by nature; every bit of toughness in me had been carved and shaped by my father, by my tribe, by the bleak snowtimes. And now a simple illness of the kidneys rendered me useless.

The light left the cave, and the cold grew, and my teeth chattered. Nightmares nestled into my dreams, shadows turning to ghouls, their wolf teeth tearing at my flesh. I dreamed of Skelkra running a sword through Father, assassinating the council of elders, decimating all we’d built, preserved, the traditions we’d protected from being driven out by Senyan ways.

I saw myself old, sitting in a chair, pondering the failures and regrets of my past. Tears on my cheeks, a knife in my hand, ready to take my life. Then Mother appeared, collapsing before me, laying her soft hands on my legs, crying out, ‘In vain, I died for you.’

‘Mother!’ I screamed, waking myself. I couldn’t feel my feet, and my fingers numb, icy; I couldn’t move. I wished for a handful of fire, a splinter of light in the suffocating darkness. Sleep took me back to despair.


Chapter Twenty-One

I’M DYING. A STABBING PAIN in my back, on the right side, became so intolerable I vomited to the side, and yet nothing came out. Water dripped at the back of the cave, teasing my dry tongue and scratchy throat, but I couldn’t get up. Instead of joy, my belly caused me discomfort as I tried to get comfortable. A part of me feared the child had died. I banished the thought, scolding myself for such ridiculous thinking.

A painful pounding of my heart would surge at unexpected times, making me cough and pant, the noise loud in my ears. The beating turned irregular. A stabbing pain in my ribs brought more coughing. Not a pinch of fat could be found on my body. The thinness of my legs meant the bones dug into each other.

Endurance tests had prepared me for this moment, but not while with child, not while unwell. I grabbed my swollen belly and emitted one tiny sob, fearing its eventual death. The affliction felt like an evil magic, that of a witch, or sorcerer.

The items of my backpack lay scattered over the ground, the leather turned inside out when I’d been desperate for food. The loss of time frightened me. Again the dripping water at the back of the cave tempted me to stray from the warmth. Water or not, nothing would give me back my strength, and the cold would quickly kill me.

I knew Jeykal had probably died, fallen to his death after slipping, or eaten by a wild animal. He’d have cut out his own heart if it meant returning to me in time. Sleep protected me from idle thoughts, bad thoughts that tore will from my soul.

When cold felt warm, and breath was a mere tickle in your throat, shivering was futile. Any rocking motion was the mind’s way of equalling motion to life in order to deny mortality. Sleep was the adjusting of the body for death, and yet it felt so good. So…right.
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Warmth, not from inside the bedroll, but from outside. A crackling of timber and leaves, the smell of smoke and… food! I tried to open my eyes, but my lashes were stuck. I brought my hands up, feebly trying to pry apart the hairs, but gunk bonded them together. I licked my finger then tried again, and eventually got one eye open.

I’m alive.

Golden colours danced across the cold rock before me, the shadows on the ceiling a celebration of warmth. I unstuck the other lashes and gazed at the brilliant fire. As my vision strengthened to accommodate the blaze, I noticed the floor-to-ceiling stacks of firewood in the background. As the campfire continued, a strange green haze surrounded the timber, seemingly preserving the fuel’s integrity.

A hissing sizzling drew my gaze upwards to three rabbits speared on a spit. The meat had darkened to a light grey of bubbling, oil-dripping flesh, releasing its nurturing goodness. A growl of hunger rippled through my gut, to echo on the cave walls. Somehow, I had to get to those rabbits and eat, otherwise the bedroll would become my tomb.

Through the agony of shooting pain, I fought to move my arm and escape the cocoon of fabric. My elbow hit something hard. I turned to see a bucket, and inside the bucket was water. Water!

I plunged my mouth into it, hugging the bucket and slurping it up like a pig, splitting my dry lips, but revelling in the lick of wet upon my parched skin.

The sweet taste banished the muddy gunk off my tongue and throat. I lifted my head, sucked in a loud breath, then went back to drinking. Eventually I collapsed back onto the bedroll, smiling at the fullness in my gut, hearing my innards gurgle into action.

A burp escaped my lips, making space in my stomach, and then I sniffed that delicious scent of rabbit. Lush, taut, fleshy, oily rabbit. The look of its moist flesh sent my heart racing. The heat thickened inside, so I peeled off the pungent blankets and sat up. As I did, I knocked a tiny glass bottle that clinked against the floor. I pinched it between my fingers, raising it to the light, staring at the reddish-orange colours. Sour berries and garlic, medicine for my sickness. I popped the cork, threw back my head, and tipped the contents down my throat, swallowing.

The garlic pleasantly burned my nostrils, and I scanned the cave for Jeykal’s bow, or any of his gear, even a bedroll. Nothing. How did he get all this wood here? Regardless, he couldn’t have been far away.

The rabbits smelled scorched. I fumbled to save them from overcooking. I took the metal spit, shuffled back onto the bedroll, and sat, crossing my legs, sliding the rabbits onto the cool rock floor.

I cooled them with my breath, then tugged a thin strip from the hide, lay it over my tongue, and closed my lips, letting the meat sit in my mouth. The smell filled my head, filling my mouth with saliva as I sucked out the herbs and juices. Finally, I chewed and swallowed.

With both hands, I picked up the meat and bit down with my teeth, ripping off a giant piece and swallowing. One mouthful lodged in my throat, and I took a big drink to get it down. The taste didn’t seem real, like colour and warmth and sound were all mixed in together. What breed of rabbit was it? The flesh seduced every one of my senses, making it all I could think about.

A ravenous feeling took over, compelling me to take more bites, and then I couldn’t stop. By the time the sickening fullness gurgled, two rabbits were devoured, the bones picked clean. I lay down, rubbing my belly, moaning with the gut ache. I’d eaten too much too fast.

An hour passed, a happy hum vibrating across my skin, the pain subsiding. I hadn’t felt my child move in days, and again, perhaps a week or two. Gently, I prodded the sides of the bulge, searching for life, hoping it was asleep.

Little one, I thought. I love you. Wake up. Move. Show Mother you’re alive.

Nothing happened, and I turned on myself, feeling foolish for all the choices I’d made. What kind of mother went on a dangerous voyage with a child in her belly? And all for nothing. Sheyla had died, as had Spurt, and Margan had lost his home. I didn’t know if he was alive. Jeykal wasn’t here. Maybe he had come here, left what I needed, and abandoned me out of pity. An ill, injured animal disgusted a hunter, its pathetic cries mere begging to have its life taken.

Then it shifted; the life growing in my womb twitched to prove it lived. I’m still here, it was saying. I clutched it with both hands, sending it thoughts of love.

Later, a fat rabbit hopped into the cave, probably drawn to the warmth of the fire. I still had one rabbit to eat, but tomorrow I’d be out of food again. It hopped, twitching its nose and ears, and came right up to my bed. It sniffed curiously at my bare arm, then licked me.

With my other arm, I reached back over my head, retrieving a dagger from under the pillow of my bed, then in a flash stabbed the side of its neck. The rabbit gurgled, then closed its eyes to die. After stripping the fur and guts, I put it on the spit to cook.

Five more rabbits hopped into the cave, all fat, and one by one, they bounded towards me.

Margan, I thought.

The black rabbits watched me, waiting to be killed, but I pointed my dagger at them, saying, ‘Shoo, off with you!’

They simply stared, foolishly, waiting for me to kill them. Then I doubted myself. When Margan controlled the Vuglugs, their eyes turned red. The rabbits’ eyes were black. Beady. I clutched my dagger, glancing into the back of the cave where I hadn’t explored. Was someone hiding back there?

‘Show yourself!’ I demanded.

Time passed, and no figures emerged, but I wasn’t convinced, so I decided to stand and search the darkness. Standing proved a slow process. I flexed my toes, and my legs, and after sitting up, stretched my arms as well, encouraging the blood to flow. Another hour of flexing, rubbing and massaging, saw me attempt to stand. At first I wobbled, but kept balanced. I put my hands against the cave wall and steadied myself into a standing position.

I took my boots, pulled them on, and shuffled to the fire. Not wanting it to go out, I put a log on top, watching the green glow intensify. Curious, I smelled the wood, noting the strange sugary sweetness compared to the earthy smell of redwood or pine.

I filled a water skin, picked up one of my daggers, then chose a stick of firewood to carry with me. I decided to inspect the entrance to the cave first. The winds blew apart my plaits, and the chill of the air made me cough. The storm clung to the mountains, feeding on the clash of warm Senyan updraughts and thin, icy mountain breezes. Large hail stones decorated the ground.

Peering into the grey light, I couldn’t find the position of the sun, I only knew the light had dimmed, and that meant it might be late afternoon. No figures wandered outside, no rabbits hopped to the entrance.

Back inside, I went to the back of the cave, finding it shallow and featureless, nothing of interest to note, no places for an intruder to hide. I went back to my bed, defeated. The rabbits continued to huddle together beside the fire, watching me with their black, hollow gaze. Eventually, their staring bothered me, so I killed them all. After the cleaning and gutting, I cooked them in threes and then put them aside.

Sleep tempted me, so I lay back down on my side to watch the tiny fragments of ice and snow floating about the cave entrance. A white hare entered, its back legs long, its ears raised alert to its surroundings. A leather collar sat around its neck.

Tucked into that collar was a tube of some kind. When the hare came to me, I reached out and took the tube in my hand. Parchment poked out of the top, so I extracted the tiny scroll and unrolled it.

 

Live and be well.



—M




Chapter Twenty-Two

I CRUMPLED UP THE NOTE in my hands, tears in my eyes, not because Margan had written to me, or that he’d saved my life, but because now Jeykal’s death seemed more certain. The white hare sat patiently, staring at me with attentive amber eyes. Recognition ignited within, and a chill crawled across my skin as I realised the hare reminded me of…

‘Margan,’ I whispered. ‘Margan, is that you?’ I wondered if the hare would respond to his name.

The critter’s ears straightened, and it stretched out its front leg to rest its paw on my wrist.

I flinched back, staring wide-eyed into its amber eyes. Anger prickled at my cheeks. He’d come here uninvited to spy on me through his animals. ‘Coward,’ I said, grabbing the hare by the scruff of its neck. I got to my feet and stomped outside and tossed the animal onto the snow. The hare fixed me with sad, beady eyes.

I kicked snow at it. ‘I don’t need you.’

Immediately, I turned back inside and sat on my bed, my jaw clenched, a misery swelling across my chest. I lay down, watching and almost daring the hare to come back in, but it stayed away. I still wasn’t convinced Margan had left me alone in peace; a lizard, snake, moth, maybe even a snail probably watched me this moment.

‘You’d better be gone,’ I shouted to the empty area, feeling a little mad. The wood and meat were all attempts at building trust, gaining acceptance back into my life, but my child’s survival depended on Margan staying away.

Jeykal, I thought. If you’re alive, come back. The thought of having lost him made it difficult to breathe, to even imagine my life without him, especially since we were friends, only friends, for the first time in many years.

My eyelids grew heavy with sleep. Into the darkness I dived, fearless, expecting nightmares, and instead I dreamed of fields of rabbits.
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His lips, his touch, his smell… Margan festered in my soul, drawing me to him, and I couldn’t trust that the dreams of him had been genuine. I blinked awake to a rainbow of colours. Baskets of a multitude of fruits and vegetables covered the floor, a fire already started, a fresh pot of stew steaming at the boil. Twenty black rabbits sat staring at me from the entrance to the cave.

‘Go on,’ I said, throwing off blankets and waving my hands at them. ‘I’m not in the mood for bunnies.’

Even as I spoke, I didn’t believe my words. The thoughts of their dripping, tasty flesh tempted me to eat them as Margan intended. The fruits and vegetables alone wouldn’t be enough, though one of the baskets held fresh fish—pink and blue fat, flipping fish. A crate of cooking utensils sat beside them, a scale scraper visible amongst the tools.

I glanced back at the rabbits, feeling Margan’s presence. ‘Just because I eat your food doesn’t make us friends.’

A stack of pots and pans sat amid the baskets. I took a ladle, scooped up stew, filled a pewter bowl, and ate it with a spoon. A creamy, meaty rosemary caressed my tongue; an aftertaste of salt and pepper followed to highlight the accompanying sweet potato and carrot. Onion and garlic were there too, as was venison, goat, and of course, rabbit. The flesh broke apart between my teeth, almost melting on my tongue. I inhaled with the satisfaction of the moment.

The vegetables and fruit were a combination of typical Ruxdor harvest mixed in with the rare Raindrop Valley varieties. How did he get it all here? Then I spotted a jug behind one of the baskets and I almost ran to it. I pulled out the cork and sniffed.

Apple juice! I dipped in my finger, tasting the tip, finding a light fermented taste. After pouring, I gulped down a cupful, then another, and with the last I desired more food. One more bowl of stew saw me happily sated.

The suffering had ended. No more weak body, starvation, thirst. In a few days, I’d be fit to explore outside.

At that moment, the white hare entered the cave with its obnoxious little head held high, its smug, twitching nose leading the way. Its bold movements a mirror to Margan’s. When it touched me with its paw, I said, ‘What?’

It lowered its head to the ground, waiting for me to take the tube of parchment from its collar.

‘No.’

The hare raised its paws to cover its eyes, making me groan at its cuteness. The muscles in my cheeks ached as I smiled. ‘Fine, just stop doing that,’ I growled, and snatched up the tube. ‘Happy?’ The hare dashed out the cave at top speed. I unrolled the letter.

 

You’ll never run out of food again. Eat the rabbits, and pace yourself with that apple juice.



—M



 

In came another supply of rabbits. They crouched to preen their fur, as if to groom themselves for the slaughter. They were dead and lying in a fleshy row within a quarter hour. I took the pot of stew off the fire, placing it aside, added two pieces of the honey-smelling firewood, and set up the spit over the fire.

Five days passed, the food more than ample, and I grew stronger. The child moved around more, its stirring a constant joyful experience. Fat gathered around my waist, my thighs, and hips. I decided to start the work of toughening my physique. The hare came into the cave, wearing no collar, bringing no note.

It watched me squatting, lunging, and clinging to an overhang of rock where I built up my shoulders and biceps.

‘I’d like some woodworking tools,’ I said to the critter.

It rose onto its hind legs, twitched its nose, then bolted out the cave.

The next day, as I requested, at the entrance of the cave sat a box containing a saw, chisel, hammer, and bundles of nails. Planks of pine and mahogany lay beside it. As I carried the box inside, the hare bounded in and stole a carrot from one of the baskets.

‘Make yourself at home,’ I said sarcastically.

After three hours of sawing, sanding, and hammering, I’d created a human target about the height of a grown man. Pacing out thirty steps, towards the back of the cave, I set the target down, then lit tiny fires along the way, increasing visibility.

I took up my weapons belt, tied it on, then selected a throwing knife. Feeling the steel between my fingertips reminded me of the past, training, preparing, competing against the best Vilseek knife throwers. After being so close to death, the blade was life, a fire lit beneath my soul. I’d never be weak again.

I threw the first dagger, missed, and cursed loudly. Father’s whispers of reproach barraged my mind. After a few more throws, I managed to hit the heart, and then the forehead, and I knew the problem came from the weakness of my arms.

I went to practicing my dagger formations, jabbing my elbows, round kicking and lunging, swiping, blocking. The fighting drills flooded back, filling me with the Bear’s spirit from dusk until dawn, exactly as it had been since childhood.

I retrained the dormant warrior within.

Days later, my clothes were tighter, muscles firmer, and I considered leaving the cave. Each meal, I gorged myself, growing an insulating layer of fat. I spent my breaks touching my stomach, speaking to the little life growing there. Every time it moved, I felt a rush of love that engulfed my heart.

One morning, a ewe trotted into the cave, its hooves clacking on the rock. It bleated so loudly I startled out of sleep cursing, snatching up my dagger and pointing the blade’s tip at the creature’s face. As it bleated again, I noticed the array of packs strung across its back. I slipped my blade back into its sheath.

Opening the bags, I found blankets, tunics, pants, and other insulating garments, plus salves for dried skin, perfumes—all a collection of luxuries beyond expectation. A brand new bedroll, thicker than one made of bear hide, softer than duck feathers, sat high on its back. I took the bedding, rubbing my face on its softness, smiling wildly at its unsoiled condition.

The ewe’s udder hung low to the ground, and as I touched her neck, she didn’t move, only sniffed about for food. I fed her a carrot, and as she munched, I took a bucket, placed it underneath her udder, then milked her dry. I tipped the bucket of milk into a pot, added the fresh supply of tea leaves, herbs and spices, and heated the brew until it thickened into a sort of cream. Lastly I added five dabs of honey, then poured myself a cup, sighing with delight, remembering late nights under the stars, dice game by firelight, and dancing bare-chested men.

As I continued sipping, I made plans to leave at midnight when the animals and, more importantly, Margan, were asleep.

Footsteps entered the cave at that moment. I flung around, unsheathing my dagger towards Margan. His form was silhouetted against the light, and white icicles clung to his cloak of fur, the hood shadowing his face. Raising gloved hands, he threw back the cowl, revealing a short beard and teal-coloured eyes. His wavy auburn hair had grown longer, his shoulders broadened from the muscles in his arms.

A dizziness overcame me; I swayed, and the floor rushed up to meet me.
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I woke to Margan holding me, a cold cup of water pressed to my lips. I drank as he tipped. His smell, a kind of earthy, jungle smell, mixed with his unique scent, filled my nostrils. I felt myself fall in love all over again.

‘What happened?’ I asked, the ache in my heart overturning all other thoughts.

‘You mixed sleeping herbs with the milk,’ he said, chuckling at me, the sound like the sweetest of pure melodies. The familiarity felt like home, yet I’d promised myself to be careful, and just as I’d battled the howling stormy winds, now I fought against my love for him.

I sat up and got to my feet.

‘Careful,’ he said, hand outstretched, as I swayed drowsily.

‘I need you to go,’ I said, a lagging slur in my speech.

The teal of his eyes intensified until it shone as unmistakeable love. I raised my hands as if I could block the way he made my heart race. ‘Do you remember Pirate’s Landing?’ I asked, closing my eyes to rid myself of all passion.

‘No,’ he said darkly.

I opened my eyes to see his tortured expression. He didn’t deserve my pity. I pointed to my neck. ‘There was a mark there. It’s healed now. You made me cut myself with my own blade.’

Under his spell, he’d made my body act without my permission. To me, it was the wickedest thing he’d ever done to me.

‘Why are you still here?’ he asked.

I frowned. ‘In the cave?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’m regaining my strength.’

He cast me a doubtful look. ‘And the real reason?’

‘I almost lost my life,’ I said, my voice strained. ‘The slaughter of the pirates forced Jeykal and me to flee!’

His lips didn’t part. He contemplated my words, staring at my boots. The longer he stayed in the cave, the harder it was to send him away. I couldn’t see sense; his delicious smile weakened my resolution, stole all reason.

‘Let me take you down the mountain,’ he said. ‘Then I’ll leave you alone. Forever. I just want to see you safe.’

I met his eyes, and jolts of energy raced up my veins; I strained to remember the words I wanted to say. ‘Jeykal is dead. It’s been weeks since he left. We ran out of food.’

A smile fell on his lips. ‘Ahh, that explains it.’

I sighed impatiently. ‘What?’

‘You’re waiting for Jeykal.’

‘Does it matter?’ I yelled, reacting to my own loss of control. ‘He saved my life. There were avalanches; we lost our goats, almost died from lack of water, lack of food and—’

‘You didn’t die, though.’ Margan came to me, his chest the height of my face. He stayed outside my punching radius. Even with the bulging belly, I could still knock him down.

‘I’ll wait here for Jeykal, and you leave,’ he suggested.

‘No. No.’ I wanted to yell at him, but I kept my cool. ‘Go back to the jungle, go back to the Groggles.’

‘Loxy says I must make amends.’ He took up my dagger, placed it in my hand, curling his fingers around mine. After taking a step forward, he brought the tip to the base of his neck, letting the tip indent the skin. ‘I would rather you kill me than leave you again.’

I threw the dagger to the side, then shoved him back. ‘Get out.’

‘Klawdia.’ Hearing his name on my lips filled me with love, and rage. The fury of the Bears roared within me. I wanted to hurt him for making me care, and for the pain, and for the way I couldn’t bring myself to hate him at all. ‘If you’re not going to kill me,’ he said, ‘then forgive me.’

By the tie of his cloak, I dragged him out of the cave with all my might, stuck out my boot, and tripped him into the snow. ‘Don’t come back.’ I went back inside.

Margan obeyed me, but instead of leaving, he sat at the entrance to the cave. His furry hare companion hopped over to sit beside him. Together they stared at me. The Speaker reached out to stroke the hare’s ears. There they stayed all day, all night. The next day they still stared, and it grated on my nerves.

That night I knew he’d be parched, so I threw my water skin at him. ‘Drink.’

Desperate fingers clambered at the skin’s cork and he pulled it out with a pop and gurgled the water down. He wiped his face with his tunic, then poured some into his hand for the hare. It lapped with its tiny tongue.

‘Leave now,’ I shouted from inside. ‘Go back to Raindrop Valley.’

Margan didn’t reply, he only tossed the empty water skin back through the entrance of the cave and continued his annoying sitting. He didn’t eat, didn’t sleep, that I could see, and disgust filled me.

‘Don’t you value your own life?’ I snapped. ‘I couldn’t love such a pathetic man.’

Every harsh word that left my lips filled me with regret, making me even angrier at myself. I took up a blanket, grabbed a handful of nails, and hung the cover across the entrance.

If Margan lost his temper, even for a moment, he might summon animals to attack me, or force me to cut my own neck. I sat down, knees bent, burying my head against them. Jeykal had been right that night on the boat—I loved deepest when the target of my affection could hurt me.

Self-pity was a new feeling, and the guilt became unbearable until finally, surrendering to my feelings, I took a whole rabbit and a cup of apple juice out to him. As I held out my hands, he simply stared.

‘Well, eat,’ I ordered.

Again he eagerly took my offering, tearing fleshy strips from the cooked rabbit’s hide. With his free hand, he shoved stray morsels between his lips and swallowed. Soon, only the bones remained. He guzzled down the drink and let out a burp.

The whole situation was ridiculous and far beyond a game. ‘Get up,’ I said, shaking my head. He got to his feet. ‘But stay.’

The clouds were still thick in the air, but the sun managed to light up the mountains anyway. I brought back a dagger, tossed it to him, then took one in my own hand.

‘Fight me.’

Margan did as I asked, and this time he seemed more skilled with the blade, blocking and dodging my kicks, bending backwards, swirling. I couldn’t touch him. ‘Who’ve you been training with?’ I demanded.

‘You’ll never cut me,’ he said, then lunged. I locked his arm in mine before spinning around to strike his head, but he’d already cut the side of my leg.

‘H-How did you do that?’ I almost stammered.

‘Again?’ he asked.

I thrust out the blade in response, and he jumped back. I slashed the dagger down and diagonally, but again he dodged the attack, anticipating the move. I changed my tactic to three steps ahead and kicked him in the side of the face, hard. He clutched his cheek, opening and closing his mouth, rubbing his cheek.

‘Again,’ he said enthusiastically.

I found myself grinning as well, but I wanted him to get angry so I could see if his eyes glowed red.

After ten more rounds of outwitting him, Margan lay bruised and scraped on the ground. I’d regained my edge, and feeling proud, I watched bits of fur from his layers dance around in the sunlight. They finally lay to rest on the ground in brown tufts.

‘Margan, come inside,’ I yelled.

He staggered to his feet, grabbing at the walls of the cavern to keep balance. Such a weak display from a man would ensure his back as a target for other warriors. The men of Vilseek, the leaders of the other tribes, would never respect me if I took him as my bonded.

We sat beside the fire.

‘I spoke to your mother,’ I said.

His eyes widened. ‘In Pirate’s Landing?’

‘She warned me off you. She’s ashamed of you.’

He tensed, the lines in his forehead deepening, and a profound pain registered in his eyes, and as he spoke, his tone conveyed immeasurable sadness, squeezing my heart. ‘I know.’

At that moment, my child kicked. I put a hand on my stomach and pushed down to reassure it. Joy distracted me from Margan’s sadness, and for a moment I forgot his pain, enraptured only by the sensations and fluttering within.

His teal eyes filled with love. ‘Klawdia.’

‘Hmm?’ I replied, breathing deeply as it continued to kick.

‘It’s a him. The child is a boy.’

I froze. ‘How do you know?’

‘It’s complicated. In his mind, I feel his sensations; he definitely has a… you know, elefant trunk.’

I laughed. ‘A male heir. A boy to rule the Bears.’ Perhaps rule the Wolves as well. Skelkra’s son would be raised to hate his father, and to be loyal and noble, a man of his word without deceit or trickery.

‘Then you see in his mind like you see in animal minds,’ I asked.

‘Like Loxy.’

‘That’s how you found me?’

He glanced down. ‘Yes. I listened to know what you required to be well.’

‘Just now, you were—’

‘Cheating. I know your moves before you act.’

Amusement filled my cheeks and lightened my mood. ‘I’d have done the same thing. Why do you look so beaten, then?’

He rubbed his bruised face. ‘You like to win. I like to see you happy.’

‘You let me win!’

‘And you liked it.’

I narrowed my eyes at him. ‘I can’t trust you anymore. Maybe not ever.’

‘I know,’ he said again, calmly, a thousand years of patience in his tone. ‘Not trusting me is the right way to be.’

‘Then I don’t understand, what do you want?’

The fire seemed to grow hotter at the moment. If we found trust again, if he proved he could control his gifts, then what?

‘I missed you,’ he said. ‘I spoke your name to the four winds, cried at the moon. Thinking of the nights in the boat, seeing the sun rise without you near, pained me beyond belief. I love you, until the mountains fall, and the stars are burned up, even then I’ll love you.’

‘No,’ I said, almost a whisper.

‘Send me away,’ he said.

‘That trick is as old as the mountains. Make your own choices, and don’t hold me responsible for them.’

‘Then I can’t leave you.’

I raised a hand, showing him two fingers. ‘Remain on two conditions. One, stay out of my thoughts. Two, when this boy is born, he is not yours. You’ll never speak to him, and you’ll keep away, do you hear me?’

‘I hear you, but let me say something. When I first came here two weeks ago, when I found you, your child was almost dead.’

‘You can’t guilt me into—’

‘I’m not trying to guilt you,’ he said, clearly frustrated. ‘I… care about him.’ He reached out his hands to me, but I drew back. ‘A Vuglug awaits my command at the top of the mountain. Let him carry us to—’

‘You brought a Vuglug here?’ I felt my dagger at my hip.

‘Wait, Klawdia, it’s completely under my control. Loxy helped me—’

‘I don’t want to hear it.’

‘It can carry us down the mountain.’

I glared at him.

‘Fine. Fine.’ He grabbed a bucket, went to the ewe, and started milking her.

‘I don’t want that Vuglug anywhere near here,’ I said to his back.

‘I will respect all your wishes and serve you until you’ve forgiven me.’

Throughout the day, I thought about the journey down the mountain, about my child’s health. The blows to my body, the starvation and cold, had taken their toll; I felt more aches and pain than I’d ever experienced.

That evening, Margan took my wrist.

‘Let go,’ I said.

‘J-Jeykal is coming.’

My heart raced, and I put my hands over my face. ‘He’s alive?’

Margan nodded.

‘By my blade!’ I sprung to my feet, ran out of the cave and into the twilight, searching left to right. Then his curly red hair hovered above the closest ridge to the south. I sprinted in his direction, holding my belly as I ran to stop it bouncing. ‘Jeykal!’

‘Klawdia!’ He waved at me.

Trailing behind were two bleating goats and all our knapsacks overflowing with supplies. As we met, I threw my arms around him, hugging him tightly. ‘You’re alive. Oh I’m so glad you’re well.’

He pushed his face into my neck. ‘You’re alive,’ he said, stepping back to look me up and down. ‘And you’re… bigger!’ His face twisted into a frown. ‘There’s muscle, and—’ He pinched my hip. ‘—fat! But how did you survive so well?’

I opened my mouth to answer him, but fear clutched my tongue. Margan wouldn’t leave me, and Jeykal would be angry I’d accepted his help.

‘I’ve got something to tell you, Jeykal.’

The light in his eyes flashed. ‘Of course. I’m such a fool. Such a stupid bastard. He’s here, isn’t he?’

In a small voice, I said, ‘Yes.’

Blood flushed in his cheeks while he drew a slow, deep breath.

‘I almost died,’ I said, begging him to be reasonable with my eyes. ‘It’s not your fault. You did your best.’

‘He made you raise a blade to your own neck, Klawdia.’

In that moment, I regretted telling Jeykal how Margan had turned on me in Pirate’s Landing. ‘He seems safe.

‘Seems safe,’ he repeated my words, mocking me. ‘Seems safe, until what?’ He took my hand, pressed goats’ leads into it. ‘Here, not that you need them now.’

His shoulder knocked mine as he passed me, stalking towards the cave, hands balled into fists. I dragged the goats after him, and cursed as Jeykal removed his bow and nocked an arrow, drawing a string back as he turned into the light of the cave.

Moments later, I arrived in time to see an arrow whizz past Margan’s head, the arrow clanging in the back of the cave, in the darkness. The Speaker hadn’t moved, and Jeykal never missed.

‘Shit,’ Jeykal cursed. He nocked another arrow and let it fly, missing Margan entirely. The Speaker watched him in silence, no victory on his face, only resolve.

As long as Margan could control Jeykal’s body, he’d never hit him, and I couldn’t continue to let Jeykal go on making a fool of himself. I went up behind my friend to squeeze his shoulder.

‘Stop,’ I said.

‘I’m tired, I’ll hit him next time.’

‘No you won’t. You’re not tired.’

Jeykal turned to me, puzzled, and then his mouth opened with astonishment. ‘No…’ He took another shot, missing again. ‘Then it’s true.’ Jeykal went right up to him, shot an arrow, but before he let go, his hands shifted away. ‘How are you doing that?’ Jeykal tossed his bow aside, then drew a dagger from his boot.

I jumped between them. ‘Jeykal, stop it.’

‘I can’t ask you to forgive me, Jeykal,’ Margan said in a steady voice. ‘But like you, I won’t leave Klawdia.’

Jeykal slashed his blade at him over my shoulder, missing, then dropping the dagger to the floor with a clang. He grabbed Margan’s throat in his fingers and squeezed. Suddenly, his arms dropped to his side. Jeykal’s head twisted side to side, glancing at his arms in horror.

Margan moved behind me, putting ten or so feet between them. ‘I don’t want to fight.’

‘Release me!’ Jeykal cried. ‘Stop holding my arms!’

The Speaker nodded and Jeykal was able to shake his arms, move each of his fingers. ‘Klawdia, he’s dangerous.’

A day ago, I’d have agreed with him, but as I looked at Margan, knowing how much power he held, seeing him keep control in the face of Jeykal’s attacks, he didn’t seem as dangerous. I could no less turn Margan away than Jeykal. I went to my bedroll and sat, snuggling down under the blanket. ‘I need rest. Be quiet, and no fighting.’

Jeykal stood, shoulders raised, chest rising and falling with anger.

‘The weather is warm now,’ Margan said. ‘I’ll sleep outside.’

‘Then, Jeykal, you stay in here,’ I said.

Margan took ointment and dabbed at his face where I’d kicked him with my boot. Then he took off his tunic, the auburn waves falling down across his taut chest. I lusted after his ripped stomach and broad shoulders, feeling the female parts of me stir for him.

He met my eyes then, holding my gaze. Then he raised a hand to rub the side of his chest, a smirk indenting at the corner of his mouth. As I remembered his mouth between my legs, he took up a fresh shirt and kept staring as he dressed.

I sent him a thought, as I’d done the first time I met Loxy. I want to go down the mountain after all.

Margan froze. When? I almost gasped to have his voice inside my head, so close, as if he whispered next to my ear.

Tomorrow, I replied, holding my breath.

As you command, Klawdia of the Bears. After dressing warmly, he shot me one last glance, gathered up blankets, and went out to sleep among the stars.

Jeykal tied up the goats next to the ewe, untied a bedroll, and spread it out right beside me. ‘I won’t sleep well,’ he said, fixing the cave entrance with a glare. ‘I don’t trust him. I can’t—’

‘A Vuglug will take us down the mountain tomorrow. It isn’t safe for my child to go on foot. I’m worried that I might lose him.’ I rubbed my belly.

‘Him?’ Jeykal said. ‘You don’t —’

I beamed. ‘Margan told me it’s a him. I’m going to have a boy. Isn’t that wonderful?’

Jeykal rolled over on his bed to face away from me. ‘I refuse to go down on a Vuglug. I’ll meet you in the forests in a week.’

‘A week? It might take more.’

‘Then so be it. Besides, you’ve got Margan. Apparently you’ll be safe.’

‘Margan will go back to Raindrop Valley after that.’ I let a silence fill the air for a moment. ‘He—’ I made one large circle over my belly with my hand. ‘—almost died.’

‘Margan almost died?’ he said, surprised.

‘No, my son.’

Jeykal muttered under his breath. ‘I abandoned you and he saved you, I get it.’

I frowned at his back. ‘Can you face me, please?’

He rolled over angrily, tugging at the blankets ‘What?’

‘Why are you punishing me?’ I said.

‘You’re right, I’m being an arse again. I’ll take a few weeks to accept your decision.’

I reached out to his hand. ‘You’re the best friend I’ve ever had.’

A smirk touched his lips. ‘Don’t you forget it.’


Chapter Twenty-Three

THAT NIGHT, WATER SOAKED ME, waking me from my dreams. The cold bedroll had been saturated, and for a moment I thought I might be in Pirate’s Landing, in the ocean, or on a boat. The fire revealed the cave, reminding of Jeykal and Margan. I reached down into the bed to feel the wetness there.

‘Jeykal,’ I whispered.

‘Mmmm.’

I sat up, leaned over, and shook him hard. ‘Wake up.’

‘What?’ he said, his voice cracking with exhaustion.

‘I think it’s starting.’

‘What?’ he said, sitting up onto his elbows, blinking at the light. The goats bleated.

‘The baby.’

‘Shit,’ he said. ‘Umm. The fire needs reviving.’

‘Yes.’ Seven months carrying. Two months too early, it would be small and possibly sickly. I would stay calm, to keep Jeykal calm.

Margan, I need you, I thought.

‘Ouch. Shit.’ Jeykal tripped over baskets and tools. He tossed on firewood, then poked the dying embers with a stick until flame whooshed green across wood, warming the area swiftly.

‘Green flames,’ Jeykal said, surprised.

‘Clean linen,’ I barked. ‘Now.’

‘Yes,’ Jeykal said, looking fraught with worry. He went to the stack of supplies, casting crates aside, spilling vegetables.

‘Calm down!’ If not for the early birthing date, I’d have been laughing at his panic.

Margan came inside, crossing to sit at my side, taking my hand in his.

‘I don’t want him in here,’ Jeykal said.

I ignored Jeykal and stared up at Margan, who put his hands under my tunic to my stomach.

I put my hand over his. ‘Can you hear him, is he well? Is he upset? Hurt?’

The Speaker listened, closing his eyes. When he opened them, he said, ‘He’s the right way around, but he’s, I don’t know. Loxy tried to teach me, but I’m not sure.’

‘Try,’ I said.

His eyes met mine. ‘He’s not ready, even if your body is.’

‘It’s only seven months; he’s early, that’s what you’re saying?’

‘Yes, but we’re here for you.’ He looked at Jeykal for backup, and then his eyes came back to my face. ‘And your child wants to meet you.’

‘She hates being reassured,’ Jeykal said from beside the fire, where he warmed a pan of water. ‘You’re not a man of medicine.’

‘Both of you shut up. Tonight you’re best friends.’

The first round of tightening came. My womb squeezed like a tight fist, and the sensation rolled down my spine, buried deep into my pelvis. I groaned a little, the pain mild compared to that of the shrieking women I’d heard late at night in Vilseek.

After taking off my pants, Margan placed a lamp near my raised legs.

‘Can you see… the opening? Is there a baby?’ I asked. Both men were frozen just staring down. I desperately wished for a midwife. ‘Well?’ I yelled.

Jeykal’s forehead crinkled with sympathy. ‘Can I get you dragonclaw? It’s going to be painful.’ He stared harder at the entrance of my womb. ‘Really painful.’

‘Jeykal!’ I said. ‘Stop staring.’

‘Well, what do you want me to do? It doesn’t look normal.’ He pulled out a vial and sipped on the contents.

‘What’s that?’ I asked. ‘Is that dragonclaw? You’re getting high on dragonclaw while I’m giving birth?’ I raged with anger now, ready to punch him hard in the arm.

‘The opening is wider than, er, usual,’ Margan said, interrupting us. ‘The head isn’t there. Do you feel like pushing?’

‘Not yet.’

‘Then I think that means we wait.’

And wait we did. Hours passed, the pain of the tightening getting worse over time. Finally, as the waves were more like stone walls collapsing on top of me, I couldn’t help but push.

‘Look again,’ I said to Margan.

‘The opening is wider.’

‘How wide?’

‘About three inches.’

I breathed quickly, panting, and the tightening came again so I pushed down, gritting my teeth and crying out. Jeykal sat back, eyes glazed from the dragonclaw, letting Margan tend to me.

‘Your son wants to get out,’ Margan said, smiling, his eyes full of wonder. ‘It’s the only thought he has.’ I wished that I could be in my son’s mind, hearing his thoughts, feeling his feelings. Then I would know better when to push and went not to.

Two more hours passed. I pushed with the tightening, but I seemed to be getting nowhere. ‘What does it look like?’ I said.

‘The opening is wider. Push harder.’

The seizing of my womb came faster and more often, and I scrunched up my face, and contracted my womb as hard as I could, panting and sweating.

‘The head!’ Margan said. ‘I can see the head.’ He spread my legs wider. ‘You can do this, Klawdia, push.’

When the tightening came, I squeezed, urged, did all I could to force the infant out of me. The baby shifted suddenly. ‘Oh,’ I said, breathing when the tightening stopped.

‘Its head’s out,’ Jeykal said, a note of disgust in his tone.

‘One more time,’ Margan said, staring into my eyes, filling me with hope and love. ‘Get ready to meet your son. Go!’

The contraction came, the pain unbearable, and with the squeezing, the baby finally slipped out completely. Moments later, its high-pitched squeal of triumph filled the cavern. Tears fell down my face as Jeykal handed him to me wrapped in a clean piece of linen. Margan collected the afterbirth into a bowl and went outside.

‘What’s his name?’ Jeykal asked.

‘Nallael.’

Jeykal’s bottom lip quivered. ‘Y-you named him after my ancestor, and me…’

‘I like the name, Jeykal. I didn’t name it after you, but I guess yes.’ I kissed my darling son’s head, played with his tiny fingers, my heart swelling beyond anything I’d ever felt. The beat in my heart came strongly with him at my breast where he’d begun to suckle.

His first breaths, his first sounds, they became the centre of the universe, the reason for my life, and nothing else ever would or could matter. True love had found me, and I’d give every drop of blood, every last breath in my body, to see him take his place as the heir to Ruxdor.
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