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Part I
Fall

 



If the doors of perception were cleansed everything would appear to man as it is, infinite. For man has closed himself up, till he sees all things thro' narrow chinks of his cavern.

- William Blake



 






Chapter 1





Dream Sequence

His wife had been gone two days when John set out to find her. They'd fought, and sulked, in their usual fashion. Bumping about opposite ends of the house, each waiting for the other to approach with a conciliatory cup of coffee. Neither had.

“There’s your clothes”, had been the last thing she’d said to him, flinging the basket of unfolded washing on the bed. And then she’d gone out, slamming the door. He hated her for that; it had such an air of finality, of brutal decision to it.

He went into the living room once more, as if she might have crept back while he skulked elsewhere. He scanned every flat surface for a note or some other sign but found nothing. The mantelpiece still held its silly bric-a-brac, reminders he’d never really looked at since they’d been placed there. Until now. He flinched at the sight of the laughing couple side by side in the wedding photo. A Hippy wedding. Him in red velvet flares, she just starting to push out the front of her floral caftan.

The last time she'd worn that, they’d just moved here to his hometown, to escape the city, to ‘grow their own food’, to live the Bohemian artist life, him writing while she painted and drew. It was raining so she took an umbrella, hitched the long skirt up and went out wearing waterproof boots to kill the snails that were attacking her parsley seedlings. Screlch screlch her boots came down in their juicy-crunch judgement. “Eat my parsley will you! Not likely!”

He stood under the verandah smiling, his arms crossed, and teased her. “Psycho witch! What kind of a Buddhist are you?” For one moment she looked up at him as though he was an outsized snail. Then she gestured off into the night, “There’s acres of grass out there. Let them eat that, these are MINE!”

He laughed. “Oh well, it’s Justice then!”

“Yes. MY parsley, MY justice.” She poked her tongue at him and resumed the parsley patch cleansing.

He shook his head. The city girl with New Age ideals sure had a mean streak. He wondered if she'd always responded to injustice with this kind of fervour. "Well, just remember to send 'em on with a prayer," he laughed. He shook his head again and went inside.

They’d had good days here at first. Everything had fallen into place. The garden grew well enough, eventually, and though neither of them was going to set the art world on fire they were able to console themselves that fame didn’t matter. In between Family Plans, they went for walks beside the spring-fed creeks, spooking trout that arrowed away through the shallows. “Let’s play hidey” she’d say in her curious child-woman manner, and then she’d jump into the bush and go running, pausing for just the moment it took to blow him a kiss before she bounded away behind foliage.

It was an idyll that ended abruptly with pains in the night, and with John, still groggy from the evening's drinking, asking Are you alright? Do you need a doctor? But she was stoic, and a hippy purist; she called for the midwife who was out partying. Later, the pains eased; she stoked herself with aspirin and they went back to bed.

The sound of her sobbing at the bottom of the stairs woke him. He staggered down to her through the chaos of blood. Why, of all the terrifying minutes that followed, could he only recall the towels? The towels for a headrest and the towels stuffed between her legs. Them and the manic phone call. The long wail growing towards them through the bruised morning. The wail of the dead child in her, that they would now never hear.

Then came the long times of wounding silence. The things unstated and unspeakable that filled their raw days end to end. The months, years spent stitching back what was salvageable. Of learning to speak, and touch, and just be with one another again.

It got better over time, scarred up well. But always, things progressed on tenterhooks, both knowing the slightest upset would provoke a fight. And when they fought, the silence returned in all its power as though they'd simply woken from an easy dream into the grind of everyday endurance. A period of some hours followed during which their world held its breath and waited for hard feelings to soften into the kindness of a proffered coffee. Each accepted this paralysis; there was nothing to be done. It seemed the price humans paid for their inability to mend death.

So when they'd fought this time he’d resisted the urge to run after her. He’d moped and thought how really pissed off she must be, to leave without even a parting shot. But he hadn't acted, at first. It was always better to wait on things to work themselves out, was what he'd learnt.

The television flickered silently as he entered the room and snatched up the remote control. He went to thumb the red off button but couldn't bring himself to do it. Leave a candle in the window, she could come back at any time, he thought and flung the remote back down. Then he stalked out, leaving the boxed heads mouthing their mute lines.

***

He went into town in the old truck used for fishing trips, she having taken the red sedan.

He looked for her in all the places she liked most: the library, the plant nursery, the bookstores, the crappy hippy café they usually went to for coffee; but she wasn't there.

He went into the newsagent's and fumbled with the local rag, playing for time while he thought how to ask innocent questions about his wife. The owner was busy with another customer, an oldtimer who wanted to yak. It gave John breathing space. He scanned the front page. His mind was too full and fast to take in anything but the title and its sub-header weather report. Dyall's Ford Sentinel, the Voice of Small Town Australia, it unblushingly proclaimed. Total Fire Ban Today! Fine at first, hot Northerly later with possible storms. Top 42 C.

Finally the old fellow ran out of steam and left. John made his way to the counter with the newspaper in one hand while he dug in his pocket for change with the other. He went to tender money and question together but the proprietor’s eagerness cut him off.

“G’day John, how you been?” the man asked. Not waiting for an answer, he pointed at the paper John held. “Seen that? Whaddya think? Country’s turning to shit, I reckon!”

John’s eyes drifted to the headlines. “Police Arrest Murder Suspect. More Feared Missing.”

The owner went on. “They haven't named him yet. Apparently he’s a local bloke from out Dunstone way. None of the girls are from around here, thank God. So far as we know.” He looked around to be sure the shop was empty, then leant conspiratorially closer. “The bastard slashes their throats, poor kids. Hope they give the prick a taste of his own medicine!”

John looked up from the paper and through the man speaking to him. At any other time he’d have mumbled assent and left as quickly as small-town manners allowed. But his chest was shaking with a force that made soft speech impossible; he threw the coins down and fled.

Outside he slowed to a walk. His footfall imposed some sort of cyclic order on the shaking and he tried to match his breathing to that. His ears rang with the horror playing in his mind, all the way to the car. Once inside he sat there long panicked minutes, hands gripping the steering wheel, going nowhere. Eventually he drove home, pushing the thought aside, replacing it with the weak affirmation she was only hiding out somewhere, making him pay.

***

He rang around.

“Hi, Paul.”

“John! What are you up to mate?”

“Well, I’m looking for Caylen actually.”

"Yeah? Oh, well, haven't seen her myself. You alright?"

"Yeah, yeah, sure." John took a deep breath. "Look, we ah, we had a fight. You know. So if she shows, give me a call straight away, huh?"

"Yeah, 'course I will mate! No worries. Anything I can do?"

"No. Thanks. Just that."

It was a conversation repeated several times throughout the day as he lucked on friends who happened to be home when he phoned. He left no messages with those who weren't.

The worst was calling his wife's folks. John never hit it off with either parent. The mother routinely referred to him as a layabout or dropkick, though never to his face. The father grunted when he was in a good mood, but more often, when 'the kids' came to visit he slumped in the old armchair's depression of faded roses, pulled his lips in over his teeth and made harsh sucking sounds as though deciding something of great but private import.

John shrugged. What did he expect? He was, after all, the spoiler who'd removed their daughter to 'some god-awful hole in the bush'. He picked up the handpiece and dialled. Her mother answered. He decided to get it over with.

"It's me, John. Caylen's gone missing. We had a row."

For long seconds there was a crackling over the line, and nothing else. Then John heard the sound of the mouthpiece being covered and a muffled conversation. A moment later his father-in-law came on.

"What the hell's this about?"

"Caylen and I had a fight. She went out. I hoped she'd gone to you."

"Well, she hasn't." There was a moment's pause, then the father resumed. "Have you tried Marilyn?"

John made a face at the mouthpiece. Marilyn was Caylen’s best friend. As if he wouldn’t have called her. "Yeah, yeah. No luck."

He crawled away from the conversation as best he could, promising to let them know as soon as he heard something. Then he rang around the list of friends again, starting with those who hadn't answered the first time. When he came to the end of the list he put the phone down and punched the wall once, barking his knuckles on the rough adobe.

The summer afternoon's light that filled the house deepened to bronze while he sat there thinking, waiting for a return call. He guessed it was a couple of hours later when he stood up, found his car keys and went out again, leaving the front door wide open and a hastily-picked bunch of garden flowers lying on the threshold.

He drove out to some of Caylen's friends who'd opted to go phoneless in the New Age. This didn't turn up any sign of her either. To make matters worse, the friends advised him to do the one thing he'd been dreading: go to the police. He didn't want to face the fact it had come to that. But it had, so he numbly nodded yes and drove back into town.

It was night now, and the streets were mostly deserted. Still, he pulled up at the first stop sign on the crest just before the road dropped down towards the shopping centre. Just as well, he thought, as a fully loaded log truck thundered past, throwing up a fine spray of the day's sleet from the road. Hit that and it's all over. One misjudgment, a mind temporarily blanked from the job, and you'd be so much mash of squish and twisted metal.

Just as well.

He drove down the gravel drive to the house and his gut clenched. Caylen's parents were there. Her mother stayed in under the verandah. Her father came out and nodded to John.

"Found her?"

"No. I… What are you doing here?"

"Wha..? You idiot! What I'm doing here is trying to find out what you've done with our daughter!"

"I haven't done anything with her, damn it all! I told you, she left."

For a moment Caylen’s father looked as if he’d hit John. But it passed, and the older man half turned towards the house. He pointed at the flowers in the still-open doorway. “You leave those?” He asked.

John looked at the scrappy bouquet. He winced inwardly at the idea of his Welcome Back gesture being misinterpreted as a memorial “Yeah. ’case she came back.”

His father-in-law looked scornful. “You’re a sorry excuse for a man, y’know that?”

“Yeah, well, it takes one to know one.” John spat back and went into the house, slamming the door after him.

He expected them to put up more of a fight, but they dithered outside a few minutes, quietly conferring, then left. He came out when they’d gone.

Now what? he wondered. The problem was, he just didn't know how to act in such a situation. Maybe it was a lack of fathering; he'd read that somewhere. Both his parents were dead, the father of war wounds, the mother gone early to cancer. And if the decision to act was hard enough, knowing how to act was something else again.

In fact, faced with the options of action or shrinking from it, he'd invariably chosen inertia. A good soldier never looks behind and Don't break cover under the enemy’s nose, were things his returned-soldier dad had said. His father's paranoia had kept the boy safe inside the father's borders. His father's face had contorted with the effort of scrunching all the world's evils into a ball. The ball got stored some place called 'don't do that', a place the boy couldn't go, a place no one in his right mind would. His mother had trailed the broken man about the house, picking up the pieces of old battle as they broke off. Eventually the boy took on most of the man’s demeanour. The good soldier had learnt to always face forward, and so could the boy. A whole war's learning had come home to roost in him.

But as the boy pushed out a man's shape, he came to feel life herded him willy-nilly. He thought of himself as a speck God idly shovelled about with his omnipotent but uncaring fingernail. The only conceivable action in this passionless play was compliance. Silently he went where prodded; to protest would betray his presence. Don't break cover, boy; he'd learnt it well.

And now the invoice for all that silence had arrived. The only other human to ever truly enter his domain had gone. Now he knew with the certainty of the condemned, that he should have somehow spoken out while she was still here. And in the same thought knew he never could.

No doubt about it though, action was what a man did; he'd observed that. Stone hard and taciturn were the men he'd grown up with in that timber town. Men whose blank faces could convey so much with just a flicker; faces that held down every passion to a tremor. Men whose mouths ate and obeyed, and daily worked around a handful of diffident formalities. And that left John. He couldn't feel, and his thinking got him nowhere. Distasteful as it might be, the only option left was action.

But how to act was the problem. How to break through the numb shell that coffined him and find Caylen. What, exactly, could he do? It was too late to go to the cops, a small police station like that of Dyall’s Ford would be closed for the night. Leave it to the morning, nothing else for it, he thought.

So he took the truck and drove, as he always did when problems couldn’t be figured out by keeping still. On the way he picked up a six-pack from the Farmer’s Arms. It sat beside him on the bench seat; a newly opened pack of cigarettes slid about on the dashboard. As he drove he sipped and sucked a different, more satisfying numbness deep inside.

The night was warm and the beer soon became cloying. Even so, he stayed out as long as he could, not wanting to go home and re-encounter Caylen’s parents. Finally, he bit the bullet and drove back. In his half-drunken state he stormed through the stop sign intersection and just brushed the slipstream of a speeding log truck.

The truck's horn matched the truck. Loud and long and solid as the black night it punched out of and melted back into, impelled by the stripped trees' weight.

He pulled up fifty yards beyond the intersection and looked to see if the truck came back. It didn't.

How in Hell did I miss that? he thought.

Rapid clicking noises swung his focus back in time to see a shattering wave pass over the windscreen. A chill clamped his chest. He saw himself enter the intersection again and this time the truck came through the passenger door, flinging the car through the air like a toy. The whole universe came to John, replaying its own birth in the swirl and tumbling, the rolling thunder and the low hissing after.

He lay somewhere and looked in front. There were stars in the glass. Slowly other noises crept in as the universe creaked and settled. Time passed and a voice came, saying something severe about the hissing. He tried to roll towards the voice and screamed.

He was no longer numb; every atom quivered with sensational pain. He sucked air in and stilled, pulling concentration into centre. I'm alive, he thought. And if feeling better was sometimes no more than feeling less bad - as in the mercy of alcohol - then perhaps the antidote to deadness could be this primal agony. He took his cue from the revelation and screamed again.

He was still screaming when they dragged him free of the fire. He looked up into the face of his saviour and passed into a dream. The dream knit itself into an endless seam of dreams as dreams do, handing him the convoluted images all through the night of clinical unconsciousness until he woke in hospital.

***

It was as if he first saw the building from outside, and then floated into the bed he lay in. Dyall's Ford Royal Memorial Hospital. An old war-time relic that had been patched and promised into the present day. It pattered along the bubbled linoleum passage of its historic charter. In between bouts of delirium the nurse in a crisp gown came and took whatever from his arm. His drugged head lolled about, taking in discordant images. That fly on the window pane, is it outside or in? A chair by the bed with paint flaking. Above the stopped clock her dusty Majesty looked down.

The nurse was there now. She looked ridiculous in that old-time uniform, and he told her so. He told her a lot of other things too. She in turn, told him to get up.

“There's really nothing wrong with you. Don’t know what all the carry on’s about. It's time to go home.”

John made derogatory remarks about the standard of healthcare but allowed himself to be bossed into a sitting position. Once there the nurse whipped his pillows away. “Come on, up now, I want these too!” she said, tugging the sheets he sat on. He slipped from the bed and stood.

Unbelievable! he thought. I’m okay. That’s incredible! Sure, there were a few scratches on the knuckles of one hand, or was that where he’d taken skin off, punching the wall at home yesterday evening?

The nurse pointed to a chair on her way out. “There’s your clothes.”

John followed her finger to the clump his jeans, t-shirt and runners made. He walked over and picked them up. A bit ratty maybe, but he couldn’t remember their state before the accident. Probably not squeaky clean then either, he decided. He shrugged and dressed.

He stepped outside into sun so bright it momentarily blinded him. There was no one around. He turned to go back inside and call a taxi, and the same chill that swept him when the windscreen shattered after the accident, returned. The hospital was gone. In its place stood a eucalypt forest, its canopy swaying in the dry summer wind.

He looked down to see if he still inhabited his body, and wasn’t calmed at all by the fact he did. He trembled now, and nausea gripped him. I’m dead, fuck! I’m dead! He rubbed his arms to see if they were just part of the hallucination, or if they were really there. They were; he felt the covering of hair brush back and forth under his sweaty hands. Thank God; probably just out of my head with the drugs. Need to keep moving, lose this damn fogginess.

The trees were still there, too, when he looked up again. He walked towards them, shaking with cold in the summer heat. As the forest swallowed him the noise of wind in the treetops faded. The clicking sound of the disintegrating windscreen replaced it. John clasped his arms tight to his chest and stopped dead. He waited for the surface of the forest to crack in a crazed pattern, but it didn’t. Instead, the noise metamorphosed into the roar a lifetime in this bush had taught him meant something infinitely worse than simple death was heading his way. Animals crashed out of the bush ahead and thundered past on either side. When he saw the first bright orange licks through the trees he turned and ran.

He ran further than he knew he’d come, and still the forest held him. The faster he ran the more the noise behind him grew. Finally the trees thinned and he burst from the tinsel-dry eucalypts to pull up in a strange clearing. With the pursuit momentarily paused, thought processes kicked back in. Words started working for him again. This one whispered untouched into the screeching space between his ears. No one had set foot in this place in years. Behind him the wall of forest fire roiled.

He looked back at the hundred-foot flames. Inexorably they herded him and the myriad creatures that furred past the edge of his choked vision. Patches of tussock grass were smudging black. Tree-ferns in a gully to one side quivered as the wave bore down.

Time to straighten up. Muster nerves that were racing about like horses in a blazing barn. Take deep draughts of the stinging air.

Got to think, he thought, aware of the irony even in his panic. Not dead yet. He spun and faced the flames, wanting to scream defiance into the acrid smoke, not wanting to choke in the pointless act.

Which way? Which way? Got to be some goddam spot where I can lie low, some hole to crawl into until it’s gone past.

But his heart thrashed in its bloody box, and a hundred yards behind the eucalypts were screaming now, the forest floor with its thirty-year build-up of shed bark - those steel-grey curlicues that weirdly reminded him of his father's workshop, with its carpet of wood and metal shavings - danced and shrivelled as the radiation shimmered through.

He squeezed his eyes into one long, last scan of the clearing, looking for the one thing, the opening that was also enclosure, sanctuary for the hunted, fox ground, the place where he would not die.

And then he saw it. A bit off to the right, near the far end of the clearing, under the age-thick bole of a forest patriarch, a patch of low grass watered by underground springs, a soak that fed the little creek in the gully. Grass sweet, short and comparatively green in this killing summer.

Again survival clicked in, he sprinted across the hair-fine tussocks.

He hop-scotched smouldering patches where fluttering incandescents, born along before the front, ignited spot fires. Spreading out like a patchwork of stains, the circles began to touch and grow into each other. Soon the storm would explode over them, obliterating their quiet handiwork in one long, furnace-heat swathe.

As his feet touched the first cushions of the soak, his mind split into organized responses. One was frantically looking for a crawl space, or, lacking that, moss, leaf mould, a log to crawl under, anything - anything to absorb the radiation, anything but skin, got to cover face and hands.

And he thought again of his father, curled under a barb wire fence as the dive bombers strafed…

But another, more urgent voice was noting something about his hair, his ears, something not quite clear, some internal conversation getting garbled in the growing cacophony around him, and as he cowered in the furnace that now seared him, what he saw surpassed his death terror.

His legs were melting.

The dead weight of his body pushed down on them, and he began to topple as they sank and flowed into ground that was curiously wet for this season, even given its springs.

His last act was to lift back his head, stretch his mouth and shout hatred at a red-black god, and his last thought was that somewhere at the core of him, some important sliver of being had always known this, this toppling - headfirst, backwards, blind and screaming into black.

***

He fell, burning, buffeted by things that could not break his fall. Rock and whipping vegetation, thudding ledges, the crumbling edges of rank earth that he bounced from, saw him down. He grappled with them the way an atheist in extremity struggles with first prayer; with hands that grasp and clench and come up holding only hope.

The battering filled nostrils with blood, his mouth pricked with the salt-tang mischief of death. It panicked him, uselessly; he continued falling until the bottom hit and whiteness took him.

Waking to pain, smoke and his own flesh burning, he thought he'd landed in Hell. He opened his eyes and saw the truth of it: fire had followed him like a dream that won't let up, that won't be woken from.

He scrabbled bits of the sludge he lay in to extinguish cinders that bit through clothes. He rolled in it to feel the chill relief, an ease of release that hissed in time and tune to the wetting embers.

He sat up. Up into a cloud of smoke that grew from somewhere at the level of his legs. He rolled onto his side again to seek the source, seeing for the first time the limits of the thing he'd landed in.

Must be an old mine shaft. No vegetation down this far, no light to reach it.

Rough dirt-rock wall encircled him, up to the black-cloud underbelly of the smoke bank. And below the smoke, he could see the floor scattered with smouldering grass tufts, glowing bits of branch and leaf. They fed the poisonous cloud that pressed down inch by inch, pushing out his air.

He crawled around, gathering and snuffing them inside a growing ball of slimy clay he scooped up with them. When it was done he pushed the ball into the centre of the cave, just below his feet, and lay there eyeing it.

In fear, exhausted, in resurgent pain, he wept - great body sobs that shamed the taught man in him - and he cursed the life that forever pushed him forward, pushed him here. He slept.

***





Chapter 2





The Ring Of Return

He came to, prone, looking up. Half the air had cleared and half hadn't; half his mind still swam with smoke. He snapped up thinking maybe the mound of clay had started smouldering again. Looking between his feet where he’d left it gave him by far the greatest shock he'd had that day: snowy television reception, and on the screen a face that morphed between the countenance of every individual he'd ever known in life.

But it was the face of a man, an older man, that he could be sure of.

He squeezed sight to a narrower focus but it just picked up the pixel dots of snow. He flared eyes wide and the picture flurried. He blinked, he shut them for a long moment and half-opened them, squinting through the resultant letterbox slot, hoping.

Better. Beyond his feet, someone sat on their haunches. A lined face. Silver hair that went wild over shoulders. Eyes so black he wondered if they were entirely pupil, or if he was looking through those sockets into the back of an unlit skull.

He tried tuning lower down, to get a better view of clothes it wore, but the picture wouldn't hold. He only knew they were loose fitting. A hermit, perhaps, or monk. More like, hallucination.

“Who... who are you?”

“What do you mean?”

“What do you mean what do I mean? I mean who are you? Don't you know who you are?”

The figure's outline wavered like a flame. “I am what you make of me.” Then it changed again, softened, and came closer. “Call me Argilan, for now.”

John’s head fell back. He felt with his chill hand his clammy brow, and closed his eyes, welcoming the sheet of whiteness as it swept in.

***

Solid now, and somewhat kinder, Argilan leant forward and dabbed John’s burnt arm with a pungent rag. A warm numbness filtered down the arm into fingers.

Argilan smiled. “Welcome back. Who are you?”

John opened his mouth to answer, then froze. He swallowed, something dry, that stuck halfway down, and tore at him as he coughed it out. “God, I don't know! All I can remember is my first name, ‘John’!”

“That’s all?”

John surveyed the landscape of his memory and shuddered. He expected holes everywhere, white spaces where known things had once formed up. Instead, he could recall almost everything: the person he was, where and how he’d lived, the search for his wife, all the events leading up to and including his sudden descent into this cave. Everything except his last name. He snapped the view shut. He turned back to Argilan with fear in his eyes.

“I’m not sure. It seems like the only thing I don't know is my last name. But if I can’t remember that, how do I know what else I've forgotten, or how much? I don't even remember if it was worth knowing!”

Argilan stood slowly. He frowned at John, then sighed. “Come,” he said and turned away.

***

The walls were dank and slimy where the passage narrowed and they were forced to stoop. Wherever the dark grew, so did the rank smell; small flutterings suggested bats above them. When the way widened, light cascaded from every direction and the ceiling flew high up; colour and light flashed from crystals of ice and rock. In a few of the very high places John could see ledges, and on the ledges, undulation of ferns in breeze, or moving people, hard to tell from where he stood.

Dream sequence, he thought and turned to Argilan. “Is this real?”

“As real as anything else in your senses.”

John reached out and scraped fingers along the rock as they walked. Sensation travelled back with absolute assurance. Wet. Slime. Cold. Hard. Sharp. This bit soft, powdery. All okay though, one hundred percent authentic, don't-buy-without-this-label real. He rubbed the dirt off absent-mindedly on his jeans leg. Real, his fingers reported.

Following the old man, he climbed a staircase formed of stepping stones and risers cut straight into the rock floor. They entered a small chamber, similarly hand-hewn, hollowed out of the mountain that had swallowed him. To either side of the entrance, small tables were scattered with jars, books, dishes of half-eaten food, small implements. Above the tables, and beside them, were shelves and bookcases and unlabelled jars of dried plant material.

John looked around. Three chairs and a pocked, stained old table. At the furthest end of the room, an open fireplace. A chimney cut straight into the wall above it, going through the chamber roof but letting in no light from the world of presumed sunshine above.

How can I see in here? John wondered, looking about for light or lamp or candle.

The old man bent to the hearth, kindling a small fire, and gestured towards the table. “Go on, sit. I'll be with you in a minute.”

John slumped in the chair and put his head down in his hands. Weariness grew, promising a soft, slow lapse into sleep that would wake into the normalcy of his familiar world. He reasoned that if this was a dream, it was less and less a nightmare, and he could only let it carry him where it would.

 ***

He woke in the room now warmed and golden-lit by fire, feeling solid wood beneath his arms, brushed his lank hair away from his eyes. Argilan came and sat in the opposite chair.

“Sorry, must've drifted off,” John said.

“Don't be, you needed rest.”

John tried for answers again. “Look, you said you're Argilan. That tells me nothing, I can't make anything of that. I guess what I really need to know is where the hell I am.”

“In Animarl.”

“What does that mean?”

“I've been waiting for you. I am the Gatekeeper.”

John snorted. “Really!” He sighed and looked away, waiting for the magical first breath of the other side of sleep to happen. It didn't. Meaning, a little voice insisted, that this was perhaps no dream. The old man started up again.

“Listen to me. The burns on your face are not burns, the cuts to your hands are not really cuts.”

“Yeah, right! Listen, Argilan, burns not burns, cuts not cuts, what crap! I fell down a hole, running from a fire! These cuts bled real blood, I smelt and felt it! Here, is this real?” He grabbed a glass of water the old man had pushed across the table and threw it in the giver's face.

Argilan recoiled, smarting, then returned his own glass in like manner. “I think so, what about you?”

So they sat there, faces dripping, mirroring the other's fierceness, till John’s vision cleared of film. He looked down at the pool building in his cupped hand, started shaking, and looked up laughing at the mirror laughing back.

“Sorry, I don't know what the hell's happening. Where am I, really?”

“As I said, in Animarl. And in a sense, you are nowhere; nothing has really happened to you since you died.”

“Dead! I doubt it! Dreaming, maybe; in an old mine tunnel with a madman, perhaps. Don't think I've lost all my wits, Argilan, I live by them, and by what my senses tell me.”

“Then hear what they're trying to tell you now. You are dead. There is no going back on that. For you, there is only forward.”

Forward. John thought a moment on that. It accorded with the way he felt life herded him. And to be conscious, hearing someone tell him he was dead, was somehow comforting, as though, through its unreality, it re-affirmed the fact he was dreaming. He decided this was one dream to be waited out and played along with.

“So, if I'm dead, what does that leave undone? I don't believe in any of that afterlife crap, and you're plainly no angel.”

“It leaves undone, your going on. You died in shock; that’s why you are here. All unready souls use Animarl as a resting place on their journey to the White Lands.”

“All? There’ve been others?”

“Oh yes, you aren't the first!”

“You've seen them?”

“Of course! That is what I do, assist.”

“A woman: did a woman come through recently?” Even to find her in a dream would be something.

“I have seen a woman, yes, though what you mean by recent is meaningless here, from the point of view of your world.”

“Never mind that. This woman, what did she call herself?”

“Nothing.”

“What do you mean, nothing? She must have had a name!”

“None that I recall. I know this sounds strange, but there wasn’t time for pleasantries. I wanted something from this woman, something she wouldn’t part with.”

“What?”

“Her life in Animarl.”

Finding a flaw in the old man’s reasoning, John attacked.

“But surely, if this place is what you say it is, she was already dead. What harm could come to her after that?”

“Yes, dead, and fortunate to have arrived in Animarl whole. Most who come here are quite maimed, I’m afraid. Not by the manner of their death; the passage does it to them. Whereas you, and the woman, are virtually unscathed by your ordeal, and therefore perfect candidates for the Key I’m seeking.”

John skipped over this, asking, “So, where is she?”

“In hiding.”

“Where?”

“In the body of a little girl.”

“What?”

“I changed her from a woman into a girl, so the Rory would adopt her. I thought then, that it would give me time to make her see sense, as she grew. Foolish of me really, though it seemed the right thing to do at the time. At any rate, it fooled the Rory. Their culture welcomes orphans, so they took her with them. She’s quite safe.”

“Where? Where did they take her?”

“To Grealding, their stronghold, their home. What is this woman to you?”

“I think she may be my wife.”

Argilan frowned. John saw it. “Why? What’s the problem?”

“As I said, she is now a little girl. You won’t recognize her.”

John walked away. The dream had gotten weird again. But it was his dream, damn it, and if he couldn’t be its director, he’d be no puppet actor either. He remembered childhood photographs of the woman he’d married.

“I’ve seen her as a girl! I’d recognize her.”

“No, this was no simple going back to whatever it was she looked like as a girl. I made her to the image I recall of girl children. She will be strange to you.”

“Even her manner, her character?”

“Perhaps not, her soul’s the same. But the temperament of childhood, and what has happened to her, are sources of confusion. It would be better for you to continue your journey to the White Lands alone. She can join you later.”

“Forget it! I want to see her.”

“That isn’t possible, at least for now. As I said, she went with the Rory to Grealding, a long way from here. And you’re not ready to travel there, nor should you. You must go on, to the White Lands, to your destiny.”

“Why not her destiny, too, since I assume she died in shock, in order to be here? Why did you let her stay in this world?” John was pleased with the way he outsmarted the dream.

“Oh, don’t think I didn’t try to send her through the Soul Gate! As a whole Outlander – like you – she was the ideal Key. But she’d have none of it. Quite a stubborn woman. I had a hard time explaining anything to her, she kept babbling about finding a way home. Poor thing, as if there is one, for her, or you, or any who come here, really, until Soul Gate is opened again. Then the way home will be clear and easy, though not necessarily what you expect.

At any rate, when I changed her into a girl, it only made her anger worse, though being a girl, she couldn’t hit so hard. Anyway, then the Rory came and took the problem out of my hands.”

John smiled. He could see in the woman the tough traits he’d admired in his wife. If only all dreams made as much sense as this. One thing was certain, he would never find her here, the way this perverse dream kept hiding her. Clearly, it was time to wake up; he had a life to go back to, and something left undone.

“Look, it’s been fine meeting you, and this has been an interesting dream. Now it’s time for me to leave. Let’s make a deal. You want something from me; I want to go home. Tell me what it is you want. I’ll see if I can make it happen. Then I want you and all this,” he waved his hand about, “to go away. You say I should head for the ‘White Lands’, and you know, I think you’re right. I want that whiteness at the end of a dream, just before waking, to start. Deal?”

“You talk as if you still inhabited your old world. As if there was only one world. I’ve already told you different. There is another world, and you are now in it.”

“What world? What damn world? All I see is what’s around me now. Tell me how that’s different from what a man might dream, lying on his back in his own bed, in his own world?”

“As you say, what you sense is your belief. I can’t disprove perceptions, but in time they may melt away. Like mist. Like your forgetfulness.”

This pulled John up. He still didn’t know his own last name; he could hardly argue. Not even with a dream. Inquisitiveness struck him.

“So, what’s this Soul Gate you want opened, and why?”

The old man smiled. “The why is what Animarl is all about. You are passing through here. As I said, this is a place of rest for those on their journey to the White Lands. But something at the core has broken, something I can’t fix. So, their journey is held up until the Soul Gate is re-opened. Meanwhile, those who die here will never make it to that place of rest. Imagine that, Outlander, never! Those souls simply cease to evolve. Can you allow that, knowing you can buy them peace? Knowing you are the Key that can open Soul Gate?”

“Simple as that, huh?” John laughed.

“Yes, truly, it is. Believe it, John: it only takes for you to think ‘Home’ in the Soul Gate’s presence, and the gate will open!”

“But if you’re the ‘Gatekeeper’ or whatever, why don’t you open it, why do you need me, or someone else, this so-called key?”

“I am the Gatekeeper, but the key was lost,” Argilan answered evenly. “As to the others I have asked, and they are few - they must be whole, as I said - it isn’t an easy thing to lay down your life a second time, voluntarily. To come here from the moment of death seems such a blessed reprieve. And it’s no easy thing you’re faced with. To pass through the Soul Gate is a lot to ask of anyone.”

“I’m glad to hear it up front, Argilan. It makes it so much easier for me to also say no!”

Argilan scowled. “The message isn’t getting through, is it? No matter, there’s time, or what you sense as time passing.” He refilled their glasses from a stone jug and handed one to John. John took the offering and they sat in silence, avoiding one another’s gaze.

Eventually, the impasse made them edgy and they resumed the conversation, making the kind of small talk people who don’t know what to say to one another make. What seemed an hour to John passed. At some time, he found himself looking at his left arm, where the now tattered cuff rolled to one side. There was a strip of whiter skin where his wristwatch band had been. Looking further he started at the way his jeans belt hung loose where leather loops once held a buckle. More insistent was the almost throbbing absence on his wedding band finger.

“God, my ring’s gone!”

“Yes, all exposed metal perishes in the passage.”

John’s face creased and he looked up at the old man. “I feel almost naked without it, I’d worn it so long.”

“Here, wear this.” Argilan snapped up his hand and slipped a black, stone ring on the aggrieved digit. It seemed no more strange to John than anything else in Animarl, that the ring was a perfect fit, as if it formed itself to the shape of the finger. Pinpoints of light shone deep in its black band.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Think of it as the path of stars you walk under; it will show the way home.”

John frowned and looked away from Argilan. He looked at the ring, they both did, lost for what seemed to John a long time in its gritty-black iridescence. It was left to Argilan to re-kindle conversation.

“So, can you remember anything else yet? The rest of your name?”

“Not really. I guess I'm just a John Doe. Well, 'John' feels right anyway. I mean it'll do for now; I'll fill the rest in as I go.”

“John. Just John? Nothing more?”

“No, that's it. John Just John. That's what I am.”

“Well, I’ve said what I want from you. It’s your turn now. What do you want?”

John looked up. He sucked air in hard, waiting for the words. When the realization hit it lanced something, and his breath running out between his teeth was like the last of a beaching wave as it sighs into sand.

“I need another chance.”

***





Chapter 3





Taken In

The girl called Caylen led John into the chamber where her brother Oyen sat, eating the first meal of the day with the rest of Yalnita’s Pack. John followed dumbly, holding her hand as a simpleton might. He stared at her back. He was in shock. Who was this young girl who’d interrupted the conversation with Argilan? The old man had vanished when she appeared. She’d simply walked up to John, announced “I’m Caylen” and led him away from Argilan’s room. But it just couldn’t be; she looked nothing like the Caylen John knew.

Oyen jumped up as they entered. His focus flicked between Caylen and the bedraggled Outlander behind her.

“Where’ve you been? It’s almost time, we’ve been waiting, we ….”

“You’ve been eating, I see,” Caylen said. “That’s good, I’ve brought someone who needs food.” It was a bold start to what she knew would be a hard task: persuading the Pack to let the Outlander live. Too many had come lately, and even if this one’s good health made him remarkable, the enmity the Rory bore Outlanders usually sealed their fate on sight. She was counting on her intercession as an adopted Rory to save the man.

But another Rory was on his feet now, drawing his short sword. “He needs a sharp tap with a sharp blade, blasted Outlander!”

“Damn right, we stick arrows in him, see how full his stomach really is!” said another, taking up a bow and quiver of arrows from where they lay.

Caylen backed against the man she’d brought, and spread her arms wide.

“No: he lives! He’s whole, he’s healthy.”

“Seen that. So kill him quick before he shows his true face.” Rain Dog advanced on her, patting the sword blade against one hand, his eyes flicking to either side of her young woman’s frame, looking for a way past to his quarry.

“Hold up, Rain Dog!” Oyen’s voice boomed in the small cavern. He’d seen the look on the face of the woman. Even with the years she’d spent among her adoptive kin, he knew she still held soft feelings for her old world. And now she’d found this Outlander - only the Old Ones knew how or where – and brought him back like a winter-orphaned fawn. Oyen looked at her, the Outlander in his peripheral vision. Such a young’un still, he mused.

This Cave is where they’d found Caylen, too, when they’d come for Blood Bonding, seven rings ago. They’d taken the little firecat in despite misgivings about her Outlander origins, her strange speech, and her temper. Oyen had adopted her as a sister on behalf of his own absent family. Warrior tribe though the Rory were, they never turned away a foundling.

But this Outlander’s untimely entrance they could do without. They were already late for this trip’s Blood Bonding, when the Pack cemented unity with ritual. Every completed circle of the seasons, the trees threw a new ring, and every ring, the Packs made their annual pilgrimage to this sacred place in the Cave of Origins, deep inside the mountain where the Rory first appeared in Animarl, to renew their oaths of loyalty and kinship.

They were late; Yalnita would be waiting. And the Huntress didn’t like to wait. Not one bit.

Oyen moved past the half-crouched figure of Rain Dog. He eyed the man before him. Filthy and bedraggled as all Outlanders when they first came to Animarl; the passage between worlds cared little for those who used it. This Outlander however, like the girl Caylen, had not been maimed by the journey. A whole one from the outer world, found by another who came the same way? Who knew what sort of sign that was? Who knew the usefulness they would bury with this man, if they killed him now?

“What’re you named, man?”

“Um, John. Sort of.”

“Umjunsortiv! What?”

Sensing his mistake, John came back stronger. “No, it’s John, just John.”

Oyen looked over at his sister, who jerked her head in vigorous encouragement. Yes, yes, believe him, her eyes said. The Rory scowled at the Outlander, trying for Caylen’s sake to allow that this uncertain man knew his own mind.

“John Just John? Are you sure?”

“Hah! He doesn’t know, the skin’s okay, but he’s still broke inside! Just like all Outlanders, can’t trust ’em. Looking good outside’s just a trick, kill him now!”

“Shut up, Rain Dog!” Oyen rejected his Pack mate’s logic with brute force. He looked back to the Outlander. “Well, at least your name, real name. Be sure now, no fooling. Is it really John Just John?”

John’s eyes roamed the room. So real, he thought, as though all surfaces were just the convincing membrane of the dream through which he drifted.

But, he sensed, there was also a clue here. Something hidden in the picture that might unlock it, dissolve the dream. Every question is a trial, a thrust to keep me on the back foot, to stay a prisoner of my own maddened mind, forever parrying.

Then he found it. Hidden in a corner of the conversation seconds back, a mention of archery. “Bowman. I'm John Bowman. That's my name.” His relief was palpable.

Oyen's, less so. “John Bowman, John Bowman” he repeated several times, each time chewing the words a different way, seeming to find at last the satisfaction a hungry man derives from gristle. “Well, John Bowman you say, John Bowman it is.” Oyen took a deep breath. “Come on then, you can’t go around like that, you’ll have to wash.” He looked around at the Pack. “He’ll need clothes, too. Give up what you’ve got spare.”

“I’ll do that,” said Caylen. “Rain Dog, he’s about your size, what did you bring extra?”

Oyen seized the opportunity along with Bowman’s arm and steered the newcomer out the way he’d come in, leaving the others to squabble.

He took Bowman to a small room formed where a cave tunnel came to an abrupt end and hollowed a spherical space out of the mountain.

“Stay here till I’m back,” he said and left.

John Bowman paced the perimeter of his new room. It seemed a smaller version of the one Argilan had taken him to. The packed dirt floor joined seamlessly with the rough rock walls. A low, vaulting roof came down and broke in just one place, where he and Oyen had entered. A single chair kept a small desk company. To one side was a small wooden bed, with a mattress of plaited golden cane, and at its foot, three colourful woven rugs.

As he walked he scanned the curved walls. They were bare of distinctive features. Other than the doorway no window or exit interrupted the curving surface. And the doorway itself led into a maze of passages that kept him in this room just as any bolted door might do. It occurred to him that he wasn’t really looking for a way out, it was just that the pacing helped to work off tension.

How does it remain so light? he thought, noting the candle unlit on the desk, and as he thought it, light danced in the room. Soft, furry tongues of light: little flames that coalesced in front of him to a ball, so brilliantly white he could barely look straight at it, but friendly light, beckoning. Mindlessly he extended one hand towards it and watched with fearless detachment as the hand, then his arm disappeared into the sphere.

It’s the most natural thing in the world, he thought as his entire arm was drawn into it, then his head, his neck. And there he pulled up sharp. On the other side his eyes froze on a landscape so familiar it made his viscera knot: the house, in the street, in the town he lived in yesterday. He yanked back from the tube. Its rim rolled softly round him and he slopped into the world his feet stood in, wavering on those feet, arms flitting crazily in front, trying to grip the insubstantial edges of a world that stood in air, hold it at appraisable length.

“How do you like your new home?”

He whirled around. Caylen was standing in the doorway, carrying garments in one hand and something, a book, he thought, in the other.

“Don't you knock? Don't you ever knock?!”

“What's there to knock on?” She laughed, glancing behind her as she crossed the room to his bed. She placed the clothes on it and turned to him with the book in both hands, cradled to her chest. Her face was placid, and if she’d seen his odd behaviour of a moment ago, she said nothing.

He glowered at her. “Let’s establish ground rules, shall we? One, we’ve only just met. Well ...” he thought back to when she’d found him a scant hour back, arguing like a madman with the spectre called Argilan. “And I guess I should thank you for that. But I'm a man, you’re a girl…” He was starting to lose the thread of what he wanted to say, looking at her face. She hadn’t been the woman he sought, not even a younger version, despite the incredible coincidence of their names. None of her features matched those of his wife. Even the eyes, which would surely tell - though the same colour as his wife’s - burnt with an entirely different fire. But then, what could you expect from a dream?

So, he finished quickly. “And I’m getting out of here, first chance I get!”

Suddenly she was businesslike too.

“Good, I'm relieved to hear it. Here.”

She shoved the book at him.

“For you.” It was as if the force of his rebuff had blown out a candle in her.

“Oh. For me? Um, thank you. What is it?”

“A book, John Foolman! What does it seem? I made it to draw the birds I saw in Animarl, when I first came here. They were so pretty. But now I’m a warrior, I won’t have time for that. You can use it now.”

He smiled at the grownup pretence, then fumbled for the right words to accept the gift. “Oh, I see. For keeping a journal of what I learn?”

“Perhaps. Sometimes you can write or draw things you need to remember.”

“Yes, that's what I meant.”

She looked at him quizzically. “Here, I can start it for you - it’s allowed, it used to be my book, so I can help you at the beginning. After that you'll have to make it yourself,” she said and her child enthusiasm was back as she flicked past her crude stick-drawings to the first blank page. Taking a length of thin charcoal from the spine of the book, she wrote:

The Book of John Bowman, 
who was once so lost 
it took a whole world to find him

And she child-guffawed at her masterpiece. Then she turned to the next page and looked up at him.

“Now you will have to learn what it is to be truly a man of the bow, Mr Lost.”

“I don't need that, honestly, it’s just my name, you see...”

“Names are never just names, John Bowman. If you don't know that now, you will. And if you take a name, you must earn it.”

She was already drawing. In one sweep of the charcoal she had the arc of a bow, bent in a near half circle. She added neither string nor arrow, but a hill slope with trees appeared at the bottom of the page, and in the top half, she quickly cris-crossed a few rough stars, so that the weapon hung in the night sky like a sliver moon.

“The Kasina say there is a great meaning in this. They say there is a great secret of the world in this drawing. I say they stole the idea from the Rory; we've always known how to circle the moon.”

He was about to ask who the Kasina were, and what it meant to circle the moon, when a polite shuffle sounded just beyond the doorway.

“John Bowman?” It was Oyen.

Caylen leapt to her feet. Her eyes flashed to the door and back to Bowman's face.

“I wanted to say welcome,” she whispered and before he could react, her arms were about his head: standing on tip-toe she kissed him, a moth's wing dusting of a child’s kiss on his unready lips.

Then she was on her way through the door and he heard her say, “Go in Oyen, we're all family here”, and he wondered if she was laughing again.

***

Oyen had also brought a gift. He set the small vial down on Bowman's desk and produced two cups.

He filled both and gave one to Bowman. “Journey Herb” he announced. “Drink! One swallow. Drink!” He tossed the cup back. When his chin was pointing down again he held a single finger before his pained face and gasped “Just one, John Bowman. It must be gone in one.” Oyen’s head shook in the beginning of a wave that rolled down his body.

Bowman held the drink down near his waist and cocked an eye. “What is it? Wine? Liquor?”

“Wine? Noooh!” Oyen replied scornfully, his voice returning. “This is much better. It’s Journey Herb, a customary welcome among the Rory. Or as a toast before setting out on a journey. Drink!”

Bowman thought of the damn fool times he'd been similarly offered strange substances as a young man and been damn fool enough to accept. Swept along on the seemingly irreversible tide of youth, he'd fallen on more handfuls of something or other than he cared to remember.

What harm then, inside a dream? Looking back up to Oyen's face, he saw the translucent sphere again, hovering close by the wall behind. He smiled and brought his own cup level with Oyen's head. Held out in front, equidistant between them it measured the separation of man and mirage.

“To us.” He said.

“Yes, us, and the Journey!”

He took the toast in a single swill.

It invaded his mouth and throat like lava, vaporizing what it touched and scorching what it didn't. It made his stomach a sun and the rest of him vanished in numbness. Then, as the initial heat subsided, everything he'd ever felt entered consciousness. It was overwhelming: his body, heart and mind fused in the incandescence and he tried to speak but sensed his tongue hanging loose somewhere, useless as a rope swinging back and forth in a gentle breeze. He looked at Oyen with pleading eyes.

Oyen observed him like a parrot, putting his head on one side and then the other, trying to make sense of the strange creature swaying before him. At last, satisfied with the effect of his gift, he beamed.

“Yeah, knew you'd like it! C’mon, we’ll go wash. These yours?” He pointed to the clothes Caylen had brought. Bowman boggle-eyed the indicated objects, nodded yes.

“Good, let’s go!”

They went to another cave and bathed in a pool of black icy water, then dressed.

Bowman noted with relief the good fit of the clothes Caylen had chosen. They were simple garments. A red hide shirt that slipped on over the head, there being only a few eyelets at the top, with a loose lace of leather thonging which he elected to leave untied, not being sure how it should be done.

The pants, of the same material as the tunic, lacked pockets. Nor was there provision for a belt. Instead, the upper waist from one side extended beyond the other and ran on in a thin strip for several feet. He soon worked out that this wrapped around the waist, but had to observe Oyen's swift knotting of the extension before he attempted a rough cinch of his own.

It worked well enough, and if he couldn't see the effect too well from above, at least the fit was comfortable. Oyen, after a cursory appraisal, grunted something Bowman took to be approval.

Last came a sort of boot, or moccasin, with soles of thick leather and sueded uppers split at the front, fringed behind, continuing up the calves. He stepped into them and the upper flaps fell loose around his feet. Now he was lost. Oyen noticed, motioned to him to sit and watch.

The Rory sat and slipped one on his foot, hands quickly flipping the uppers over one another. He worked the lace thonging back and forth, ascending the uppers as the laces wrapped around his leg several times, weaving them through the fringing at the back as he went. Some minor adjustment at the top was all that was required to effect a snug fit; a knot at the outer side of the leg left the long ends dangling.

It was such a pleasing look Bowman hurried into his own footwear, fumbling with the laces, but again succeeding in an effective, if not entirely pretty job.

He strutted about the shore of the bathing cave, the crunch of his feet softened at each step by the swish of fringing. He strode to a small rock, put a boot on it, one hand on his hip, the other held above him in dramatic gesture.

“I ride to the imprisoned damsel’s rescue!”

His voice echoed about the cave and down a thousand passages.

Oyen surveyed him for a minute, a worried look on his face. “What?”

“Oh, nothing.” Bowman laughed and bent to pick up his old clothes, tucked them under one arm. He fanned the fingers of his free hand up and down his front. “Nice clothes.”

Oyen looked from Bowman's face to his clothes, back to his face. All in one motion he pursed his lips, turned down a corner of his mouth, tipped his head on one side, and shrugged. “Clothes,” he conceded, and headed out.

The passage they took was indistinguishable from the others Bowman had seen. “Where are we going?” he asked Oyen.

“The Feasting Hall.”

“To eat?”

“Uh huh.”

“What will I do with these?” he indicated his old clothes.

“Here, give them over.” Stepping to one of the curved walls, Oyen reached up to where rock had fallen away, leaving a small ledge. He threw the clothes to the back of it and continued walking. Bowman looked at the ledge in disbelief.

“Dammit Oyen, they're my clothes!”

Oyen turned around, still walking.

“No, there’s your clothes.” He pointed at Bowman's chest. Then he pointed to the ledge. “There’s your past.”

***

“We’re early. Good,” said Oyen.

Bowman peered around the Rory’s broad back, relieved to see the Feasting Hall almost empty of people. He eyed the centre of the room where a few musicians were unpacking and readying instruments. Then he took in the Hall itself.

The whole space was concentrically arranged: a continuous bench seat had been carved into the chamber’s walls, and further in, heavy wooden tables encircled the musicians. Around the tables ran a ring of high-backed chairs.

The walls gave off light here in the same mysterious manner as in other caverns. They’d been sculpted into totemic deities lower down, and above that, gave way abruptly to the limestone bluffs that perimetered every large space in the cave world Bowman had tumbled into. The main difference with this particular cave concerned the number and placement of entrances. There was one for almost every table; passageways led off into the labyrinth so that the chamber must radiate tunnels like sunrays.

“Ah, there we go,” Oyen said, and grabbing Bowman’s arm, plunged in the direction of a small group engaged in animated conversation. One by one, the faces at the table broke from talk to look up at the pair bearing down on them at Oyen speed.

A woman in the centre of the group spoke. “Oyen! At last. I see you brought the Outlander. Make room there, Rain Dog.”

Bowman eyed her. Evidently a Rory by dress, a leader by tone. The one called Rain Dog scrambled to another chair.

“Sit here, beside me.” she stood and indicated the chair Rain Dog had vacated. “Oyen, sit this side of me, I understand you talk to him, you can interpret.” Someone scuttled from the chair on her other side as she dropped back onto hers.

“Oh, he knows our speech well, Yalnita!”

“Really?” She arched an eyebrow at Bowman. “How very unusual.” Oyen meanwhile scampered around the table to the seat she had commanded he take, crushing toes as he went.

“Ah gods, Oyen, careful!”

“Watch out! The Bear’s loose again!”

“Sorry Rain Dog, sorry Challa.” Finally arriving in the chair next to Yalnita, Oyen leant towards her ear. “He’s been talking to the Gatekeeper, he met him!”

She jerked her head at Oyen, who hurried on. “He called the Gatekeeper Argilan. ”

“Argilan!” Yalnita said thoughtfully. She turned slowly back to Bowman. “Really. You’ve seen the Gatekeeper? How very interesting indeed. That perhaps explains your arrival here in the cave of the Soul Gate. And not malformed, I see; a most unusual Outlander.”

“I wouldn't know about that. It’s not as though choice had anything to do with my coming here.” Bowman said. “It was a matter of this place or oblivion!”

“Of course. That is the way with Outlanders. Challa, bring us wine.”

Others were arriving by now; the room began to echo with quiet conversation as they flowed in small groups through the entrances and drifted to near tables.

Challa returned with a pitcher and two stone goblets. He set them in front of Yalnita and hurried back to his place.

“You’ve made quite an impression on Caylen,” she said, pouring them both a drink.

Bowman shrugged. “I owe her. She could have left me where she found me, really. She chose not to. She quite possibly saved my life.” Why the hell am I playing along with this ridiculous dream, he wondered.

“Of course, I understand. But as you said, sometimes choice eludes us.” Her hand rested on his, and when he looked up into her dark eyes she was smiling.

“What long fingers you have, John Bowman. These hands are meant for fine work.” She was stroking the back of them as she spoke, but her eyes stayed with his face.

He looked to her hand, noting the fine, dark down that completely covered its back from the first knuckles and continued up her arm. Most of her face was similarly shaded. She must be completely covered in hair! he thought. Though it sat well with her - the furry look intimating a darkly animal nature - he was angry at his embarrassment, which by her broad smile he could tell she was enjoying. He retaliated.

“Your body seems to be covered in hair, Yalnita. Is that a racial characteristic?”

A small laugh. “I'm not sure what you want to know.” she cooed. “Certainly there is hair on most of my body, some places more than others. But none that would bother you, surely….”

He swallowed drily, managing to keep his mouth shut as he did. He looked away to the centre of the room, only to find the view blocked by Caylen. She stood on the other side of the table with her arms folded, glaring at their hands. He pulled his out from under Yalnita’s but she snatched it back.

Bowman looked back to the girl. Rage seemed to be changing her: she looked older, verging on womanhood.

“Why, little sister, we were just talking about you.”

“I am not your sister, Yalnita. Nor am I so little. John Bowman, if you can free yourself for a time I would introduce you to some friends of mine.”

As she emphasized the word, Yalnita’s hand slid from Bowman’s like a snake caught sunning itself on a rock. It slithered into one of the cracks her folding arms made.

“I was only keeping him warm for you, my little one. Of course, I won't detain him.”

“Good. Come, Outlander.”

Bowman eagerly grasped the proffered hand and she led him towards the centre of the room. Music had started: a flute and a stringed instrument, quietly threading through the cadences of the room’s now substantial noise. People were dancing too.

“We'll dance, John Bowman!”

“No! No, I wouldn't know how.” In answer to her uncomprehending face he continued “Well… I don't know how it’s done here. And I'm not much of a dancer!”

She smiled. “You are strange. Don't be fearful, I'll show you.” and she dragged him into the swirling wheel between the tables and musicians.

The process proved uncomplicated. Small groups of dancers began by holding hands, moving forward around the musicians, walking, swinging arms like small children going into school. Then, as the ring grew solid with new arrivals, momentum built and the participants broke into a crazed bolt, leaping, skipping, running or whatever their mood and the variable wave of dancers at their back dictated. The scenery swirling past them was a carousel’s view of demented beings, banging on tables and yelling incoherent encouragement.

Bowman had never known a party to start so fast. In one barely perceptible minute the entire room had descended into Bacchanalian madness. Just like a dream…

For their part, the other dancers seemed tireless, even when their cavorting threw fine sprays of sweat and their faces cramped with effort; they kept on as if none could bear to be the first to stop, to break the spell.

Bowman, though, had begun to steer Caylen to the outer rim of the ring. As they approached the safe harbour of the tables, the pace of the dancers, being furthest from the centre, increased. He slipped through one of the momentary breaks in the ring, dragging Caylen with him.

As he stopped and turned back to the dancers his face ran with sweat and his mouth hung wide, sucking at air faster than it could be found. After one glazed look at the spinning throng he came around to Caylen’s face.

She was completely composed. Only the rhythmic rise and fall of her chest showed her breathing to be slightly deeper than normal. She smiled expectantly up at him.

“Oh god, how old did they say you were, Caylen?” His words stumbled under the force of exhalation.

She laughed. “Are you tired? Do you want to sit down? I don't think they taught you to dance very well in your world!”

“Yes, let's sit.” He turned and found two chairs. “I want to talk.”

Her eyebrows lifted “Yes?”

“You know I want to go back to my world.”

“Yes.” she waited a few moments. “Is that all?”

“I... I think I discovered a way back - earlier today. I was in my room…”

“No, no John Bowman!” She had the sleeves of his shirt in her hands. “The only reason you can have found the Gate is because you haven’t healed, yet. It takes time to grow into this world. And you won't have a Gatekeeper to assist you at the other end when you go through. There is no other end to Soul Gate. You will die! Do you understand? It’s over if you go: you'll die!”

He gently picked her hands from his shirt and held them in his. Looking down, she went on quietly. “You must stay here and heal. Then, slowly, you can learn how to make a life from what’s left.” She looked up at him “You can never go back, now. Never!”

Her passion almost had him, but in the end, it was all too easy for Bowman to believe it was a spectre’s ploy to keep him in this brilliant hallucination called Animarl. To hold him captive till the web of routine, familiarity and a thousand small fondnesses entrapped him. To, indeed, never leave.

“All right, I'll remember that. Now, weren't you going to introduce me to your friends?”

Her brows furrowed as she comprehended his lie. “Forget it,” she said and led him back to Yalnita’s table.

***

After three cups of wine Bowman was so relaxed parts of him were venturing beyond the edge of his chair. It was, he told himself, a nice enough drop, though due to potency most of the taste had been lost after the first few mouthfuls.

Food had arrived during the dancing. Platters of meat jostled with small bowls of roasted vegetables. Despite his hunger, Bowman avoided the unusual, which pretty much left him to bread and berries.

Oyen balanced Bowman's reticence by attacking anything within his ample reach. Food seemed to cower as his eyes came to rest on it. He pounced on morsels like a Mousehawk. Eats like he walks, mused Bowman.

When the Rory finished he wiped hands absentmindedly on his stained shirt and belched. Then he gathered cups with one hand, checking to see if they were clean. With the other hand he withdrew a vial of Herb from his shirt.

“More Herb?”

The question was perfunctory, since he’d already set one cup before Bowman. As his search for a second failed repeatedly, desperation bettered him: finding one with a few dregs of wine in it, he tossed the contents over his shoulder. It hit the porous rock and ran down in a small, red, fizzing sheet.

Bowman spoke. “This Argilan mentioned something called the Soul Gate. What do you know about that, Oyen?”

Oyen stopped chewing. Slowly he turned to Bowman.

“What you mean, mentioned?”

Bowman bit the bullet. “He said I was dead, that only my soul was here, that it had to go on. Through Soul Gate.”

“And you’d let him do that, send you through? Damned Gatekeeper! Do it and we all go! Like lancing a wineskin.” Oyen thought a moment, and Bowman saw the effort in the Rory’s face: thinking wasn’t Oyen’s forte. He grabbed Bowman’s arm and rose, pulling the smaller man with him. “Let me show you what he wants.” They left by the nearest entrance.

After they had gone a short distance beyond the inner tunnels that encircled the dining hall, they came into the labyrinth proper. A cool dampness hit Bowman like water thrown in his face. Oyen lurched ahead, Bowman following more through fear of being left alone than confidence in the man’s leadership.

“Where are we going?”

The Rory didn’t answer.

They followed corridors that grew dark, wet and rank. Whenever the way opened out they disturbed bats, squeaking and flapping high overhead.

Oyen crouched at the far end of one such opening. He turned around in the same position and slowly extended his upper body into a cavity Bowman could not see. A few scraping sounds ensued as he groped for a hold, then his large frame ascended bit by bit till it paused with both legs dangling. A moment later he grunted and one leg, followed by the other, swung up out of sight.

“Come on. I’ll hand you up.”

Bowman entered the shaft in the same corkscrewing manner Oyen had, his smaller frame negotiating the constricted space with greater ease. He looked up into light that framed the Rory’s face.

“Oyen, where are we? Where in Hell are we going?”

“We’re in the Origins.” Oyen waggled his hand impatiently at Bowman. “C’mon!”

When he found his feet on a level with Oyen, Bowman looked around. They stood on a flat-topped rock spine that petered out as often as it provided a path. It led away into dark, a jagged line that blackness swallowed where the feeble light finally gave out.

Bowman toed some rubble into the gloom. There was the sound of rock and dust colliding with the side for several moments. Then nothing. He held his breath, straining to hear. Blood pounded through his head. Nothing.

“Oyen, I hope this is worth it!”

“Oh, it will be. Now follow close, always look at my back, never down.”

They inched across the chasm, their toes feeling the way through the thin soles of their Rory boots. Fear stretched time for Bowman. His concentration staggered between the Rory’s back and the placement of his own feet. Every muscle tensed and the effort wrung sweat from him. Back. Feet. Shuffle. Back. Feet. Shuffle. So it went.

“Alright.” Bowman heard the Rory say. He looked up. Oyen had stopped and turned around. He looked relaxed now. He gestured to each side. Bowman looked.

Though still dark, he could make out the walls of the cave close by, close enough to touch. Better, he could see where they curved down, right under his feet as they made a floor. He exhaled for what seemed the first time in hours.

Then Oyen stooped to a little hollow in the wall, reached in and retrieved a small wooden box. He flipped its damp-warped lid up and took out an oilskin. In the creased oilskin lay some dark, punky material, small stones, and several wooden bowls, hollowed shallowly, with a concave, raised platform in their middle. They looked like nut bowls, with the centrepiece providing a platform for cracking the nuts, except that they’d been hewn in some haste, to provide some immediate purpose that was unconcerned with appearance.

“Here, hold this.” Oyen passed him one of the bowls, and placed some of the material – it looked like dried moss or sponge - on its centre dais. Oyen heaped more pieces of moulded punk into the hollow of the bowl. Next, he took two pieces of stone and struck them towards the little pile. A shower of sparks leapt from the stones with each strike. He breathed on the punk and it soon smouldered, then glowed: a brilliant coal in that dark space, an impossible sun in a buried world.

Bowman smiled. “Is that the best light you’ve got?”

“It’ll do.”

Oyen rose and walked on, carrying the bowl in front. Air fanned over the coal as he did and it soon lit several paces before them.

They’d only gone a short way when they turned into another passage and the sound began, and its vibrations: the thrumming, throbbing presence of something barely out of sight.

Bowman’s first thoughts flew to an earthquake: he crouched instinctively and brought his hands up ready.

“Shit, Oyen, what's that?” He shouted.

Oyen turned around. His face was drum-taut; he bore the look of a hunted animal. He had to shout too. “Soul Gate, come!”

As they drew closer to the source, the cold increased. Even the little rivulet that ran down the centre of the passage gave off a chill. The noise and vibration built until speech became pointless.

Moisture reigned supreme here: dripping from overhead, sheeting down on either side. They breathed fine mist that made their torch sputter. Bowman reached a hand to the limestone wall and ice-water lizards skittered down his arm.

He guessed what they were about to see was a waterfall: a massive, thunderously powerful colonnade of water pounding the base of the cavern they would enter. Whenever he grasped rock for support it quivered with the energy of the unseen engine, and every other moment the floor underneath them spasmed.

Oyen lowered the torch to negotiate a crossing of the rivulet. Here, near what must be its headwater, before it fragmented and fanned out through the mountain’s veins, it made a small torrent a few feet across, and inches deep. It swept across its freestone bottom like a black serpent, tumbling loose stones that flashed like scales along its belly.

And suddenly they were there. Bowman knew, not because the tunnel widened into a cavern, nor because Oyen grabbed his arm and steered him alongside. It wasn’t even the din, so assaulting his ears hurt.

It was the wind. A fury flayed the black space before him and wind screeched along whatever edges it found. Bowman thought of coastal storms, when air endlessly tore its guts on jagged rocks and died, writhing and shrill.

Oyen released his arm and went down on to one careful knee, then the other. He bent forward in the dark and held the torch bowl down and out from him. Bowman crouched alongside, straining to see. When Oyen’s arm fully extended he let the bowl go. It fell, inches only, landing with an unheard splat on water.

Then it drifted to their right.

It went smoothly at first, gently bobbing where currents swirled it. Drifting further, it’s flickering point of light defied the cacophony and swirling blackness.

As it reached the distant side of the cavern it began a slow arc to the left. Approaching the point opposite its launch, it disappeared, only to reappear, long, dead seconds later, further again to the left. Bobbing a little more often now, and turning slowly round its centre, it came past Oyen and Bowman faster than before, and further out.

More long minutes of the light’s journey followed, and another eclipse as it reached its apogee, followed by rebirth. Again it came past them, even further out this time; even rockier its circuit.

Inside Bowman something woke and fluttered, with a breath he stomped it back.

The light’s orbits became sharper, shorter; so too the periods of eclipse until, as it came into view one last time, it illuminated the thing that cyclically swallowed it, in which it was about to die. An urgent smoothness replaced the rocking as it whirled into the inner rings of a whirlpool.

Fine mist rose in a spiralling column above the light, swirling up from the vortex’s throat. Several times the bowl crested the roiling coils, only to plunge behind oily blackness. When it last showed, it burned a shooting-star path down the far side of the whirlpool.

In the near-complete dark Oyen kindled another light and led Bowman back the way they’d come.

***

Bowman eyed the vial Oyen pushed in front of him. This time no cup had been supplied, the gesture implying that to partake of the Herb was now at the sole discretion of the guest.

He scratched around for a clean cup.

When he’d had his fill of Herb, he sat back, relaxing into the drug’s fuzzy warmth. So that’s the famed Soul Gate that cagey bastard Argilan talked about. He shuddered at the thought of actually setting out for the thing’s centre. You’d have to be desperate to choose that way out of a dream. Desperate indeed.

He looked over at Oyen. “What keeps this place so light?” he asked.

“No one knows,” Oyen said. He pointed overhead “How do the stars stick up there? No one knows.”

“Must be somewhere light gets in?”

But Oyen was sullen now. Either that or on the counter slope of drinking-to-excess’s glorious ascent. He wrinkled his nose and waved his meaty hand like a courtier's lace handkerchief. “Shut up and drink.” He said and downed the Herb. Bowman blinked, shrugged and followed suit.

As his cup came down from the swill it uncovered the figure of Argilan. Bowman stumbled to his feet, spluttering. “Look, look, there he is!”

Oyen and the Rory seated close by followed Bowman’s finger. After a moment their eyes came back.

“Can’t you see him?” Then Bowman realized he’d been made a fool of by a dream and laughed out like his wits had gone. The Rory edged closer and looked concerned. Bowman backed away from them, and as he did he heard a ringing start and a tremor passed through the picture.

He'd stood on legs that weren’t his and a stranger had spoken through his stunned mouth. Journey Herb and exhaustion from a day of trial had broken him down. Passing out, he thought and fell back.

He was vaguely aware of the swirl around him, a continuum of sensations as faces bent over and were swept aside by sound: inquiries, exhortations, admonitions. These in turn were replaced by the touch and shake of hands on shoulders, face, through hair, all blending into the seamless band that held and buffeted and suspended him.

He could no longer feel his legs. His breathing continued in another dimension. In terror he recognized the numbness in his hands: the too-fat fingers of childhood nightmare as anaesthetic deadness began inexorable ascent along his spine. The screaming that was his mind tumbled wide-armed through eternity. Soundless lights flashed and filled his vision.

In the spinning wreckage the ringing sound became more distinct as it re-formed into light: the soft, beckoning ball he'd seen before somewhere, that seemed to have the universe of answers in it, that called like a puddle mirror's endless sky for him to reach out and end the struggle with a fall.

From his desert of options he clawed for it with both hands.

***





Part II
Homecoming





Chapter 4





Landing

Darkness.

As he lay on his back in the field he ran through a check of body functions, like a pilot powering down the plane's systems at flight's end.

A rough trip. The path had been an indistinct tube that squeezed, scraped, prodded and caught him, then shook violently to dislodge the irritant and send it on its way. He'd been crunched, wrung, rolled and finally defecated into this grassy nowhere.

Once he was sure he was okay he laughed. He had presumably landed somewhere in his old world; it was good to be back.

Though back from what remained a mystery. He could feel the coarse Rory clothing against his skin, and on his left hand, the black ring Argilan had insisted he wear. These discoveries jolted him. Was he still dreaming, or had Animarl been real? He’d thought on the way here he’d been waking from some sort of nightmare. The sort that’s just about to pounce with killing claws when you burst into wakefulness, sweaty, pumping, every filamentary nerve a firehose whipping round its snake of water.

If the only way out of a dream was to dream, if he could only dream himself someplace else, if dreams peeled away from one another onion-like, would he find at the dead centre he himself, dead? It didn’t really bear thinking about. Dream or non-dream, what he sensed was as real as it got. As long as there was sense, there was no death, surely? Well, the only way to ever answer questions like that was action. Lying on his back in a field at night solved nothing. He got up.

As he rose he began to realize the darkness was not a result of impaired vision, it was twilight here, either false dawn or late evening. The prospect of being plunged into a country night from which he could take no bearings impelled his legs. He had to find a road. Fast.

Since the dark was so nearly complete, it wasn't possible to navigate by the patch of light sky a setting or rising sun might indicate. He cursed the lack of a compass, at the same time realizing it would be of no use, since not knowing where he was, how could he know which way to go? What did he want to head for?

He walked a few paces, wondering whether to use the ring. Would it help? Argilan had said as much. But could the old man he'd dreamt in a mine shaft be trusted? Could he even trust his own mind at the moment? It was too hard to be definite about anything really, and too easy to put things off, as he’d always done. And anyway, though this might be the perfect situation in which to put the ring to the test, it would most likely lead him back ‘home’ to the cave. No thanks...

This was what he'd wanted after all. To be back in his world, with its familiarity, its acceptance, its lounge-chair feel. Even if it turned out night was falling; even though he was lost. Better to be lost in a world whose edges were known, with daylight an eventual certainty.

But he was also cold. Very cold. And quite wet from the patch of dewy grass he'd landed in. Then there was hunger. He had to eat soon, dammit, travel builds an appetite, he tried to laugh.

Okay, okay, he'd use the ring.

Slowly he raised his left hand in front, holding it parallel to the ground. Even in the poor light’s anonymity he felt ridiculous.

Nothing.

He tried to remember if there were magic, activating words, but no, all Argilan had said was, “it will show the way home.” As he thought the word 'home' the image of his Dyall's Ford house formed in his mind, and he sensed something else, a primal urge or pull that he could only guess to be some kind of homing instinct. Feeling ever more foolish, he made to lower his arm but found he couldn’t. It froze signpost-fashion and his body swung to face the direction he'd come from. He cursed softly, and with great effort managed to get the arm back down.

The ring knew. It was the ring's homing instincts, and they were strong, it knew its home. He turned a half circle and strode on, hoping the rings misdirection indicated the path to his own home.

As he walked his see-sawing legs told of change. Here the grass was tall and soft. Quite unburnt. Even in the dark he could feel its green swell swirling past his legs, he could hear the lush swishing of its wake.

Soon, light began to sift in at one edge of the blackness. The night melted to reveal trees from which birds called. Dawn optimism filled Bowman and, as his eyes became more able to paint in detail, his stride lengthened. Coming to a sturdy wire fence, he stopped to take stock in the growing light.

He first examined his hands, discovering the expected scrapes and cuts. His face felt raw; he smarted touching it. Alright, so he looked a little rough; that'd pass okay in the logging town he called home. Might even get a sympathetic smile. But there was one thing that couldn't be changed: his clothes. Dirty, wet and somewhat ragged all the way from toe to neck, for sure. But worse, the look.

Bowman surveyed the dismal beacon of his Rory attire: the moccasined, fringed, roughly-laced, red-shirted image that would screech alien-ness wherever he went.

Dream be damned! he thought, and the notion he'd been dreaming, itself quit like a dream, the last cloud flecks of doubt dissolving to express undeniable blue sky.

He slipped through the fence's wire strands and found a road thirty paces on. It was sealed and cambered, and the grass between the evenly spaced trees on either side was freshly mown. He recognized the road. Town was close.

As the sun rose it lit a million worlds of dew. A fox slipped past and looked at him, its tongue lolling and tail low, a long night's hunt about to lay its head down in a world where, perhaps, a fox dreamed it was a man. Bowman laughed out loud, despite lingering misgivings about his appearance. God, YES YES YES, it was good to be back!

When the dissipating fog gave up the first of the tourist signs he broke into a jog, idiot-grinning all the way towards town. He felt like a marathon winner running to the tape. The old-war Victory avenue of trees that lined the road into town seemed to bend overhead in a new tribute.

It started to go bad just before the first intersection. The intersection with the flashing amber traffic signals that hadn't been there yesterday.

At first, his dauntless mood didn’t even take in the warning. When the shock did hit, it belted him sideways. All the sights, sounds and smells that had grown one on another began to shake loose, the surface began to craze and crack. He plunged between two Victory chestnuts and took to the fields again.

But even here, the comfort of grass was transient and illusory. Coming to a meadow that he knew by the shape of the rolling hills that framed it and by the small grove of oaks at the bottom of a spur, he looked for the footbridge across the creek where people came to pump spa-water. If the bridge was still there, his view of it was obscured by a kiosk, one of those fake Tyrolean chalets that serve over-priced food to tourists. Along one side of it, garish advertisements for ice-cream jangled in the pretty meadow.

Bowman slumped, freshly defeated. His mind tripped over the facts it was trying to piece together, getting lost in detail. He took a deep breath and lay back on the mown grass outside the kiosk.

The two worlds were real. He thumped his hand on the ground for confirmation, finding a small piece of rock. He yelped as the sharp sensation grounded him. There’s nothing more substantial than pain, he thought. So what had gone wrong? This was meant to be a triumph of return, but the triumph belonged to the place he'd come back to. Like the places of childhood it had moved on, evolving independently of the children who'd left.

He sat up. Some things, at least, hadn’t changed. He could see the track that followed the creek, the track he and Caylen walked last week, stopping to spy trout in the lazy summer current. It petered out half a mile from home in a series of disowned fields, but he knew the way from there. In his mind he could see the sloping roof of the house, nestled against the hillside.

He stood and swung off in the direction of home, navigating by the terrain that remained familiar. Whenever he encountered something that shouldn't be there or a missed landmark, he'd blank it out and walk around, picking up the path again. His map grew full of holes, his journey circuitous.

When he finally entered his home street, he was in a rattled state. Time had evidently moved on - or sideways or backwards, whatever – and he was innately unsure of all the re-assembling parts that constituted a man now known as John Bowman.

***





Chapter 5





Knock And Enter

From his bunk bed Bowman surveyed his new environment. Vertical bars sliced his vision of the far brick wall. A door, also of bars, with a steel lock. Two side walls of brick and another behind him. A concrete floor.

Outside the cell block he heard officers of the law shuffling papers, scraping back chairs and banging accustomed doors and drawers; the things people separate things out in, the things to keep things locked away in.

A small steel tray entered his world, and a cop who’d spoken maybe five words since Bowman’s arrest said, “Food.”

Bowman pushed himself upright and walked the cramped space to the tray. As he did, the sense of loss hit with renewed force. Only hours earlier freedom had been morning-new, delicious, fresh and abundant. He'd been returning to a place of peace and surety, borne on invincible legs; nothing could go wrong. He was going home. Home to the house he’d lived and slept and sweated and worked and swore and fought and cried and fucked and ate and most importantly grown to know the edges, at least, of the thing people called love, in. He knew it by nail, tile, flake of paint, every minute detail. The memory of it fitted him like skin. In his suddenly turbulent existence, it was the one object he prayed would present itself intact.

But when he’d arrived at the house, shock had piled on shock. The changes here went deeper than the surface; they were personal.

A much-loved tree, whose ancient roots had lifted the front gate and pitched the mailbox at a comical angle, had been removed, its magnificent roots grubbed out. The letter slot ran parallel to the ground once more.

Everywhere, lawn had replaced unkempt grass, and trimmed shrubs had been set out in patterns. Order had been imposed on anarchy.

Walking down a new path he passed under a new verandah, struggling to keep pace with the growing list of transformations. Like imps, they leapt out from behind every surface, beaming malicious triumph.

Reassuringly, it was the same old door he came to, in the same place he'd left it, years ago-yesterday. He remembered when Caylen and he had bought it, haggling with the crusty old house wrecker. Laughing, entreating, pleading poverty and outrage by turns, Bowman had poured every known strategy in but the wrecker had seemed more intent on dealing with her. And when the deal was finally struck, at a price he and she later rose from packing crate furniture to toast with imitation champagne, both knew it had been her breasts that sealed the deal. They’d been the downfall of a man who couldn't take his eyes off his need. Crusty indeed.

He lifted the lion-head knocker, wincing at the new paint. Blue! How could they? Anger surged in him. He wanted everything returned that had been taken away; he was on a crusade of restoration, which the echoing hall of this house would announce. The metal lion pounded his arrival in the new world.

Beyond the door, footsteps sounded.

She was old. He was older. Both shifted about as they spoke, looking from each other to Bowman’s clothes, fleetingly his face, back to their own feet. The old man did most of the talking.

They'd moved in seventeen years ago. Bought the old place - phew, what a mess - did it up for retirement. Young woman owned it then, a widow. That who you're after? Yeah, young. Well, youngish. Pretty too. But crazy. Oh come on Elaine, you know what I mean, touched, then. Mumbled a lot. Lost her husband in a tragedy. Fire. Couldn't seem to keep the place up after that. I think she'd lost the heart for it. Never came to terms with his death. Believed he was still alive. Crazy with the grief, I guess. Yeah, touched by it. Said she was selling the house to go look for him. Think they locked her up for a while. For her own good, probably would have killed herself or at least gone completely bonkers otherwise.

All the time he was talking, Bowman scrutinized the woman. Her eyes, when he caught them, burned with an intensity he couldn't place. Fear. Or hate. Probably both. After all, he couldn't expect to inspire trust, dressed as he was, coming out of nowhere to knock so early, asking how long they'd lived there; if they knew the previous owners.

They were a traditional, conservative couple. She with her secretive reserve, he and his protective bluster of conversation. In different circumstances he may have even warmed to them, eventually.

Some part of him wanted to kill them.

Kill them for their incursion, their usurpation of his sanctuary. Kill them for their comfort and security and contentment, even for the diffidence they showed, standing at the threshold of a world which looked and smelt and felt and sounded of Home. Kill them and repatriate his plundered peace. But above all, kill them for the love between them. Love that had replaced love. Love that was the inverse of his own ache. Some part of him wanted to kill them, but their unwitting theft of his life left him somehow powerless and unable to act. He mumbled thanks and reasons, then went.

The old man caught him at the gate.

“Just a minute,” he said, then looked back at the house, to where the woman stood at the edge of the verandah. She folded her arms and glared at them across the ordered garden.

The old man looked back to Bowman, wincing. “Not sure how to say this. Not sure if I should, even. She was here this morning - the woman you're looking for. Completely threw us, actually, Elaine's still upset. Well, you know - not seeing her for so long and then out of the blue... hardly recognized her at first, though the years have been kind to her, I'll say that. But stranger than ever, you'd better be prepared for it.”

Bowman looked at him, head bursting with the obvious question, hoping he wouldn't have to ask it. He didn't.

“She went into town, same way you're going, the river path. Said she'd maybe try the library first. Still looking for you. It is you, isn't it? You're supposed to be dead, you know, it's not safe to play tricks like that any more, son! I really hope you meet up before something happens.” Another glance at the verandah and the old man's voice became urgent; the woman was no longer there. He gripped Bowman's arm as his eyes searched the windows of the house.

“Look, you'd better go. It was all I could do to stop Elaine calling the officers after your wife left.” He looked up at Bowman. “We're a very ordered town here. Strangers aren't welcome, even the tourists have to show ID.” He pushed Bowman in the direction of town. “I better go and stop her doing something. Good luck!” He turned and scampered down the path on bowed legs.

Bowman ran until his breath gave out. Then he shuffled along, panting. He thought of Caylen and the seventeen-year wall between them. They both crept along that wall, it seemed, and pressed to it and listened, hearing the hard secrets of stone those thrown into a dungeon might hear. If they had the heart to listen.

He hadn’t gone far when a police car pulled alongside. Bowman glanced at the peaked cap of the cop sitting nearest him, and smiled before quickly looking away. The cop’s window wound silently down. Bowman heard a radio crackling and the driver speaking. Hippie-looking, red shirt, was all Bowman caught of the conversation.

“Good morning sir, could I see your license?” the closest cop asked.

“Didn't know you needed one to walk.”

The cops exchanged mystified looks; the car accelerated and pulled to a sharp stop in front of Bowman. Both officers got out, one adjusting his belt and its attachments, the other holding a gun. It was time to talk.

The same officer spoke again, this time with the merest film of civility over malice, his words hissed through showing teeth.

“License. Please!”

Bowman opened his mouth to reply, but no sound came out. There was nothing to say. Since he didn’t have what they wanted, whatever he said wouldn’t alter his immediate fortunes. Out of the corner of one eye he could see the neat black hole of a gun barrel pointing his way. It reached across the gap between man and cop and imprinted a twitching circle on his chest.

“I don't have one,” he said.

***

The cops drove Bowman in silence to the small jail in one of Dyall's Ford’s back streets. Bowman had driven by it many times in the past, had even gone in for hunting and fishing licences and other mundane stuff. But he’d never taken close notice of the nondescript building before - outside or in - and now he couldn’t really tell if it had changed much since he last saw it.

They pushed him into a small cell with a single barred window. There was a rudimentary bunk of steel, a blanket, a bucket in the corner. Bowman couldn’t believe how cliched the small space appeared, he half expected manacles and a floor of strewn straw.

They left him a long time. It felt like he was slowly circling an eddy beside life's current. The jailers' muffled conversations and sounds of the street were all he heard of the stream that had once carried him, the life from whose edge he'd slipped.

Once, he'd found that life annoying, a pushy thing he couldn't really connect with. Even so, the world made sense back then; and there was only one world.

More importantly, back then, Love could save him. Propelled through life, he could only watch things whip past, blurred and torn out of shape in a slipstream at the eye's corner. He couldn’t hold life's moments long enough for senses to settle, with such an engine at his back. Yet SHE had only to hold him and the headlong rush stopped long enough for understanding, its disconnected energies swirled round to enfold them.

Now the world and Caylen had swept on.

“Not hungry, then. Suit yourself.” the hutch flap clanged and the tray of undisturbed food withdrew. Bowman said nothing. What was there to say?

He looked around, trying to decide what to do. If there was something that could be done. He felt each breath stretch and contract; autonomous blood ticked under skin. His mind began to drift. He noted how the cold of the prison cell rivalled that of the Cave of Origins, or at least the outer meanderings of the labyrinth.

In the dead stillness of his cell, he noted how his mind wandered. The deathly cold and silence thew its aimless paths in stark relief like a shadow play.

It struck him as being even weirder when Argilan materialized before him. Bowman reeled at the apparition, and he struggled to find words of welcome.

“Y... you!”

“Yes,” said Argilan. “I’m glad to have found you, John Bowman. I’ve come to help you return to Animarl.”

“Return?... Get serious, Argilan! I only just got here. My business is here. You have to understand, this is my home, I've come home!”

“And what of your woman? She is in Animarl; you are here.”

“Don’t give me that crap, Argilan. I’ve seen the girl, Caylen. Same name maybe, and I can’t account for that, but she’s not my wife. And I know what you want me back there for, Oyen showed me the Soul Gate. Not a snowball’s chance in Hell, mate!”

Argilan’s face set hard. He came up to Bowman. “What do you think all this is about, hmm?” he said, waving his arms around. He pointed a finger at Bowman’s head. “This place is what your mind constructs, it’s how you make sense of what’s happened. No matter, the Truth is coming. When you sleep, it’s gaining on you. Each time you wake you’ll be more tired, more within its grasp. Run as you might, it will never rest until you’re claimed.”

Bowman's gut cramped. After a morning of reality, the dream was back. And Argilan was right, he was tired. He wasn’t sure how long he could fend off the old man’s advances. Desperate, he turned to the one thing that had always worked for him. He lied.

“Yes, alright. I will return,” he said. But even as he lied, in one of those moments of insight that can be brought on by extreme exhaustion, something flashed across his mind’s darkened landscape, briefly illuminating monsters that had crept closer than he thought possible. He trembled, realizing for the first time, the true importance of spoken words.

There was no telling what might happen to him, and no way of stopping it. But everything he ever did, started with thinking, and whatever he affirmed formed his future as surely as a script. It could, he saw, be put to good effect, if properly commanded. But up to now, his undisciplined mouth had sent thoughtless words - harsh, reckless, mercenary words - into tomorrow's innocent landscape, so that when he arrived there he never met with victory or accomplishment; he was crowned instead with the smoky wreath of smouldering remains.

Even the argument that had led to the loss of Caylen started with a moment, and blew his life apart with the moment that had closed that scene. The moment he had chosen. The argument had started with the usual righteous passion and built towards the inevitable crossroad. Once there, it only took a moment for him to choose bitter words over retreat.

Later, shuffling down the dingy hallway that smelt of their last shared meal, her perfume, her skin, her hair, of her, he’d broken down crying. First time in years. That transformation also took but a moment.

Every moment has power and purpose, Bowman realised. Every moment that fails to affirm life, tips the scales into dark. Every moment gives me the choice to either get up and move into the future or slip into the past. I have slept too long!

Something simple happened then. Something deep inside him shuttled into place, something that had waited an eternity for light to swing round on this insight.

I’ll end this, he thought, and formed a new resolve.

First, a pledge to square all debts, freeing him for the second: to find the true path of his heart, whatever that could mean; it was, for now, some still-forming desire, the pinpoint of something that had just originated. Third, to choose that path, no matter the cost, and make no further deals with cowardice. Finally, to spend the rest of whatever life he now had, looking for Caylen. In this world or Animarl’s. It would be like a lived prayer, in that he would ask for nothing but the will to go to the end of that path, and if they never met again, he would at least die deeply committed in the endeavour.

He spoke to Argilan. “If what you say is true, then I will return, no matter how I fight it. If that’s how it’s going to be, okay. But there are things I have to do here first. One, obviously, is get out of this jail. If you really want me back in Animarl, you could help me with that!”

“If it was in my power, I would do it now. But I can only appear in your world, I cannot act here. Only those from your world can change it. At any rate, you may be released soon – what are you charged with?”

“I don't know. They won't tell me. Something about ID. They won't answer questions. I don't know how long I'm to be kept here, or what I'm supposed to have done. As far as I can make out, the only reason I'm here is because I'm a stranger.”

“Yes, as I thought. You’re too weak, yet, to create the circumstances you need to act with power. Is anything else strange?”

“Yes, damn it, everything! It's as though time has moved forward and I've stayed the same. I can barely recognize the place!”

“Yes, I don't doubt it. Yes.”

“Yes! Is that all you can say? Yes?!” Bowman was on his feet, yelling.

A chair scraped in the other room and footsteps came down the hall.

“Shhh! The Gestapo!” Bowman whispered, but Argilan had already gone.

“Everything all right in there?”

“No, I'm dead. Better let me out and I'll go bury myself.”

“Comedian huh. You'll learn. All do eventually.” The footsteps retreated.

“Argilan! Argilan?” Nothing. He closed his eyes and repeated the entreaty. No change. The old man had gone. Bowman's backside hit the bunk with a thump.

***

When the end came, it announced itself with a jangle of keys as the cell door swung open. Both jailers stood there. The one he'd spoken to earlier, spoke now.

“Okay, Mister Dead, bail's been posted. Time to get buried.”

Both cops smirked, and Argilan's face flashed in Bowman's mind a moment. Beware, John, this is a trap. Be on guard and prepare to fight.

“Come on, we haven't got all day, we've got more important things to do.”

Bowman shuffled to the door and the one who did most of the talking grabbed his arm above the elbow. “C'mon, get moving!”

Bowman looked at the man. “Wait” he stalled. “Who posted bail?”

“What's it to you? Keep moving.”

“I have a right to know who bailed me, dammit!”

“Right? You don't have any damn rights! You don't need 'em where you're going. You're a free man!” The cops shared another laugh.

“Was it a woman?”

“Yeah. Yeah, sure it was.”

Bowman knew he was being led to execution. He didn't need Argilan's warning, the air reeked of wrongness, he could smell it on the cops, see it in their taut anticipation. They weren't letting something go; they were about to act.

He feigned leg cramps while his mind ran through possible responses, but the silent one kept prodding him with a finger that might have been the barrel of the gun he'd had no need to draw; no need because this was their element, their world, they needed no more force than their say-so to shape events here.

Near the end of the hallway, they came to a passage leading off to the left. Desperate for any action he could originate, Bowman broke away and ran into it. He expected to feel an arresting hand on his shoulder; when it didn't come he looked back and stopped.

The cops had barely followed him into the corridor before they’d halted, one looking left, the other right. Each intently scrutinized the wall. Such was their distraction Bowman could have slipped between them and tried his escape. But the way beyond was probably locked, so he stayed put. Wondering what had their attention, he felt his own eyes drift sideways. His heartbeat stopped dead a moment and his mouth dropped open. The walls were no more than opaque skin over something that glowed and thrummed as though powered by a buried motor.

If it was new to the cops, some aspect of it resonated with Bowman. This corridor was no place on earth, and it either led between the worlds, or to some unknown region: insanity perhaps, or helpless birth, maybe even death. Once again, absence of choice closed in; he turned from the Law and ran.

His sprint shook the jailers from their stupor.

“Hey, get back here!” yelled the Talker.

“Get the bastard!” said the finger prodder and Bowman heard the clasp of a holster unlock, the slide of metal against leather.

But they needed no shot to arrest Bowman's flight. Before he’d gone twenty steps he stopped again, paralyzed before an ordinary blue-painted house door, his eyes locked on its lion-head knocker.

He couldn't make things out. What lay beyond that door? A neat hell peopled by demonic old couples, fussing, snipping, cleaning, eyeing the bedraggled newcomer, sizing him up for renovation? Or another labyrinth for him to wander lost in? Was anything real? Him? Caylen? Had they ever really been? As far back as he knew, life had been disquiet, and even if he'd wanted to there was no going back. Only the future was openable. He reached for the handle. As it turned the door swung open.

Bowman barely glimpsed what lay beyond it. His feet swung out from under him and his body swung round like a windsock as his hand scrabbled to retain its grip. The next thing he saw was the cops, frozen at the threshold, and in the foreground, his right arm, shaking all the way to where his fingers froze to the door by its familiar handle. The bones of his hand bulged and popped with the effort. Below him a cacophony of wind buffeted and tore at his clothes; his legs flailed in the throat of a vortex. He held on with all the strength he had, one glance below into the pit of a shrieking, black maelstrom firing his resolve.

Above his head the cops' stunned faces shone down on their errant creation. Slowly the Talker extended a hand towards Bowman. It hovered a few moments, almost connecting, then withdrew and grasped the lion-head knocker. The Talker’s arm curled towards his chest, drawing the door closed.

Bowman leapt forward with his free hand to clamp the Talker's wrist. The cop's eyes widened in horror, then burned with rage. He thrashed at Bowman's arm with his own free hand, clenched into a white-knuckled fist. When that didn't work, he made to prise the death grip away finger by finger. Bowman held fast.

Behind the grappling pair, the pistoleer observed the duel with growing impatience. Perceiving a stalemate, he acted. Grabbing his partner's shirt at the back for support, he kicked out at Bowman's left arm.

The first, glancing blow ripped the sleeve lengthways and drew a long tear in skin that twitched and reddened. The next kick was better aimed. It purpled flesh near the elbow and Bowman sensed a crunching as bone and sinew parted. As the boot descended a third time the shattered arm came loose and drifted, inches from the door knocker.

Pain fogged Bowman and just as quickly cleared in a gust of commotion. The kicker's boot had landed on his partner's hand, pinning it to the door knocker beneath. Both cops thrashed and cursed, but it was the Talker who broke free first. He scrambled backwards, kicking in blind panic, one kick landing on the other cop's thigh. A solid connect; it tipped its victim towards the abyss.

As the kicked cop's boot came free of the door knocker Bowman observed the man’s face. In the instant it takes to bark a command, the look of terror was replaced by the ruthless mask of the survivor: grim, feeling-less, will-hardened. As he flashed past Bowman, he gripped his captive's shattered arm with both hands. For a moment their eyes locked; the cop's narrowed.

Bowman saw in those eyes the flashing steel of a bloody ancestry, the enmity that crusades, that destroys what it can't enlist, that survives hate to encode hate's survival. Then he realized it was his own eyes he was looking into; he and the cop shared the black legacy they mirrored.

With this thought he hardened. Hunching shoulders, he shook left and right as violently as the constraints put on him by cop and door allowed. The cop growled and started to claw up Bowman's arm, hand over hand, clutching flesh and shirt indiscriminately as he came.

In this carelessness lay his downfall.

Coming to the shoulder, where the garment flared to accommodate the broad physique of Rory archers, both hands managed to purchase only baggy fabric around Bowman's more slender frame.

For a moment he hung there, trying to decipher the error. Then the maelstrom below him re-asserted its claim. His body, free of Bowman's, twisted and spun, tearing the fabric at the shoulder seam. Bowman's last sight of him was a man falling feet first into the black maw of a tornado spout, mouth a moue of wonderment, glazed eyes fixed on the piece of red rag his two fists clutched at the end of outstretched arms.

With the anchoring force of the cop gone, Bowman began to come adrift. He felt each minute disengagement as his fingers slipped along the door handle. With one arm gone and the other going, his mind began to shut down. Anaesthesia swept in; the agony of hope melted away in submission.

His head rolled on its dangling body till he looked into the vortex. It didn't look so bad, really. An eerie calmness accompanied his contemplation of the end of the future. Let go and be claimed, it told him. No more struggle, no more pain. Let go and let the soft night come down all around. No more anything really. Peace, at first, and then not even peace. Nothing. Let go.

Only the thought of Caylen brought him back, the possibility that somehow she really had tried to bail him and that the cops had power over her. Circuits in his brain re-connected, for a last time muscles stiffened with blood as he swung back to the doorway.

His lungs whooshed air as he came up head first. Resting his chest on the corridor's threshold, his chin jutted forward at the cop who remained there, kneeling, shaking, eyes still tracking the speck his partner had become in its endless fall. When Bowman's face emerged it was as though a demon leapt out of a mirror. The cop startled and fell back on his hands.

“Touch her and I'll come back for you, too!” Bowman looked over his shoulder, and back to the Talker. “Understand?”

It only took a moment for the bargain to be sealed with a jerky nod. Then Bowman released the last act of the love he'd lived through - a hate that kept him living - and fell.

***

His last thought seemed to come from outside him. The ring. Opening his eyes he saw it, and smiled faintly, that in all this blackness its black band shone, a long way from the land that birthed it, a long, long way for both of them, really. Like Michelangelo’s Creation he held it out before him and silently intoned the word Home, waiting for the touch of destination to kick in.

Entering the vortex he found the track that claimed him. It sucked his loosened limbs into a spiral line and he began the long barrel-roll home.

***





Part III
Wilderness





Chapter 6





Caylen

She edged into the clearing, sensing for danger. First one foot, then the next tentatively entered the zone. In times of war, in times of being hunted, it was so easy to walk into death. For her, this was a time of both.

No breeze distracted her. The air stretched tight across the whole scene and every sound, loud or low, sang sharp and clear. Her skin, too, had drawn drum-taut, feeling for the tiny vibrations carried in air. Her forearm hair bristled.

The sound was coming from the other end of the clearing. Laughter, occasional shouts. The voices of several men, relaxed enough to commit the folly of unnecessary noise. Tohubuho, she thought, and her mouth set harder as she pictured the mercenaries the Kasina employed this far from their coastal power base. Not deserters either, though these woods abounded with such. The nature of a deserter's business made them stealthy, silent. It had to be Tohubuho; Kasina Guards were too disciplined to make such a commotion.

A scouting party, then. A well-fed, and drunk, raiding party by the sounds of them, flushed with success from their latest action against the omnipresent enemies of the Kasina nation.

She had tracked well. She could see the marks of their passage leading from where she now stood, across the middle of the glade, down and curving to the right to where they celebrated in a corner of the forest. She could also see the source of the scent she'd honed in on: smoke rising from a campfire, its smudgy finger pinpointing location. Raw recruits, these, she thought. Noise, and betraying smoke; it was a wonder they'd made it this far.

She'd followed them from the scene of their conquest. Like their present camp, that hadn't been hard to find. The burning farmhouse had been unable to hide its shame. She had spent a whole morning trekking toward its funerary plume. When, drawing near, she had found the farm swallowed in smoke, it had been enough to follow the stench and the moans.

She found the boy by the gate, lashed to it. He'd been beaten, cut and burned in the usual Tohubuho torture cycle. But worse was what she knew he'd been forced to witness, had been left alive - barely alive - to watch. And then been left for dead. A warning.

She looked down at his gaping visceral cavity. She took seeds from a pouch and pushed them into his bloody mouth - a limited mercy since the shattered jaw could no longer chew; release would take long minutes. She said nothing as he looked up in acknowledgment and nodded thanks.

Further in, she found the bodies of the mother and a younger woman, presumably a sister of the boy. Both had been stripped naked. Their torn clothing hung from them or lay close by in pools of their blood. Whatever had been done to them while they were still alive, there was no question as to the coup-de-grace. In both bodies, the rough-sharpened ends of makeshift lances extended from the side of the neck, pointing past the ear. The bark had been left on the lower parts of each lance, all the way to the end that still protruded from the victims' vaginas.

She closed her eyes and stepped quickly past.

Around the smouldering house she found the bodies of three men. Two were young, although it was hard to put a decade on their badly broken faces. The grey hair of the third indicated a patriarch. He still clutched a pathetic short sword in his hand as he lay face down in trampled grass. She felt for life signs in all three, finding none. The old man's throat had been cut.

This was the justice the Kasina meted out to enemies, a classification that included all those living within the ambit of Kasina power who'd somehow failed the test of obeisance.

Sometimes, no offence was necessary. In a terror campaign like the one underway, you only had to be the next defenceless peasant on the road.

She felt she should be getting used to it by now. This skirmish stage of war had gone several moons already. And true, she no longer vomited or cried herself to sleep. But the fury she felt on encountering each outrage was fresh as the first time.

It wasn't hard to see which way they'd left: the prints of horse were deep in the soil that had softened with spring rain.

Her Rory hunting boots followed.

***

There were six. In the background, two leant against opposite trees, talking. A little way beyond, they had tethered their mounts. Other horses wandered around the edges of the camp, feeding quietly where they found palatable grass.

Closest to her, two men were taking turns at a wine jar.

Between these pairs, a fifth Tohubuho bent over the fire, clumsily tending food. He'd evidently had his fill of the wine.

A few feet away to the cook’s right, the sixth Tohubuho lay sated against an ancient tree. Its massive roots obscured most of his body from her view. He was singing a long, drunken song, punctuated by maniacal laughter and belching. The Kasina flag fluttered from standard poles on either side of the small grove.

She scrutinized each figure in turn. All had carelessly laid aside their arms. Swords and lances leant against tree trunks, none close to hand. She could only see one crossbow, hanging from a saddle slung over a lower bough. It was unloaded.

Positioning herself behind a tree whose trunk diverged from the ground up, providing a perfect fork to shoot through, she leant back against the cool bark of one fork and stilled her breath.

She held the short hunting bow a little away from her body and drew a shaft out of the quiver slung at her side. This she transferred to her left hand, lifting the middle finger to clasp it to the weapon. The next shaft came straight to the shooting-shelf, just above her grip hand. Grasping the string where it met the arrow's nock, she was ready.

She pushed the bow away with her left hand, drawing the string to her jawline with the right. She relaxed, held for a few moments, then let down the draw. The bow uncurved as the pinched string straightened from its wide V-shape. She repeated the move several times, pumping blood into slack muscles, re-awakening the conditioned responses of nerves trained by countless repetition.

Careful with the broadheads, she reminded herself. She had coated them, and several inches of the shafts, with a paste made from the same angel seeds she'd given the dying boy earlier. Here, in the more volatile form of the dried paste, delivered directly into the bloodstream by the arrowheads, their effect would be much quicker. The irony of it struck her: that mercy could be so slow when evil could strike in less time than it took to draw breath. Less time than it took to draw a bow.

Even with the poison, it was usually the haemorrhaging that killed those struck by an arrow. The sudden, massive draining of blood from vital organs caused rapid loss of consciousness if the shaft struck critical organs like heart or liver or lungs. The animal, human or beast, would quickly succumb, head swimming with death swoon. A good shot meant a kill in seconds.

Such rumination was more than academic. Given there were six Tohubuho, her shots would need to be well placed. And there should be no escapes. None to go bellowing to masters in Kasina Nabir about the mad avenging woman in the woods around Twins Fall. Thus the poison. Any shaft that did not kill quickly, would do so in reasonable time, given the heightened metabolism of a fleeing, injured man.

There was another consideration. Her bow would easily take those nearest her. The Tohubuho in the rear of the glade, on the other hand, sober and close to waiting horses, were at extreme range for the weapon's accuracy. Yet they were the obvious place to start if she could get close enough. Eliminate those fit enough to flee first. Come back for the drunks.

She quickly scanned either side of the camp, looking for a way to pass by undetected. The horses wandering loose were the problem. The inebriates wouldn't notice her, but she couldn't risk the animals' wariness. Straight down the centre of the camp then, moving fast and hoping to reach the furthest Tohubuho in time; that was the only choice.

Once more she drew the bow, and this time stepped in a half circle to face the camp through the tree's branching trunks.

The heavy draw of the weapon allowed little time to pick targets. The recumbent singer to the left of the two drinkers entered her focus. Just as she saw him, he saw her, and rose, using scrambling hands to push up from the roots of the ancient oak that had enclosed him. He dropped the bottle he’d been drinking from, spluttered, and gesticulated at her. As he swallowed the last of the drink in his mouth he turned to the campfire to give the alarm. Before she was aware of any conscious choice, the fingers of her draw hand lightly brushed back over her cheek and the arrow flew.

It took him in mid-stride, hitting just behind the temple, and such was its force and the keenness of the broadhead's cutting edges that it passed straight through that relatively un-boned path and buried itself with a quick, quiet sound in the earth beyond. Its victim staggered dead towards the cooking fire, mouth opened in a long, quavering groan.

The cook saw him coming and, thinking the effects of alcoholic excess had made a sudden claim on his stomach, blurted out, “the food, not on the food” just before the blind figure tripped on a cooking pot and sprawled across the edge of the fire.

The two revellers closest to her stopped drinking and turned to watch the display. Their initial concern turned to amusement as they watched the cursing cook lift the dead man with the toe of one boot and heft him from the coals. They turned back to their drinking as the second shaft passed over their heads and buried itself in the cook's chest. He fell back, gasping under the force of the blow. He crouched and instinctively gripped the object that impaled him. Recognition set in as his eyes focused on the Rory fletching. He bellowed as pain and terror struck.

Now the revellers abandoned their jug. As they stumbled to their feet, the facts of the situation crashed into wine-fogged consciousness. The one to the right of her vision ran a few steps towards the stricken cook and froze, his back to her, hands fanned out at his side, fingers bristling. The other showed more presence of mind. Gauging the direction of the arrow's flight, he swung around to face her.

“Attack, we're under atta…” was all he got out as the third arrow sliced through his gut and ricocheted off fire logs behind him. He doubled over in agony, then staggered towards the trees to his right and groped for the sword that lay on a high branch, still in its scabbard. She silently cursed a botched shot at such close quarters. Without the arrowhead’s deadly payload buried in him, there was a chance he might survive. Besides, she didn’t want him reaching the sword before his wound disabled him. She drew another shaft from her quiver. This time the shot found his heart and then struck fast on a rib in his chest, the stone broadhead shattering.

She watched him as she moved past, making sure of the kill. As blood fountained from its haywire pump into his chest cavity he slumped, his unfeeling fingers scratching down the rough bark of the tree. Satisfied, she looked back in front.

His companion had swivelled at the hip to observe this next catastrophe. He froze there a moment, until his eyes came further around to the figure of the woman advancing on him, bow already drawn, stone arrowhead pointing at his chest. His upper body swung back even as his right leg kicked off.

Focused as she was on his fleeing back, she tripped and almost fell on a small tree root nestled in the long grass. Her shot flew low, catching him in the upper thigh. He yelped and stumbled as the crippled limb gave way. He grasped the failing leg behind the knee and hopped on the other, making for his own, foolishly abandoned weapon. Three, four hobbling steps, then he went down, another arrow in his upper back. He lay there, screaming, one hand on either shaft, too agonized to try removing them, his crazed eyes on her as she calmly strode past.

But the two who'd been talking near the horses had already gone, leaping onto the unsaddled creatures and making the best escape they could. Her peripheral vision had earlier picked up one of them grabbing a crossbow and looking frantically for the bolts to load it. Not finding them in time he'd thrown the weapon away with a frustrated roar and followed his disappearing companion. She followed a few paces until the futility of pursuit reined her in. She swore softly and turned back to the one she'd last shot.

He was still alive, though drowning in blood as the hot torrents unleashed by the broadhead flooded his lungs. He lay on his stomach, convulsing, squirming like a skewered snake around the shaft in his back.

She stood above him a moment. Then her legs folded and she planted both knees in his back. A boil of blood filled his mouth and flowed from both nostrils.

As she jerked his head upright by the hair with her left hand, her right drew a flint knife from its sheaf and held it against the far side of his windpipe. She leant close to his pleading eyes and whispered, “Tell the Guardian of the White Lands, Caylen sends you for judgement,” and she slashed the blade across the path of his reply.

***





Chapter 7





A World Made Whole


Returning from a grave illness 
is like riding a white horse 
very seriously into sunlight

- Lynn Strongin



Bowman rolled under a table in the Feasting Hall and lay there facing back the way he’d come. Fluid fragments of the wall he’d just burst from, reconstituted. He rose and looked around. No one.

There was no sign of recent human activity: no food or utensils on the tables, no clothing draped along the backs of chairs, no tools or weapons or implements of man. The only reminiscent thing was where Oyen’s splosh of wine still stained the wall.

It matched the way Bowman felt about his failure. He hadn’t found Caylen back in Dyall’s Ford, and all that remained now of the life he’d lived was rag and bones. It was an empty thing wind blew through; what had once been form hung in sad tatters. Dreaming. Dead. Dreaming. Dead. He couldn’t make it out. What was it Argilan had said? Was he really in some Limbo, a resting place between two deaths? Eyes and other senses told him how to navigate the bloodless world.

Looking down, he saw he was carrying a broken arm in the sling his other arm made. Recognition of the pain gave it voice, its intensity soared and he slumped onto one of the feasting benches, gasping as shock set in. His eyes closed and his inner vision glinted spears that sliced through eyelids straight into brain. His mind screamed unintelligible things at itself. Doubled over, shaking, his skin sheeted cold sweat.

In this state Argilan found Bowman and led the man from the place in which he'd twice been broken.

They came to a room and Bowman lay down. Argilan handed him a twig. “Chew this. Swallow the juice, spit the rest out.” He said.

Bowman complied, and shortly a warm fog rolled in and muffled the pain. His mind descended into quiet chatter. “Good ole Argilan,” it slurred.

Evidently Argilan had lots to do, since there were three of him, all engaged in the same mania, rushing about the room so fast they blurred and puffed furry sounds as they passed. Bowman boggled at the performance as the figures chased around. The room filled with flashing Argilan and Bowman had to leave through the ceiling but it was dark up there, still warm and no pain but dark the walls softly moulding I'm pillowed in wall wherever I go there's soft wall shaped exactly like me not blocking not hurting but wherever I go a big pillow space with the shape of me moving inside it no walls really and no edge I can't find the edges wherever I move just soft can't hear anything can't see can't feel even the pillow world now hey really wow my skin stopped working...

He woke to an old friend throbbing softly in his shattered elbow. Sensation, you're a sensation! Welcome back! He grinned and looked down at the arm.

Argilan had immobilized the joint in a cast of green clay. Bowman could smell its earthy dampness; it hadn't set completely. The broken limb had been put straight, with the elbow locked. A triangular device of cane strapped into the armpit held the limb at a right angle to his body. Taking a deep breath, he sat up, the trussed arm wavering like a compass needle.

“Welcome back.” Argilan put a cup of tea in Bowman's good hand. The pungent brew steamed lightly. Bowman saw a lake cradled in the rim of an extinct volcano, mist rising from its morning surface into sun. He shook his head to clear the image.

“Are you alright?”

“Yes. Fine. Thanks.” He surveyed his broken arm.

Argilan spoke. “The cast will need to stay for a while, but the pain will be gone by tomorrow. You’ll get your arm back when the cast is gone, a little weaker perhaps. Slow work will bring it back to health.”

“Thank you, Argilan.” Bowman held the man’s eyes. “Really, I thank you.”

Argilan smiled. “I'm glad to have you back. I thought you were lost forever in your old world!”

Bowman frowned. “Not that I’m ungrateful,” he nodded at the tended arm, “but I might as well have stayed there. I almost found the woman I was looking for, I think. Hard to tell really, what was what, or if what people said was true. But in the end the damned place kicked me out, just as I was getting close.”

“Yes, I don’t think you can go back safely. The Gate is fast closing. The past has pushed you here, where you’re meant to be.”

“Hah! Nice try, Argilan. Like I said, I’ve seen what you think’s my future, and I’m not going there. I’ve had enough of being told where to go. Something happened back in Dyall's Ford. I saw I could have a hand in things. I’ve screwed up plenty in the past, and that can’t be changed, but from now on I’m not letting things roll over me. I’m choosing!”

As Bowman ranted, Argilan wavered like an image in disturbed water, then vanished. Bowman was pleased. It seemed he could at least moderate the madness. He released a deep breath and looked around.

The room was the very same he’d been given the first time in Animarl. He walked over to the desk beside the bed. There was the journal Caylen – the Rory Caylen - had placed in his hands, God-only-knew how many years ago yesterday. He opened it and read aloud the frontispiece inscription:

The Book of John Bowman 
who was once so lost 
it took a whole world to find him

Then he heard footsteps. He turned and faced the entrance.

“Oyen! God, Oyen, it’s good to see you.” He almost ran at the man, extending his hand in welcome. But the Rory stood immovable in the doorway.

“Yes.” Oyen ran his eyes up and down the Outlander. “You’re talking to yourself, and I see you need new clothes again. Same old John Bowman.”

Bowman glanced down at himself. It was true, he always managed to look like a tramp when he showed up in Animarl. He threw his hands out to the side and looked up to explain, but Oyen raised a hand and shook his head.

“Don’t tell me. Don’t wanna know.” He moved over and picked up Bowman’s doctored arm with the index finger and thumb of one hand. He held it at a distance and scrutinized it, as if something might leap out and bite. His eyes flicked up at Bowman. “Who did this?”

“Don’t ask, yer don’t wanna know!” Bowman joked.

Oyen’s eyes narrowed. He looked back at the cast and dropped it. Bowman winced. “Oww, careful!”

The Rory shrugged and walked away. Bowman looked after him, pained and puzzled by the lack of compassion.

“Oyen - are you angry?”

It was a direct question, and it threw the man. He moved across the room, standing alongside Bowman while he squinted at the wall. “No, not angry. The call home’s stronger than most men. I can’t blame you for wanting to go.”

Bowman moved around in front of him, forcing eye contact.

“I had no choice, Oyen. Believe me. I didn't intend to leave like that.”

“If that’s what you say.”

“It’s the truth, Oyen.”

The Rory looked at the wall a while, then turned to Bowman.

“So what are you going to do now?”

Bowman thought a minute as it sank in: he would never leave this land. He had nothing to go back to. There was nothing in his future. And here, he was an alien, injured and in rags. It wasn't an auspicious start, but it was the only one available. He took it.

“Here I am. Here I will live. Here I will die. Beyond that, I don't know.”

“No one knows what happens in the White Lands, John Bowman!” Oyen said, a small smile on his face.

“That's not what I meant, Oyen.”

“I know, I know.” Oyen laughed lightly. “Well, come on, let’s kit you out for travel.”

“We’re going somewhere?”

“Yes. My sister’s got trouble.” It was all he said, and he turned to the door so fast Bowman let it go at that.

After they’d gone a short way down the passage, Oyen stopped and drew his knife.

“Look!” He reached the blade up to a little ledge. A sharp jab impaled something Bowman couldn't see from where he stood. When Oyen withdrew his arm, the knife blade held a pair of jeans, dirt encrusted, eaten by mould and small animals to an almost unrecognizable state.

“See!” Oyen allowed himself a big laugh now, “here are your clothes!”

Bowman smiled at the rotting mess as he strode by Oyen.

“No, Oyen. Those are my past.”

***

The first thing Oyen did was take Bowman outside. Bowman couldn’t believe it. He’d never even thought of Animarl extending beyond the labyrinth.

He stood on the lip of the cave, shielding his eyes till they adjusted, and looked down on a green valley. He could smell the deep flesh of its colour, carried to him on a warm breeze that mixed in scent of resin and blossoms. Barely-glimpsed birds fluttered and flashed through its rustling foliage.

It was Spring here. Everything was in the peak of its living state. The whole of the myriad shapes, colours, scents and sounds blended in one humming continuum; every single thing joined in the one song.

All that he’d experienced of Animarl before suddenly seemed so very, very long, dark, cold and damp. The stillness and stasis of death.

He spread his arms and let his head fall back, his face a disk that caught the whole sun. Small currents danced across his palms. His heart sang in its cage.

“This way,” said Oyen, and they went down to the valley floor.

Bowman dragged along behind the striding Rory, stopping every few paces to inspect some new Animarl feature. “Wait up Oyen!” he kept calling, but Oyen ignored him. Bowman ran up and opened his mouth to speak, but stopped on hearing quiet voices in the bush ahead. Soon the subtle flickers of people moving about showed through the foliage. As they rounded a small clump of leatherbark saplings Bowman saw they were Rory.

“So John Bowman, you have returned at last. I for one never doubted that you would.” Yalnita's dark eyes drilled him as he came into camp with Oyen. The Huntress was standing, a quiver of red-fletched arrows slung at her waist, a bow resting by her foot at one end and cradled in her crossed arms at the other. The rest of the Pack looked up from tending gear.

“Where have you been these four rings?”

“Four? Four rings, years?!” Bowman was incredulous. He mumbled something about a long time lost, and ran his thumb pad over the black ring Argilan had given him.

She eyed his face, then the cast. “An accident?”

“Sort of. Rough trip back.”

She came up, eyes not leaving the broken limb. She lowered her nose to the cast like a cat bending to a pool of water and sniffed. “Who fixed this?”

Bowman looked at Oyen, who frowned and walked away. “The one I ran into last time. The old man, Argilan. The one you laughed about when I said his name. Tell me, if he doesn’t exist, who did this?”

Yalnita looked up. Her face was fierce; he wasn’t sure if she was about to strike him. Instead she smiled.

“Who indeed. Well, I hope your legs are strong, we don't have time for stragglers. Tomorrow we’ll be walking through a forest of a thousand eyes! Oyen, get the man a blade he can handle with one arm. And you'd better do something about the way this one sticks out.”

Oyen came over and began dissembling the triangular support.

“Where are we going tomorrow?” Bowman asked.

She exchanged a look with Oyen, then spoke to the Pack.

“Roop, Lowery, all of you, take a look around. Not you Oyen.”

They were gone before Bowman could blink. “Where... where are they going? What do you mean, look around?”

Yalnita waved the questions off. “Ah, Kasina. Kasina everywhere! Can’t be too careful.” Then she took a long stick, brushed a patch of dirt flat with her foot, and began to draw.

“We’re going after Oyen’s sister, Caylen. She’s been taken prisoner.”

“The Kasina?”

“Worse, Tohubuho. Mercenaries. Scum, all of them. The Kasina recruit any who’ll do the work – starving farmers, thieves from Melen Darit - and use them against us Rory.”

Bowman watched as the dirt map she was drawing took form.

She pointed to a small square. “This is where they’re taking her: Burnt Pines, a Kasina garrison.” The stick moved left. “And here’s where we are now, in Animarl.” The stick moved again and she scratched something like the mathematical symbol for pi. “Lake Mountain,” she explained.

The image in the cup of tea Argilan had given him flashed in Bowman’s mind. “What’s that?”

“An old fire spout. It’s cracked all around the bottom, and the cracks lead into paths. Most of them go nowhere, or worse. People fear them, and they’re right to. Many’s the fool gone in after the gold supposed to be there and never seen the sun again. But we Rory know the way through, and the Falling Path leading from it.”

She quickly traced light lines leading in opposite directions from the dead volcano. One of the lines ended where she’d indicated they were now. She stabbed the place and moved slowly back along the line as she spoke.

“The walk up to the lake will be hard, the Falling Path slopes down either side. So the path away,” she traced the line leading out the other side of Lake Mountain, “is downhill, though still underground. It, and the journey along Red River to below Burnt Pines, will be quicker. Quick enough, we hope, for us to intercept the Tohubuho escorting Caylen to the fort.”

“So how do you know where they are now?”

She shrugged. “We don’t. But we guess somewhere here.” Her toe drew a small circle North of Burnt Pines. “The forest’s thick there, and there’s only one narrow path to the fort, so they’ll be going slow. We should have enough cover, and time, for an ambush. The only problem will be finding them before they stumble on us. We’ll have to lay the trap as close to the fort as possible, without alerting any of its patrols.” Yalnita looked at Bowman. “Satisfied?”

“Well, sort of. I mean, how did Caylen get mixed up in this? Last I saw her she was still a girl. What do the Kasina want with her?”

“She’s been waging her own private war with Kasina Nabir, up and down the Dragonspine.” Yalnita’s mouth turned down at one corner. “Think’s she’s too good to be a lowly Pack member.”

Oyen’s voice was just above a whisper. “That’s not fair, Yalnita. Or true.”

“Really?” Another shrug. “Whatever, time will tell.” She looked at Bowman. “At any rate, on her own, what was bound to happen, did. They caught her. Now she’s on her way to Burnt Pines. If they get there before we overtake them, she'll stand no trial for what she's done. She'll be killed the same day, once the Kasina finish getting what they want to know out of her.”

***

Oyen took Bowman to a small room in the Origins choked with weapons: bows, knives, swords, shields, cudgels; mounds of the stuff. They chose a small sword, more of a large dagger, that he could manipulate with one arm.

That night he slept outside with the Rory. The Pack took turns to keep guard. Bowman watched the campfire flames until they turned into the familiar ball of light, then he closed his eyes and turned away to sleep.

***





Chapter 8





Rescue

Sleep had been fitful, with the pain of the healing arm returning in the night. As light grew he rose and dressed. It took several attempts to buckle the short sword on. The Rory were already moving about.

They ate grain cakes and a sour tea, then set off. Their path took them to a bend in a small river, where the current slowed and swirled into a deep, black pool. Just after the pool, a fallen tree bridged the water. They crossed one at a time. The Rory looked born to such footwork. Bowman fought for balance; both arms flashed and flicked like a mad conductor’s.

Fifty paces on they stopped. Oyen kindled fire in a piece of the same punk he’d used when he’d shown Bowman the Soul Gate. From the coal, he and Challa lit further, larger pieces. These they placed in stone lanterns, passing one to each member of the group.

Yalnita glanced at each of them. Satisfied with the preparations, she turned to the mountain wall behind her. Creepers cascaded down its face. She sliced a hand in and stepped to one side, her powerful arm sweeping the tendrils to reveal a cave entrance. Silently they entered the cave of the Falling Path to Lake Mountain.

As they did, a knot of Rory children tumbled from the entrance and unravelled through their legs, squeaking and squealing as they fled along the river path.

Yalnita yelled after them, a furious command to stay within the valley's safety. But Bowman noted a shiver of concern as she watched the little legs retreat, and when she’d done shouting, a flicker of warmth in her face.

In a moment, one room of the mansion of Yalnita had been opened to him: a large room, more like an entire wing, a cobwebbed darkness that had been sealed off and half-forgotten.

Not a thing to be thrown into sudden light before guests. Her eyes met Bowman's for a moment and mutual recognition flashed like swords. She glowered at him and tried to resurrect the rage that had just died. Failing, and exposed, she growled in his face as she turned back to the cave.

The way was uphill, as Roop had said it would be. As in many of the passageways of the Origins, a small rill ran roughly down the centre, affording a narrow track to either side. Further in, the passage constricted regularly with rubble falls. In the growing dust and darkness their pace slowed.

When Yalnita called a halt for rest and food, Bowman collapsed. His mud-caked hands rubbed at the dust that choked hair, eyes, nose, and mouth. Sweat ran down him like water down a fountain statue. A pool of ice-water saturated his boots and blessed his blistered feet with numbness. His breathing rasped and echoed in the tunnel.

“You’re not strong for this work, Outlander.”

Rain Dog's eyes glinted from the other side of the tunnel. Relaxed, alert and breathing evenly, the man had only stopped because Yalnita said to. Bowman forced his mouth shut and took two long breaths; it was barely enough to frame an answer.

“Well, I have chosen the right company to improve my situation, Rain Dog.”

“Perhaps.”

Bowman’s sweat began to chill. Roop spoke up for him.

“Leave the man be, Rain Dog.”

“Yeah, shut up! If you got nothing good to say, don't!” said Oyen.

Rain Dog's eyes shifted to take in the two figures, then slunk to the floor. The Pack finished eating without another word and they resumed their journey.

Gradually, the slope of the passage levelled and light began to show, some way off. Their spirits lifted. A long while they stumbled and crawled towards the tiny white disk that seemed to never grow. When they finally staggered into the glare of day, Bowman dropped into a friendly patch of grass and stretched full-length on his back. The yolk sun burnt through his shuttered eyes and he didn’t care.

The Rory walked a little further and stood on the rim of the old volcano, paying silent homage to the blue-black lake it circled.

“Eh, John Bowman, come and see this.”

God, must I? Bowman thought. But he got up anyway and lumbered to Oyen’s side.

All around, the rim dropped nearly straight down, several hundred feet to the water's edge. The lake itself was glass on which the image of the sky lay flat as paint. Bunches of grey-white cloud sailed across it and vanished in the curved shore.

A little wind blew by their ears. Somewhere a raven cawed. Bowman slowly turned and scanned the whole 360 degrees. Beyond the caldera, a green and brown land veined with blue rolled away. In the far distance the horizon shimmered into what might be snow or ocean; hard to tell. At this height, in this air, the world mocked sight, drawing it ever out to where it blurred and fell exhausted. Then the world flew on, careless and anonymous and disinterested as a bird.

The air carried freshly minted scents. When the soft wind lulled there was a long moment filled with the sound of things it had moved slowing down. In the quiet that followed, insects thrummed and unseen things crackled and clicked as though they uncurled into light for the first time.

Disarmed by exhaustion, Bowman heard the place, its myriad components working on his senses to produce the song. He smiled, and for the time a smile occupies he knew what underpinned it all: the silent Might that eyed them through this lake. The god that lived here was in everything, just as he’d been told. And if God was in everything, everything could be prayed to, and everything he did could be prayer. The trick was to find the thing he loved doing and do it prayerfully.

***

Though the way was still underground and dark they made good time on the downhill leg of the Falling Path. As the sun lowered they came out on a shadowed ledge above Red River.

Immediately the Rory set about the task of pitching camp. Yalnita came over to Bowman. “You can help me with the canoes. Come, we don’t have much time!”

After a few minutes inspecting trees Yalnita stopped before one and drew a short sword from its scabbard. It was metal-bladed, Bowman noted, in contrast to the usual stone he’d seen in Rory implements. Yalnita shrugged, explaining, “Kasina. I took it off a Tohubuho not long back. Perfect for this work.”

And so it was. She slipped the point of the blade an inch or so into the trunk at head height and ran it in a slow curve down to where the smooth bark gave way to gnarled roots. Then she withdrew it and returned to her starting point, describing a mirror image of the arc she'd just cut. She stood back and subjected the oval shape to a short appraisal, grunting satisfaction.

“Now I'm going to find another Leatherbark; we need two more. I want you to strip this bark off while I go cut another. Watch.”

And she took another longer, flatter blade out of the bundle she'd carried with her. Its thick, leather-bound handle was fashioned long enough to accommodate both hands. The blade was of thin wood, sharpened on both sides to a sword-proud edge.

She thrust the blade in under the bark, halfway up the cut, using the side of her hips to push it in to the hilt. Then she grasped the handle with both hands and see-sawed the blade down. As she did, the thin grey bark peeled away, its edges curling and glistening tears of clear sap. When the blade came out she repositioned it with a slight shove, saying, “Now you try.”

Bowman gripped the handle with his one hand and pushed. It moved, humiliating fractions of an inch. He took a deep breath, stepped back and pushed with all the power in his arm. More humiliation. Sweat and shame sheened his face as he looked at her. “How?” he asked.

She came over, grinning, and waved him aside. “Watch.” She positioned her hip at the end of the handle. “You are a man, I am a woman, that is our difference.” Her voice had become husky. “Now see our sameness.” She slapped her hands hard on her hips. “This is where our power lies, in this part of our bodies. These,” she held her muscular arms up in mock disparagement, “are puny. Our real power lies in our hips, where we make and birth the tribe!” The smile vanished as she thrust sideways against the handle with a muted grunt, sinking the blade right the way in. For a moment she held the stance, and then the smile she'd frightened off came tip-toeing back as she relaxed away from the tree. Her dark eyes sparkled as she gloated over Bowman.

“Understand?”

As it had been once before in her presence, his mouth was dry. He swallowed, nodded and moved over to do as she'd commanded.

With satisfaction, he drove the blade in. The see-sawing bits were harder, with only one arm, augmented by the power of his hips as she’d shown. Progress was slow, but he managed.

“What about up high, where my hip won't reach?”

“Do the bottom half, both sides, then pull it away like this.” She demonstrated, curling both hands up and walking backwards from the tree.

Yeah, right! He thought. She made it sound so easy, bringing two hands to the task as she could.

“When you're finished, lay it with the inner side facing up,” she said and moved off.

He watched her walk. His mind roamed. For the first time since he'd fallen into Animarl he thought of sex; his penis hardened and he quickly rearranged himself in case she turned around. Good to see some things aren’t broken, he mused, then slapped the thought away and turned back to the tree.

***

Challa and Rain Dog headed out separately, hunting fresh food.

Oyen, Roop, Lowery and Yalnita worked on the canoes. They lashed each length of Leatherbark with rope at both ends and splayed the hollow centres wide with wooden struts. Ordinary clay from the river bank served as sealant.

Challa came back empty-handed, snorting his opinion of the hunting inland from their camp. Rain Dog returned with several small, speckled trout from one of the meadow brooks that wound across the escarpment below Lake Mountain to Red River.

Bowman observed the man walking into camp. Smallest and slightest of the Rory warriors, but iron-hard in everything he had. Not one to be off-side with, and Bowman was. He dropped his eyes and stepped back as Rain Dog passed.

“Eh, call that warrior food?” Oyen mocked.

“This or what you’ve got, your choice.”

Oyen chuckled, and that was the last of conversation until they ate.

Night deepened as their campfire died. The Rory rolled under deer hide blankets and slept. The canoes clicked as they dried and shrank to shape.

Bowman’s mind stayed restless as his body began to lose its fight with sleep. He’d lost her. How could he have let it happen? What could either have done? How could he act now, to change things? What difference would it make anyway, she’s every bit as dead or lost or dreamt of, as me, he thought. Sucking the feeling down he mounded new earth over loss and paid the price of pain buried: walking quickly from the grave he would, thereafter, move always a little faster than needed, staying just ahead of the keening left to memory.

He turned onto his back and looked in the darkening sky. It was early yet for stars, too late for him, and his eyes closed on one night as he entered another. Shortly his mouth fell open and he began to snore, stretched flat on his back in a strange land. And that was how first the early stars, and then the moon and last the morning light found him.

***

So eager were they to ferry their captive to the garrison for reward, they’d barely touched her since she'd been taken. A small mercy, considering what was to come. She closed her mind on that and wriggled onto her back until she had a clear view of evening sky through the branches of the tree they’d tied her to. The first stars glimmered weakly. It was early but tonight she would wait for the others to shower light across the dark, and for the silver disk of the moon, so near full now they only lit fires for warmth, the nocturnal illumination almost bright as day.

Tonight she would remember being little, lying in childhood's safe bed, nestling against the window to see the dancers entering the stage, repeating excitedly to herself, 'there's another one' as they magically appeared.

So many times then, lulled in love and security, she had herself winked out before they came. Ignoring stern warnings she would have stayed up waiting, but they were often late and when they found her sleeping peacefully, tip-toed past on their silver points like court dancers.

But that was another, long-before, long ago. In another world. Tonight she would wait up, a grown woman, peering pointlessly into the dark, and see what was to come.

***





Chapter 9





Burnt Pines

They rekindled the fire and took up the canoes, two Rory to each, deftly passing the hulls through and through the flames until the last of the sap and night’s damp had been cured out. More clay pitch was caulked wherever shrinkage caused earlier seals to fail, and they quickly fashioned paddles from the roots of a large bush called Snake Rush - Bowman noted the aptness of the name as several of the animals slithered from its centre while they worked.

Then they were on the river. Roop and Lowery led in one canoe, Challa and Rain Dog came next, followed by the largest craft carrying Bowman in between Oyen and Yalnita.

The river, which had looked serene from their campsite, was now revealed in all its power. This was the middle age of its passage from mountain springs to sea mouth. The rampant, rock-tumbling speed of its upper reaches had been tamed by the more gradual incline here, but what it had lost in youthful speed had been repaid in mass as countless small streams joined it. It sucked them into service like an army on a conscription drive piping itself through wide-eyed villages.

They kept a fair distance from the bank, staying out of bow range. Yalnita seemed content to let Roop lead them through the maze of silty, rush-choked islands that exploded waterfowl as they passed.

Following the lead of the others, Bowman knelt in the canoe, placing a spare pair of boots under his knees. But the others had straight away bent their backs to work, paddles dipping and flashing in the sun, throwing fine sprays of water as they swirled the red mass by. He, in contrast, had just to crouch there - his one good arm an outrigger clutching the hull to his right - and feel like stowage.

To their left, the bank's grass rolled by in a line of undulating green, broken regularly where a tributary's blue swept into the red that bore them downstream. Occasionally wolves could be seen drinking, or black bears that played and rolled on sandy peninsulas, or great deer that looked up, muzzles drooling water, and crashed away in the undergrowth.

As the hours stretched in hot sun, the scenes began to repeat until what passed before their eyes became a carousel. Bowman's legs began to cramp and finally fell numb. The Rory shook rivers of sweat from their faces and dug deep, stroking the burden past.

They pulled up on one of the larger islands and ate a midday meal, then went on, flayed by the relentless sun until Roop steered course for a narrow beach.

As soon as they'd drawn up and unloaded the canoes, Oyen and Lowery drew their swords and hacked the rope that bound each craft at either end. As the pitch stretched and gave, the bark flattened out and the canoes shipped water. The Rory pushed each back into the current and they swept out of sight, slowly sinking.

“Where to now?” Bowman asked Yalnita.

“We skirt around the garrison and go straight up the trail. Rain Dog, you scout ahead, let no surprises past if you can. That will slow the rest of us, but it can't be helped. Can’t risk warning the Tohubuho. Challa, you’ll be our tail. Keep an eye out for patrols. The signal for any problem will be three Grey Owl calls. Understood?”

They nodded.

“What if they're on horseback?” Bowman asked.

“Unlikely. Horses are a precious commodity this far from Kasina Nabir. Only Kasina guards have them. It’s a chance we’ll have to take, in any case.” Yalnita answered.

***

To take advantage of the landscape’s natural defences, Burnt Pines had been built in a swamp. Each step the Rory took sank above the ankle in foul-smelling mire. Clouds of insects descended so that swatting became as great a drain on energy as trudging. A few birds flew in lazy circles and followed them. Above the birds, the sun fell out of clear sky like a falcon for the kill, straight down and merciless, rebounding from the rank earth in shimmering waves of radiation. Panicked snakes flicked from the path, often as not between their legs. Bowman hitched his boots up and re-cinched them as high as he could. Glancing sideways at Rain Dog, he chanced scaling the wall of hostility.

“Are these snakes dangerous?”

“Some of them. Very!”

“Which ones?”

“The ones you tread on.”

About a half-mile out from the garrison they came onto the path, keeping to its edge and crouching against the head high rushes that lined it. The fort’s walls, constructed from whole tree trunks, shone like spears in the sun. Small lookout posts, roofed against the heat, appeared to be unmanned, though it was impossible for the Rory to be sure at this range.

They broke into a crouching jog, keeping to the road’s edge. As soon as Yalnita felt clear of the garrison's prying eyes, they slowed and began to walk upright. Soon the verdant wall of forest bordering the swamp loomed. As the sun began to set they entered the lush coolness and slumped on its pine needle carpet.

“No fire tonight,” said Yalnita. “Challa, how goes our food?”

The man of few words smiled and bent to his pack, withdrawing the now considerably slimmer parcel of jerked meat. “It's this and water, and a bit of bread, I'm afraid.”

Oyen groaned and fossicked in his own pack. “Just as well we carried wine!”

“No, Oyen!” Yalnita's voice was sharp. “I want clear heads tomorrow. The Kasina can't be more than a day from the fort. Besides,” she smiled, “we want some left to celebrate Caylen's return, don't we?”

They spent the last hour of tree-filtered sunlight checking battle gear: the bows, arrows, bowstrings and other perishables they’d packed in oilskins for the river journey.

Yalnita reset Bowman's arm, using a lighter cast. There was more flexibility around the elbow, his fingers had regained almost all their former dexterity, if not strength. “How long will it need a cast?” he asked her.

“Two, maybe three days.”

He was gleeful. “That's unbelievable!”

“No, John Bowman, it’s the truth!” She seemed offended, and offered as explanation, “It was packed in Blood Moss, the great healer. Your arm should be fully restored before the moon is finished waning.” She looked into the night sky, where the full disk drowned out most of the stars with its light.

“Come, I want to show you something.” She rose, picking up her bow, and they walked up a small hill whose rocky summit sustained only a few stubborn bushes.

From here, the night landscape of ridges and valleys could be made out as a series of moon-silvered wave-tops, interspersed with darkened troughs. Yalnita stood on the highest point, eyes closed and arms out like a scarecrow, absorbing crisp air and moonlight. Bowman felt a slight current run across his skin; he'd only ever seen people behave that way towards the sun.

She turned to him. “Come here.”

He moved to within a few feet of her. She gave a small, dry laugh. “Closer! I won't bite you. Not tonight, anyway!”

Feeling even less at ease on hearing this he moved to within arms reach. She gripped his shoulder and drew him alongside. Looking back at the moon, she spoke again.

“One story of the moon is that the sun is jealous of the moon's light, which it stole from the sun. So each night he bites a piece out of the moon until it's all gone. Then he wakes each morning with a bellyache and spits a bit out to get relief. Finally, he gets rid of it all and there it is in the sky once more, boasting wholeness. So old sun gets jealous and starts eating again.”

“A nice story. Do you believe it?”

“No. Some do. I believe what I see. There is another story, of two lovers, sent by the sun to light the night sky while the sun rested. Of course, no one could match the brilliance of the sun, and these two, well, they are in love, not very reliable, their work cycles with their passion. So each full moon is when they make love and it lights the sky; then their heat gradually passes. As it does, a little less of their light shows each time they appear until the black night when their passion begins to build towards union again.”

She had moved close behind him and slid her arms around his waist, her nipples pressed into his back through both layers of shirt. It made his body go rigid with embarrassment, then excitement, and then further embarrassment at that.

“A romantic story, isn't it.” It was a statement, not a question, and as her hand drifted below his belt he was glad to not have to reply. Her breathing on his neck was light, even, unhurried, in direct contrast to his. As her fingers coiled around their quarry and squeezed, she kissed him lightly on the nape and snorted a gentle laugh in his ear. “Well, this doesn't seem to need a cast!”

He certainly wasn't going to reply to that.

With a long sigh, her arms withdrew and she moved around to his front, taking up her bow as she did. “Come, time to go back.” Sensing his disappointment, she smiled and said, “not tonight John Bowman. Before a battle, you understand?”

Realizing the look on his face, Bowman blurted, “That's not what I mean! It's just that, well, what the hell were you doing then?”

“Perhaps I'm just trying to spark a little feeling in you, since that marks the beginning of healing for a deadened man.”

“Your concern is touching, Yalnita, but I'm not dead.” He spluttered, and, in a desperate deflection said, “What about Circling the Moon? What does that mean?”

Now the shock was her's. “Who told you that?”

“Caylen.”

Gradually, the frown faded as she put the pieces together. Then she stepped back onto the high rock and held the bow out from her. “It’s part of a spell, the most powerful magic we Rory know. But only part of it, you understand. When something is desired with the whole soul but seems out of reach, it is like the moon that hasn't yet formed to fullness or has passed the high point of its glory. By doing this, we draw her silver skin from one side of the circle to the other. Watch.”

Drawing the string back beyond her ear she pushed the bow out in front with the other hand, as though testing the extent of the weapon's draw. Then she raised it above her head, holding its curve along one edge of the moon's glare. As Bowman manoeuvred to get a better view the monstrous effort of holding the powerful bow at full draw began to tell on Yalnita. Her musculature bulged and knotted from wrist to wrist, shaking and sheening sweat where it pinched at the base of the neck.

“Do you see?” she pleaded, her body quaking.

And suddenly, yes, he could see it. As he moved a little closer to her and bobbed from side to side it came into view like focusing binoculars, blurring back and forth until the image clarified and settled.

The arc of the bow melted onto one edge of the silver backdrop, and where she’d drawn the string beyond the normal anchor point on her head, its pinched 'V' met the opposite curve of the near-full moon, almost exactly.

“Yes,” he said.

She let down the bow and her breath rushed out. “The Kasina have read many strange things into this secret and deprived it of its power. That is the way of their religion. In time, you might learn the whole spell from its source, the Rory. It will serve you well.”

***





Chapter 10





Ambush

Twice they were woken in the night by a solitary rider on the path from Burnt Pines Garrison. The first time the rider trotted past them, heading North, Rain Dog and Challa scuttled down from their camp to observe. Challa had little to report when he returned, gliding silently between the shadows of the forest.

“Too hard to tell at that range, probably Kasina, lightly armed from what we could see.”

“Too noisy for a scout. Must be a messenger.” Roop speculated.

Yalnita seemed unperturbed by the development. “It makes sense. The Tohubuho who took her would have sent word to the fort that they were on the way. Go back and tell Rain Dog to keep watch by the road, Challa. We'll all do our turn keeping guard there tonight.”

They'd only just settled under their frost-cheating blankets when the messenger came back down the path at full gallop. Such was the noise from his haste that they were at first unsure of the number of riders. All the Rory ran to the watch post by the road's edge, bows strung and arrows drawn.

Yalnita squatted by Rain Dog. “Did you get a good look this time?”

He nodded, still looking at the receding figure through clouds of moon-glinting dust. Then he turned to her, his face grim.

“Kasina. Palace Guard.”

She sat back on her haunches, her eyes searching his face. “Are you sure?”

“Yes. Full dress.” Rain Dog said, his hands turned back towards his shoulders, fingers splayed and quickly moving up and down to indicate the rider's garments. The Rory were suddenly pensive. Bowman broke through their thoughts.

“What's the problem?”

Oyen turned to explain. “Palace soldiers don't usually show up this far from Kasina Nabir. Something is wrong.”

Roop was more expansive. “This is just an outpost to the Kasina, a buffer between the land that interests them and we Rory. It's where they send the dregs of their army, no one willingly seeks a posting out here. Which suits us fine. The Kasina at the garrison are poorly trained, badly equipped and led. All of which means they're too disorganized to be a serious threat. They keep to their patrol paths; we do as we like. Palace Guards are a different matter. They're tough, they're trained, disciplined, well armed. But worst of all, they're fanatical. They've been raised from childhood to believe the greatest honour is to die in battle.” He watched Bowman ingest the idea, then added, “To them, it’s a religion!”

“But he's only one man! A problem that can be solved with one well-placed shot, Roop,” said Oyen.

It was Yalnita's turn to speak and tie the thing together. “Guards from the Palace Regiments never travel alone. There's bound to be more. Especially since someone has seen fit to use an elite soldier as a lowly messenger. And he came back in a hurry. Obviously Caylen's captors aren't far away; he's met with them and gone thundering back to the Fort to break the good news.

“I don't understand why she deserves such special treatment, and maybe she's not the reason for Palace Guards being here at all. But they are, and I don't like to think how many are back in the nest he's flown to.” She took a deep breath “No sleep tonight. We have to act fast, and take the fight to the Tohubuho who've got Caylen. Rain Dog, Challa, top and tail us like before. And remember, the call is Grey Owl.”

***

Too anxious for sleep, too exhausted for work, Bowman shuffled along behind Roop, Yalnita, Lowery and Oyen. When the others suddenly froze, his bowed head thudded into Oyen's back. The big man turned and shook him.

“Stay awake, John Bowman. Your life is in this!” he said, then cocked an ear at the night.

Shortly the sound that had halted their party returned. 'Weeyah weeyah weeyah' several times, both in front and to their rear. They leapt into the woods. Seconds later, Rain Dog's running figure loomed. As he drew abreast of them Yalnita leant out from cover and hissed his name.

He joined them. “They're coming. Big group. Only two on horseback; they're in no great hurry.”

Roop scratched his arm nervously and spoke. “That's to the good. But why are they moving at night?”

Challa had slipped in behind unnoticed. “Something big's underway,” the tail scout said, startling them. He looked at Yalnita, “I had to come. We've got company coming from behind, too. From the fort. And they're regiment, all right. About a dozen of them. All on horseback; they'd have overrun me, but one of the leaders called a halt and they went into a huddle to talk on something. I couldn’t make out what they said, and I didn’t wait around. They'll be here any minute.”

Even as his speech trailed, the night began to grow noise. They heard first the light thunder of hooves, followed by the metallic clanging of weaponry, jinking of saddles, and voices, sometimes muffled, sometimes strident as they barked orders above the clamour.

The column drew level with the Rory, billowing dust around them. When its tail had just passed, the one who rode in front raised a hand and brought the riders to a shuddering halt.

Bowman counted thirteen. Each wore heavy leather garments on their upper body, so thick and stiff it had been fashioned in segments that were joined by metal rivets. Their legs were similarly protected, above and below the knee, which had its own leather covering plate. At first, the moonlight made them appear completely armoured, but then Bowman saw the even brighter silver of the three leaders’ chain mail shoulder mantles and headgear. After a moment of foot tamping and snuffling, the horses froze. The Guards looked ahead like statues.

Soon, sounds of talk and laughter swelled on the path before them. The party of Tohubuho came out of the dark. When they sighted the relief party from the garrison the night air rang with their cheers.

As the two groups came head to head, their leaders dismounted. Caylen's foot-soldier captors milled around the other Kasina Guards, talking behind their hands and snorting. Their dark skin and bunched muscles gleamed where improvised clothing gaped. Their stench carried on the night air.

The three armoured Kasina formed a circle with the two Tohubuho who'd been mounted. A Tohubuho spoke first, his smirk and tone conveying what he meant.

“Great Masters from Kasina Nabir, we bring you a plaything who has caused us all sore worry in recent times. We know how busy you all are down there by the lovely Bay of Kasina Harbour, but - ”

“Quiet!” The tall Kasina looked over the head of the Tohubuho, whose face now flushed.

“I am Denaren, Captain of the 22nd Regiment, Palace Guards. Where is the prisoner?”

The Tohubuho angled his body to one side and barked an order over his shoulder. “Bring her!” But his eyes never left Denaren.

They brought Caylen forward. Her arms were bound behind her back. Bowman's heart jumped as he saw the changes in her body, and her face, a woman's face that now glared up at Denaren.

The Kasina leant his great frame forward to inspect her. This time his tone was lower, denoting the respect that even a strong man reserves for the dangerously mad. “Who are you?”

The hardness faded from Caylen’s face and she mocked him. “Who wants to know?”

In a bound the Tohubuho leader was alongside her. He flung his thick arm at her head, the knuckles of his hand connecting below the cheekbone. The force lifted her to tiptoe and flung her lengthways on the path.

In one movement, Bowman's working hand gripped his sword and his body launched. He was saved, and educated, by Lowery, whose shoulder grip paralyzed him in mid-leap even as the warrior's other hand clapped over Bowman’s mouth and drew him back down.

“Risk us like that again and I'll kill you.” he purred in the Outlander's ear. Bowman looked behind at the Rory, who was waiting for a sign. All Bowman could do was close his eyes in shame and nod. The hands released him.

By now Caylen had regained her feet, and her defiance. “What bravery you Tohubuho show to prisoners; it's no wonder unarmed civilians are no match for you!”

The Tohubuho started for her again, but Denaren froze him with a shout. “Enough!” The roar of it rang through the trees. “Olrin, secure the prisoner.”

Another mail-clad Kasina stepped forward and led Caylen to the rear of the column of Palace Guards. Denaren turned to the fuming Tohubuho.

“My congratulations and gratitude on this capture, Corporal. You may now return with your men to your post.”

“But, the garrison... We…. I had hoped to accompany you there!”

“That won't be necessary. I already know the way.”

A hard light came into the Tohubuho's eyes as he put his hand on his sword hilt. “Don't try to cheat me out of victory, Denaren. I want recognition for this capture, and I'll be damned if I see it go to some Palace dandy who never spends a night in the wild!” The other Tohubuho began to group around their leader, drawing aside their garments to uncover swords.

Denaren attempted humour. “If it's sleepless nights and danger you seek my friend, I suggest you chance Palace political intrigue for a while.” But his smile faded as he recognized his failure. His next words were crisp orders to the mounted contingent at his rear.

“Arms before! Redan formation!”

Instantly the line of Guards spread left and right. Five fanned to either side of the track so that they formed a long 'V' with the still dismounted figure of Denaren at its apex. Each had drawn a long sword with the hand that held the reins; in the other hand a crossbow with its bolt sprung ready had materialized.

“Now, as I was saying, Corporal, we are indebted to you, and be assured I will inform the Palace itself of your strenuous efforts to assist me. I believe your post lies in the foothills behind you.”

A few moments of glowering ensued, then Denaren half turned to his troops and opened his mouth to speak. As he did, the Tohubuho turned on their heels and made off with the tattered remains of their dignity.

“Olrin.”

“Yes, Captain.”

“We'll camp here, I want to question the prisoner before we return to Burnt Pines. Post a guard on all points and send one man to follow those vermin to ensure they don't double back and pay us a visit in the night.”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Oh, and bring the Rory to me, I burn with curiosity about her!”

“Is that all that burns in you for her, Denaren?”

There was hearty laughter from both questioner and questioned, and Denaren turned to clasp a hand on the shoulder of a man in shadow. In such poor light Bowman could only make out the half of him. Tall. Solid. That was about all, except he wasn’t sporting the military apparel of the other Kasina.

“Ah, orders are orders, my friend, though she’s certainly pretty enough, and I've heard so many stories about these Rory whores. Apparently, they're quite insatiable. But I'll leave the research to you, Keemon. I will return to a more agreeable young lady in Kasina Nabir with my vow to her intact, like her own virtue, I trust!”

The ensuing laughter covered the Pack’s withdrawal. As they flitted between shadows, the sounds of Kasina mirth faded; the Rory stopped just far enough away to speak in whispers. The rest of the Kasina went to work setting up camp.

“This may be the only chance we get,” said Yalnita.

“Who’s this Keemon fellow?” Lowery wanted to know.

Roop had got a better view of the stranger than the others “Outlander, by the look and sound of him.”

“Damn him, damn them all; my sister is down there!” Oyen jerked his head in the direction of the camp. “Let's just get her and go like the wind!”

Rain Dog didn't look at them as he spoke; his eyes searched the forest for the guards Denaren had posted. “Oyen's right. Doesn’t matter what Caylen knows or doesn’t know, once they find it out, she’s dead.”

“All right. Let's put it together,” said Yalnita. “One's gone North after the Tohubuho, one guard on each point, that makes five away from camp, which leaves eight, plus Caylen. Any suggestions?”

Challa spoke. It was the first time Bowman remembered him doing so since they'd put ashore below the fort. “We can't spirit her away from eight of them, that's going to be a fight. And there's no getting past the sentries, these are Palace Guards, it's the work they were born to. But that’s obviously where we should start. We'll have to kill them all, one by one, then ambush the camp. We may be able to bargain with them after that, if we can fool them into believing they're outnumbered.”

Yalnita smiled. “That’s smart thinking! Challa, go South. Once you've finished the sentry there, give the Owl call. Rain Dog, Roop, go North, do the same, then one of you continue to the Western sentry. I'll take care of this one.” She nodded in the direction of the Kasina closest to them, settled with his back to a tree, crossbow loaded and levelled at the night. “Lowery, Oyen, come behind us with the Outlander. If he does anything stupid, break more of him.” She flickered a smile at Bowman, but he knew exactly what she meant. “The fourth Owl call will be the signal to move in, but no one shoots unless and until I've given the word. Understood?”

They nodded, even Bowman, who thought it politic. Then she silently drew a long-bladed knife and slung her bow diagonally across her back, with the string cutting down between her breasts in front. “Silent work for the sentries,” she said, and they followed suit.

***

Oyen, Lowery and Bowman lay on their stomachs, watching Yalnita go about her task. Bowman's eyes strained to pick out her figure, sometimes crouched in bracken, sometimes upright as it moulded to the trunk of a tree and slipped around it like water flowing over a boulder, silky and silent and swift. She was a shadow changing shape as it glided between things, a spectre that came out of the Void, flickered for a moment or two, and melted back.

If the moonlight put extra demands on the arts of concealment, it was the stillness of the air that was her real enemy. In this frozen silhouette world, when something moved in the sentries' line of sight, they would notice it, but any misplaced foot would pinpoint her by sound even if she remained invisible. Her mouth was dry as she slipped the blade from between her teeth and gripped it in the sweating palm of her death hand.

Her eyes set on the man whose life she was about to end, whose name she would never know. She fluttered a quick prayer for him; this was not the Rory way to fight. This war that was so impersonal, so unwished-for by its combatants.

This man whose only crime was to have been placed between her and a relative, this man would die. As quickly as her prayer, but not before he knew that he was dying. This man, whose sleepy eyes saw the night forest, and a soft bed in Kasina Nabir, but not the death that crouched feet away, coiled for the leap.

It was over almost before Bowman noticed it begin. From his vantage point, he saw a shadow flow up behind the sentry, then the picture shook slightly as though a tremor passed through the startled earth between him and what he saw. A low, curtailed sound, like someone clamping down a vicious sneeze would make, and then fluids running quietly out. The two figures curled to earth in a balletic swoon.

Then one rose like a departing spirit, till it stood with arm extended, beckoning them to join her. As they ran, crouched so low they almost loped on all four limbs, her screeching Owl call tore the night air.

“Let's go,” she said as they came up to her. The Rory unslung their bows and quickly notched shafts to the string.

But Bowman stood, motionless as the prone figure he could not turn from. Its face had contorted with shock, its glassy eyes seemed to be still trying to comprehend their fate. Below the neck a dark pool grew from a slash that murmured open at each senseless beat of the slowing heart.

“Are you alright?” It was Yalnita.

He looked at her, fear, anger and confusion twisting his face.

“Yes. Are you?” He snapped.

She looked down at her handiwork and frowned. “No,” she said quietly and turned away.

***





Chapter 11





Release

Corporal Olrin loped into the encampment and made straight for Denaren. He came up close behind Denaren, looked furtively about, then spoke.

“Captain!”

Denaren turned from the fruitless interrogation of Caylen, glad of a break. They'd strapped her upright against a sapling and begun the questioning. Her only response had been to taunt them with smiles and an old partisan song:

Where would you like us to bury you, 
Resplendent Knight of Nabir? 
There are so many choices in our choice land, 
Each time earth is turned the grave is made new here. 
So where will we watch you close haughty eyes 
And see from dark earth your spirit rise 
If you stay here?

Yes, well, defiance was common at the start. They had little time to waste on preliminaries, however; shortly the real interrogation would begin. Then she would talk, they always did. That phase, with its brutishness, cruelty, screams and blood, it would loosen her tongue. Along with her teeth and bones. He really didn’t want to think about it but couldn’t force his mind on to other things.

Always blood. Pain worked well enough, most of the time. But the smell and sight and taste of their finite life-force ebbing away seemed to work on the victim's subconscious and was an indispensable ally to the inquisitor. This, along with the dispensable nature of the prisoner, ensured a lot of blood.

Or maybe it was just that inquisitors liked letting blood. Certainly, they seemed to. And if the usual tormentors brought along for that purpose couldn't make her talk, Keemon would. Just the thought of that sadist going to work on a defenceless victim twisted Denaren's gut. But it would be done if the girl proved obstinate. A mad Queen and her Oracle’s twisted vision would see to it.

“Yes, Olrin, what is it?”

“Captain - I have been listening to the night, I sense danger.”

Denaren looked at the man. Ordinarily, such a statement might have occasioned mirth, but Olrin had been born and raised in these lands. He’d entered the service of the Tohubuho when not much beyond boyhood, and from there, thanks to luck and natural cunning, ascended to the service of the elite, Kasina Guards. If he sensed something wrong here, it was not a warning to be taken lightly. Hairs rose along Denaren's neck.

“Go on.”

“I have heard the call of a Grey Owl four times. That is not unusual. But it came from four directions, in quick time.” He paused a moment. “From the directions of our four sentries.”

Denaren led Olrin away from where Keemon stood by Caylen, leering at her while he made a show of sharpening a thin metal spike.

“Are you sure, could it not be four Owls?” he whispered.

“No, they are fiercely territorial. One, or a pair, would command all the land within earshot.”

“And it is not our sentries signalling?”

Olrin shook his head, breathing heavily.

Of course not, Denaren thought. Standing orders to a Guard on point duty were to remain silent at all times, only raising the alarm if the camp was in imminent danger of attack, in which case they were to give warning using the small bugle that was standard issue. Denaren cursed himself for having clutched at this straw, realizing how little time they had.

Their sentries were dead, very likely, and the assailants had communicated the fact to one another. Too smooth work, for Tohubuho, to kill four Kasina Guards without plainly signalling their presence. That left only one possibility, the only other group who would be so keenly interested in them to risk an attack.

Rory.

As he thought, he maneuvered Olrin to where the horses were tethered. He reached out and nonchalantly slapped the neck of the nearest beast, while his eyes quickly panned the night around them. If there were Rory out there, he had seconds left to act. He turned Olrin back in the direction of Keemon and the girl. “Get her and Keemon. Bring them back here.”

Olrin looked at the five other Kasina squatting by the campfire. He nodded in their direction.

“What about them?”

Denaren’s mouth set hard. Loyalty to comrades was the second-ranking commandment in the unwritten credo of the Kasina Guard. But the first was obedience, and his orders – directly from the Queen - were unequivocal: wrest the mysterious rebel who'd plagued Kasina rule in the outer districts from the untrustworthy hands of the Tohubuho. Unconnu's prophecy of the Outlander whose coming might destroy the Kasina monarchy left no doubt in the mind of Queen Emrel. Whoever this stranger was, they must be apprehended, interrogated and finally, if they proved of no use to the Empire, disposed of.

Even so, when he spoke, he was unable to entirely mask his discomfort. Not being privy to the consultations Denaren had had with Queen and Oracle, the importance of their captive would elude Olrin. As far as he could see, this would be a simple case of betrayal and desertion.

“Someone has to fight a holding action, Corporal. To provide our escape.”

Olrin’s face could not disguise his shock. “Yes Captain,” he said, and went to fetch Keemon and the girl.

Keemon had gagged Caylen and was now putting the honed spike to work.

“Does that hurt, my dear?” He plunged it into the plate of her shoulder muscle, just a scant fingernail's depth, but the sharpness spurred her. She tried to spit at him through the gag, and when that didn't work she thrashed against her bonds and growled.

He chuckled. “Ah sweet thing, don't injure yourself, that's my job. And I assure you, I'm very good at it. Now, what about here?” This time he prodded her breast. She flinched and a dark circle grew in her red shirt.

He laughed. “Ah, much better, I think I've found your soft spot.” He lightly brushed the reddened tip across her upper lip and down one cheek. “But of course, if you really want to destroy a woman, you cut up her face, don't you? Even a Rory tramp would have trouble attracting men after that.”

Olrin interrupted the Outlander’s pleasure. “Keemon!” He drew Keemon aside and spoke in a voice that slunk below the conversation of those around the fire. Then, as Keemon went back to Caylen and cut her from the tree, Olrin walked over to the five who were about to be sacrificed and spoke. “On your feet, there's trouble. Douse that flame!”

They leapt up, one of them throwing water on the fire. When Olrin drew his sword, they followed suit.

“It's Tohubuho. You four,” - he ticked them off with his index finger – “relieve the sentries. Benir, stay here.” He turned and strode in the direction of the horses.

***

As Keemon shoved Caylen in the direction of horses at the Southern end of the camp, Yalnita scampered up the embankment to the others.

“They're leaving. Just the leader, it seems, and that Keemon. They're taking Caylen. Oyen, Lowery, come with me. John Bowman, stay here. The bracken should cover you well if you stay low. Don't show yourself unless you know it's us, they're sending relief for the sentries.”

Bowman looked in the direction of the man she had killed. They'd wisely put the distance of a hundred feet or so between the corpse and their little group. It was true: in this undergrowth, if he stayed low, he could escape detection.

“And you can draw your sword now, Outlander!” Lowery whispered as he passed, smiling.

Bowman's eyes alternated between their departing backs, as foliage swallowed them leaf by branch, and the path the relieving sentry would take. As the last of the Rory disappeared his head sunk almost to ground level and he searched through undergrowth for the legs of the Kasina.

His enemy. Men who would kill him, without question, just for being there. He was musing on this, and on the rumblings in his stomach and bowels, when the two-note blare of a bugle sounded, so strident on the still night air he jumped almost to his feet, then crouched in a pocket of sweat, the sword in his right hand shaking so hard he pinioned it between his knees.

The sound had been like the bellow of a panicked cow, but deliberate in its cadence, and it came from the direction of the dead sentry, to whom relief had arrived too late.

Bowman knew the sound had stopped every heart in earshot, as it had his. His grip refreshed on the short sword and he tried to stop trembling but couldn’t. He wondered if every sword hand in the night that would die in the ensuing battle, and every sword hand that would not, but couldn't know that, gripped its own weapon so much tighter that it seemed to shake with its own life, and power of death.

***

By the time the bugle sounded, Yalnita had moved to within a few feet of Denaren. She froze, her arrow in mid-journey from quiver to bow. Her eyes left their immediate target in a full circle scan of the night.

A second's silence followed the alarm, then shouts, grunts, the clanging of metal, feathery whoosh of flying shafts, the ping of a crossbow bolt unloading, and another bugle call, cut off in mid-note. Muffled sounds ensued as the sword-play died away, ending in a single scream. Something thudded onto the forest floor. Then silence.

Yalnita looked back to Denaren. The Guard had mounted his horse and turned to take the reins of the animal they'd put Caylen on with her hands still bound behind her back.

Keemon had also mounted by now, a loaded crossbow held in the crook of one arm. His nose was high as he sifted the night air for sound or scent or movement. Olrin had turned from the task of getting Caylen into the saddle to cut a horse out for himself.

As the three figures on horseback trotted around, waiting for Olrin to mount, Oyen, Yalnita and Lowery spread in a line, weaving about for a clear shot.

Precious seconds melted. Yalnita's arms ached holding the bow drawn, trying to time the shot between flashes of horse, tree and Caylen. Then Olrin was mounted; in a moment it would be too late. She leapt from cover onto the path and loosed her shaft at Denaren.

The tall man's eyes flared in horror at the sight of her. His small war shield was bound over the arm that held the reins, on the other side of this attack. With no hope of blocking the blow he twisted his frame and yanked his horses' head up and away in a desperate corkscrewing maneuver.

It almost worked. The great creature of brawn and sinew beneath him leapt and spun, whinnying terror as it went. The shield turned with them, and in another instant would have glanced the flying shaft away harmlessly.

But that instant did not belong to Denaren, who, screaming with pain and rage, let the reins fall from his now useless left hand and in the same motion picked them up in his right.

Yalnita didn't pause in her running shot. Tucking the bow behind her, she crashed into undergrowth on the far side of the path. Half expecting a crossbow bolt to follow she rolled and came back up, scrambling behind a tree from which to take her next shot. Her right hand flashed across her body like a striking snake to pluck another shaft from her quiver.

But no bolt followed her. The Kasina were in disarray. Denaren, once he'd regained control of his startled horse, jerked his head at Olrin and shouted, “Bring the girl.” Then he wheeled savagely and fled South along the path to the fort, the Rory fletching waving like a battle pennant from his upper arm.

Twenty paces down the path he met Lowery. The Rory had leapt through the undergrowth like a great stag, thrashing aside entanglements as he desperately made ground on the fleeing figure of Denaren. With no time to aim, he’d dropped his bow and bounded over a fallen tree to land in the centre of the path. Drawing his short sword from its scabbard on his back he turned to face the thundering minotaur.

Denaren let the reins fall and, in one flashing arc, drew his heavy field sword. He swung it overhead with his right hand and brought it into a slashing line at the Rory.

The clash of the two blades shook both swordsmen, but the larger sword bested Lowery's, thumping shattered metal against the Rory's head. As the big man reeled, the massive flank of the departing horse, expertly maneuvered by its rider, connected and sent him sprawling.

Keemon meanwhile pranced his horse in a jerking circle, fending Rory salvos with his overworked shield while he waited for a settled moment in which to aim his own weapon. When it became clear such an opportunity wouldn’t come, he whirled on Olrin and Caylen, caught between the melee in front of them and an unknown fate back in the camp. Caylen had slumped forward in the saddle, blood streaking from her upper body down the horse’s flanks. “Kill her! Kill the bitch!” Keemon shouted at Olrin.

Olrin looked at him. “But... Denaren..”

“She's useless. Knows nothing. I questioned her, kill her, do it now!” the mounted Outlander yelled. Then he fled between the Rory pincer, firing his crossbow wildly at Oyen while he hung beside the neck of his mount to avoid Yalnita's aim. Coming to the rising figure of Lowery, he made to free his sword, but there wasn't enough time and the Kasina charger cleared the Rory in a gliding arc.

Alone and trapped, Olrin muttered his own Kasina curse at Keemon's receding back. When Yalnita appeared between two trees, feinting to draw his fire, he obligingly loosed the short bolt at her. It flew too slow, burying to the fletching in the sapling she’d dived behind. With another, more audible curse, Olrin flung the weapon from him and drew his sword, advancing on the prone figure of Caylen as he did. Coming to the strangely quietened horse and its unconscious load, he hoisted the long blade high. But he hesitated, focussing on a spot for the blow to fall. It was long enough for an arrow to be aimed, long enough to die.

Oyen's shaft hit him in the side of the chest, plundering lungs of their air and blood before it stuck between two ribs in a thwarted exit. As Olrin reared and swung the horse around, tasting his own insides while pain screamed in his brain, Yalnita's shaft took him front on, just above the heart. Sensing the loss of control and panicked by the blood spurting onto its neck, his charger catapulted into Caylen's, throwing her to the ground. Her horse, freed of its burden and similarly terror-struck, bounded into the bushes and freedom.

In a last act of dignity, the Kasina wrestled back control of his mount. For a long moment the combatants froze, Oyen and Yalnita with reloaded bows half drawn and half aimed, the glassy-eyed guard on his trembling horse. Then Olrin sucked down pain and fear with the breath he'd need to achieve his last living act: the Rory must not have horses.

The animals were tethered between two trees, a single rope running through their halters. Olrin wheeled at the nearest end of the rope, screaming as he crunched his sword through the loose knot and burying it in the dense bark below. The commotion and loosening of bonds was all the encouragement the horses needed to bolt. As they did, Olrin kicked his own mount out from under him and fell heavily. He half rose to observe the animals’ departure.

But it was over for Olrin now, and when the inevitable shafts from Oyen and Yalnita thudded into him they bit numb flesh; what was left of a life of servitude slumped face down in the final submission all are born to.

When the chaos of fleeing horses had cleared, Oyen made for Caylen. But he didn't get there.

The Kasina Guard near Bowman had heard the battles going on, followed by the rapid exit of horses to the South. It was confirmation enough that the disaster he'd encountered in the form of the dead sentry was being repeated elsewhere around the camp. He panicked. “Benir! Olrin! Commander?!” He blasted another warning on his bugle. Trees and night swallowed the sound and gave back silence.

The reality was all too clear: there was nothing left to guard. His companions and Commander were either dead or gone, as were the horses. He was alone, on foot, and now that he'd betrayed his own position, the same fate as befell the others crept towards him. With crossbow in one hand and sword in the other he struck South, the line he took running parallel to the Burnt Pines path, the direction he’d heard chargers crashing away in.

Yalnita cursed and shot a glance at Oyen. “Stop him, he's heading straight for the Outlander!” Then she was off, leaping and scrambling uphill through the tangled undergrowth. Oyen followed suit, leaving Lowery to stumble over to Caylen, one hand to his head to staunch the bleeding.

The Kasina heard them coming, even glimpsed them in the moonlight as they periodically mounted fallen logs and plunged out of sight on the other side, laboriously gaining on him in their uphill struggle. But there were others closing in now, from the West and North. The whole forest was shaking menace from its canopy. He redoubled his speed as his eyes sought the silhouette of horse.

Seconds later his leg thudded into Bowman's chest and he fell heavily into bracken.

Bowman rose gasping, dropping the short sword. The Kasina had already regained his feet and levelled his crossbow at Bowman's face. But there was something different about this man. One arm in a cast, and strange hair - so short. And allowing his windedness to put him at risk, not an experienced combatant, despite the discarded sword - even peasants carried such puny weapons. What was he doing here?

“Who are you?”

“Who wants to know?” Bowman managed to wheeze, straightening slowly.

“I am Lentar. Now, before I kill you, who are you?”

“You give me little incentive to say.”

“Then you die, anyway!” The Kasina's eyes narrowed as his aim tightened on the spot above Bowman's nose.

Playing desperately for time, Bowman spluttered, “All right! I'm John Bowman, an Outlander.”

But it only stayed the execution a moment before the Guard's mouth hardened. “Cursed Outlander, on your way to the White Lands,” he said and renewed his aim.

Bowman lived through a combination of his own belated survival instinct and Yalnita's near-miraculous thirty yard shot through intervening foliage. As he dived to one side, her shaft slammed into the Kasina's leather shoulder plate, sending the crossbow's bolt a little wide. It grazed the face of its target and sang on through the forest like a maddened hornet.

The sting of it instantly grounded Bowman. Coming back to earth he lunged for the sword so readily abandoned and whirled on his attacker. Terror galvanized him. He felt a primal resolve that he'd only felt once before, when the pistol-wielding cop had climbed his arm above the gigantic maw that marked an entrance to this world.

With no time to reload, the Guard discarded the crossbow and lay both hands around the haft of his sword. He looked about and saw a loose ring of Rory advancing on him. There was no way out now, this Outlander had sent his one chance sprawling. So be it, both would die of that trap, defiant Guard and sneaking Outlander alike.

Yalnita's shot had just pierced the leather, and mined the shoulder muscle to a bare half-inch, no crippling blow though he could feel the broadhead chewing flesh as he raised his sword above Bowman. Snarling with effort and anger he brought the long blade down. Its whooshing arc was unimpeded by the arrival of several more arrows, all but one of which glanced from the burnished leather armour.

But Roop's shaft had been aimed at the strip of lower back flesh that had opened to him as the Guard hefted his sword overhead, lifting the short armour coat that covered his upper body as he did. The arrow sliced deep into liver, a mortal wound at any time, though not quick enough, of itself, to save Bowman from the weapon descending on him now. Its impact caused the Kasina to wince, however, and delayed the blade’s course momentarily.

Death's details slowed for Bowman. He saw stars through the black patchwork of forest canopy, moonlit grass on the hill behind the Guard, the long fine line of the plunging blade, hairs in its owner's nose - all the myriad brush strokes of the canvas came alive and moved in a torpid choreography.

He was vaguely aware of moving closer to his partner, up and under the warrior's chest, and of his short sword performing a mirror arc to its counterpart, burying itself in exposed flesh above a man's navel.

And there the dream sequence disintegrated. In an instinctive reflex the great body above him hunched and recoiled from the blow. The broadsword cartwheeled away from loose fingers. A gust of horrified breath swept down Bowman's spine as the Guard clamped his weakened hands on Bowman's shoulders. Their shocked faces locked as the warrior sunk, penitent-like to his knees. Blood trickled from a corner of his mouth. He looked up and smiled faintly.

“You have killed me, Outlander.”

His torso wobbled once, twice, his hands began to slide from Bowman's shoulders. Bowman gripped them, trying to stay the fall. His gut clenched and in his head an imp ran, screeching the never-ending refrain “you killed a man... you killed a man…you killed…”

“I am sorry,” he said. “I am truly, truly sorry.”

“So am I, John Bowman,” said the Kasina, and he leant sideways to the ground.

***

“Are you hurt?”

The voice had travelled a long distance, circling the walls of the moment that held Bowman, till it found a chink to slip through. Slowly he turned towards the chink. Yalnita's lightly-downed face filled it as she squeezed in, bringing the world with her. A slight breeze - tantalizing as a wind shift under trees on a burning summer's day, almost refreshing, that would never quite do the job but was welcome anyway - touched his face. He tilted his head back to catch it edge on, to feel it lift and carry off some of the sick dread of what he'd done. Then it was gone, and he was there with her.

“Yes... I, yes.”

Having summed the situation, Oyen had already taken off downhill to where his sister lay, Lowery tending her.

Yalnita stood. “Roop, help him. Rain Dog, get the food in their camp. Come back quick as you can, I'll see if any of the horses stayed close,” she said and turned after Oyen.

Bowman shrugged off Roop and caught her halfway there. “Caylen - Is she all right?”

Yalnita kept walking, observing him for a long moment.

“I'm not sure. Let's go and see.”

***

Bowman wasn't sure how long they'd been there, sitting in a quiet circle, eating. He sat there numb and wondered how in a dream he'd killed someone, and that act had made the dream seem even more real. Finally, he shook the useless thinking off and looked around at the others.

They were in bad shape. On foot, to begin with, as against their foe's undoubtedly horse-mounted pursuit. And the Guards had only carried with them two day's food, evidently not intending a long sojourn from the fort. Meagre as it was, it had been welcome, but he could tell from the way it had been doled out that they'd need to somehow augment their supplies to make it to the Rory hills. The major impediment to that journey lay in the wounds they’d suffered.

Oyen had escaped unscathed, but in his lap he cradled his sister's head. Caylen had lost blood, and though the bleeding had stopped, she was weakened. That and whatever else the Kasina, and Tohubuho before them, had done. She hadn't eaten, only drunk a little water, rising from exhaustion to clumsily sip, and then slump back.

Yalnita, Roop and Rain Dog were sullen, though okay.

Not so, Lowery. They'd dressed the giant's head and staunched the bleeding. Across his chest, however, he wore a diagonal swathe of purple bruises like a tattered regal sash. He winced with every breath. Although the charger hadn't broken any ribs, the injury had been displaced across several in a shocking agglomeration of spoiled blood.

But the one who would really slow them sat a little apart, clutching his knee. Challa had dispatched the Southernmost Guard at great personal cost. He'd arrived to carry out the killing last of all the group of Rory who'd gone to silence sentries, and his Kasina had been prepared. A bloody fight ensued in which the leather-armoured Guard offered few openings to the Rory short sword, and left Challa with a broken leg and sundry blade wounds to remember him by.

Bowman's wound - a long, shallow cut to the side of the head where the crossbow bolt had narrowly failed - was trivial in comparison. The bleeding had stopped, and in the heat of larger issues he'd even forgotten to wipe away the dried streaks that ran from it.

It was his mind that pained him. The Rory quietly discussed their bitter options, but he detached, and kept drifting from their talk to a desert where the whole sky hunted him out of shadow. It burnt away the notion of trees and hurled rocks about as it sought him.

He'd killed a man, and there was no going back on that. A man had died at the end of his fist, his shoulder had shuddered under the act, something had reached down the long nerves of a dying man's arms and shaken the box another man lived in.

How different from the tales his youth had fed on, where death sniped or flung grenades from trenches, or crushed entire cities beneath a button; a world where disconnected fingers squeezed life from strangers far removed.

It was as though something inside you must first die, for you to kill, Bowman realised. Or else it dies afterwards, to allow what's left of you to go on living. Cornered like he was, he'd killed to live, not reckoning any cost beyond that. He thought once more of his father, and of how the older man had despaired of the son’s inability to comprehend the simple facts of desperate survival.

“Did you ever kill anyone?”

“I don't know, son.”

“Oh, come on, you must know!”

“No. I don't. Those books you read, and the films. Not like that.”

One day in a hundred running from battle, firing blindly; one day in a hundred running to battle, firing blindly. The other ninety-eight, sitting and waiting for battle, polishing the blind gun.

Came back malarial, no teeth, ninety pounds, nightmares tearing sleep and peace from a life that would never after heal.

Bowman lowered his head to hide the welling in his eyes from the rest of the Pack. How could I not forgive you, father, for your simple fate, and mine? How could I blame you all these dead years for the fear all men share? How could I not understand what had been done to you?

My heart turned to stone, and now all I have is a name in stone to trace where your face is sealed away forever.

How could I not forgive you?

Release us

Forgive me…

***





Chapter 12





Passing The Reins

They stumbled along in the growing light, Caylen riding on her brother's back, Roop propping Challa where the broken leg dragged. Yalnita had decided they’d head North along the path to where it petered out, a few miles ahead. From there she intended branching right, into the foothills that rolled down from the forking mountain range formed by the Dragonspine to the North and Margun's Sword to the East.

She guessed the Tohubuho would head in the opposite direction, away from the forbidding terrain and martial danger of the Rory foothills, towards the unaligned farming settlements and Rory 'Solitaires' around Twin's Fall. This marked the geographical limits of the Tohubuho mission in these parts, their purpose being to win and hold the fertile lands between the Dragonspine and the Kasina seaports.

Yalnita kept looking back along the path to their rear. She expected a rapid response to their ambush to come from Burnt Pines. The Kasina would try to overtake them before they reached Grealding. Ordinarily, the approach of a mounted troop would give sufficient warning to enable the fleet-footed Rory to melt away in the dense forest. But with three of their number indisposed, the Rory wanted haste, too, in a straight line for their home.

In desperation, her thoughts turned to the superb Kasina mounts that had bounded from the fracas. They needed horses. Two would do: each could carry one of the wounded, and someone able-bodied enough to lead the way home.

She recognized the poor likelihood of such salvation. Even if they chanced on some of the beasts, Kasina chargers were notoriously hostile to strangers. Trained as hard as their masters, they bonded to them in a pairing that could only be broken by the death of one, or by the deliberate handing over of the horse by its present owner to someone new.

Damn the odds, she thought. It was the only way. Some of the freed chargers had bolted North. Not used to being riderless in the wild, surely they would gravitate towards the path that led home. If the Rory could only snare one; just one would do. Challa's major impairment was his leg; on horseback it would mean nothing. He could take Caylen and, from here, make Grealding in little more than a day's ride. The rest of them could then return at their own pace, through the wilderness away to their right, the foothills leading up to the mighty back of the world, the Dragonspine.

Grealding! Home to her and her Pack. The stone fortress that guarded the only realistic approach to the villages of the Rory. In every other direction, treacherous terrain forbade entry to all but mountain sheep.

But she had no time or use for day-dreaming and narrowed her mind to the path before her.

***

About an hour after they’d started out they rounded a corner in the track and pulled up sharp. The Kasina Guard sent North to ensure the Tohubuho didn't double back and ambush camp, lay slumped against the base of a sapling. Handprints smudged its smooth bark higher up, and dark smears tracked down behind the Guard's back.

His leather helmet lay on the ground beside him. Two crossbow bolts protruded from his thigh, having entered the gap where armour plates met. He sat in a black pool of blood, his chest jumping with each rasping breath. Around him lay discarded swords and shields like those the Tohubuho carried, and there were long smears of flattened grass where bodies had been dragged away.

His horse shied at their approach and stood a little distance off. It could go no further, tethered by the bond of loyalty to its fallen master. It pranced and snorted and spun, hurling garlands of saliva and nervous sweat. Rain Dog held his left hand palm-towards the beast and advanced, muttering an incantation.

Oyen and Yalnita knelt by the guard. Oyen held a water skin to the man's mouth and trickled its contents through swollen lips. Yalnita cursorily inspected the visceral wounds, lifting aside a leather breastplate that now hung by a single fastening. She winced and let it fall back. Looking straight at him, she spoke.

“You are dying, soldier.”

He looked at her and smiled. He made to clear his throat and coughed up blood, then wiped the corner of his mouth and waved the reddened fingers at nothing in particular. When he spoke, he gulped air that made deep, wet, slapping sounds inside him.

“Yes, Rory. So may you be, shortly. But I have eased your way back to your village. Not so many Tohubuho now lie between it and here. It was an unintended service, and it has cost me dearly, as you point out.”

She brushed hair back from his forehead and looked away.

He turned painfully towards the horse, which had retreated step for step in time to Rain Dog's advances. “Please treat my mare well. She is called Light Hands and is gentle and courageous.” The Guard clicked his fingers once. The animal turned towards him. Another click and it came, undaunted now, through the parting Rory.

Coming to the prone man it bent its long neck down to sniff the blood-soaked hair, then reared up, but stood by at its master's shoulder. The Kasina took the reins and handed them to Yalnita. The charger looked towards her, eyes glaring, defiant breath whooshing from its flicking nostrils. Then it quietened and put its head down, still eyeing her.

The guard rolled his head to face Oyen. “Thank you for the drink, my friend.” Oyen gripped the man's arm, looked down at his knees and nodded. “First Tohubuho, now Rory,” the Guard went on, “my company has improved, somewhat. May it continue.” Then his gaze wandered again, searching the foliage overhead. The focus of his eyes faded as it found the thing it needed, and his breath descended in gentle steps to stillness.

Bowman had rarely known death, and had never seen so much of it in one day. It had always seemed an absolute, the complete opposite of everything that was, an instant that wiped everything away. But as he watched the Guard leave, something new opened to him. No matter how violent its onset, death became, not the vanishing point of oblivion through which light was snuffed, but a gradual passing from hard through soft into something so indefinable it could be the rustling of leaves overhead, or part of the thing that moved them.

And as time ceased for those who died, it wafted between the fingers of those left holding onto death. There had been no moment he could point to as the definite exit; there were no edges in which to neatly hold what had happened here. A man had died, and Bowman watched, and somewhere between the time those eyes had last expressed life and now, lay a mist behind which a man's spirit had slipped away.

“Challa!” Yalnita's eyes never left the animal at the end of the reins. Roop helped Challa over to her.

“Yes, Yalnita.”

She handed the horse's leads to him without speaking. The animal ran through the same behaviour it had shown when the Guard made the handover, then stood still, its eyes now locked on Challa.

“Take Caylen. Get moving.”

The pair left at a slow trot, Challa holding the barely conscious Caylen in front of him. The rest of the Rory waited some hours in case a troop of Guards came through, intending to buy time for their departing comrades with an ambush. None came.

“They mustn't think Caylen worth the cost of pursuit,” Yalnita said when she'd called the Rory back from their vantage points. “That might make sense, if Keemon voiced the same opinion of her to Denaren that we overheard.”

Roop spoke. “At any rate, Challa and Caylen should be near the path's end by now. No Kasina, not even Guards, would venture beyond that.”

“Why?” Bowman had to ask.

Rain Dog's look withered him. “Because they'd be killed.”

“Let's get moving then,” said Yalnita. “We should get to the first of the ravines before the sun's high. Then we'll rest and scout for food. Rain Dog?”

The hunter frowned. “No soft task, hunting at midday. But animals are plentiful around here, and they're not shy of humans. I'll try.”

“Good. I want you to take John Bowman.”

“B... But... Damn the gods, Yalnita! This cow-footed Outlander? Hunting? He'll scare every beast within a day of us with the noise he makes, if they don't smell his strangeness first. No, I won't!”

She was even in her reply, and smiled as she made it.

“Show him how to be silent. Show him all you can. If he is to live with us, he must be able to hunt.”

“If he is to live with us, yes. A good question – why?”

This time she cut him down sharply. “Rain Dog! That is not your decision to make. And it has been made already.”

Rain Dog’s voice took on a whine. “But Yalnita, his arm - what use will he be?”

“I don't expect him to do anything, just watch and learn!” She paused a minute, then her tone changed. “Rain Dog, you are a master hunter. I recognize the honour you do the Outlander by teaching him. But he is also very important to us, for reasons you do not yet know, and I cannot tell you.”

At this, several pairs of eyes lifted from the ground where they had slunk from the argument. Not the least, Bowman's. Yalnita recognized the price she paid in wresting back control and went on quickly. “It is also an honour for you, therefore. But above all, it is what I, as leader of this Pack, wish you to do.”

Rain Dog flicked his hand as though to swat at an insect. Then, stung by the impotence of the automatic gesture, he stabbed a finger at Bowman.

“Alright. But you'd better...” his voice trailed. He made a low, exasperated, barking sound and turned away.

“John Bowman, how is your arm?” Oyen asked.

Bowman held the arm out straight and observed the minor miracle of it flexing and rotating under his mental command. For a moment he was too stunned to reply to Oyen, and it was true that the arm ached the instant fresh demands were placed on it. Still, the sentence had been lifted, and he smiled.

“It's... good. God, I don't think I need the cast!”

“You don't,” Yalnita said, coming over with a strip of a rag and some Blood Moss. “One more day wrapped in the moss and you're free. Free to heal, or to foolishly ask too much, too soon, and plunge right back to where you were.”

He beamed, speechless and appreciative, and nodded at the warning.

***





Part IV
Citadel





Chapter 13





A Hippy Went Hunting


The earth goes on the earth glittering in gold, 
The earth goes to the earth sooner than it wold, 
The earth builds on the earth castles and towers, 
The earth says to the earth, All this is ours.

- Inscribed in Melrose Abbey



“You don't like me, do you, Rain Dog?”

It was the first time conversation had strayed from Rain Dog’s mechanical instruction in the art of hunting. Instruction The grudgingly dispensed, and in miserly portions.

Up until now, Bowman had been content with the minimal communication. As Yalnita had intended, he'd gleaned much from observation.

Walking had been a different matter. The getting-somewhere-quick gait of the street, where the heel strikes hard and rolls around the outer edge to the ball and toes, was a sure way to send shock waves of vibration and sound through the forest. Rain Dog wasted no time disabusing him of the habit. When the third group of deer they'd stalked had fled, he flung his bow down and glared at Bowman. “Idiot! Learn to walk like a wary animal. You stomp like some marching fool from Burnt Pines!”

Other rudiments had been explained at the outset. “We stay downwind, to get their scent, not the other way around. In these parts animals rarely see a human and are not afraid of us. But closer to home, where you will have to hunt - may the gods forgive such an insult! - if your quarry smells you first, you might as well give the game away.”

Perversely, Bowman was almost enjoying getting under Rain Dog's skin. But his stomach was smaller, tighter and noisier than he could ever remember, and it was a relief when they entered a cool, winding glade full of rabbits that were feasting on moss and short, sweet grasses. Rain Dog killed three in quick succession, one with a headshot so they wasted no chest flesh in cleaning it.

The successful hunt meant the heroes could return to camp with fresh meat. Rain Dog quietly hummed bits of a song, or several songs; Bowman couldn’t recognise them and didn’t care. He only hoped such relative contentment allowed an opportunity to broach the issue of the Rory's resentment. Hence the question.

“It's not a question of like, John Bowman. I don't trust you; you're an Outlander. I won't allow myself to like you.”

“What's wrong with Outlanders?”

Rain Dog snorted. “What's right with them?”

A long wait ensued for Bowman. Finally, he said, “Well? You haven't answered me. I mean, I'm the only Outlander I know here. I may not be a hero, or even much of a man in your world. But I did all right in mine, and I'm not evil.”

“Really, did all right in yours? So why are you here?”

All the lightness Bowman had felt left him, for here was the central question in all these questions: why was this happening to him? Why was he happening to these people? If he just knew what the plan was, he wouldn't need answers. In fact, he could probably dispense with conversation altogether.

“I don't know, Rain Dog. I'm not here by choice, and believe me if I could stop inflicting myself on you I would. But I give you my word that I mean no harm. And until I find out what my purpose is, I need help here, and in return I'll help as best I can, those who help me. I need your friendship, Rain Dog.”

“Well, you can't have it. Friendship can't be had for the asking; it is sometimes earned, it sometimes happens. It is unlikely between us. As I said, you are an Outlander. It’s nothing personal, as you seem to think. I have learned through experience that Outlanders have no allegiance to offer, at best. At worst, they are treacherous, like that one Keemon. You saw him. He’s one of yours, an Outlander. So is Caylen, who deserted us to fight her own private war. And you saw how Keemon treated her. No, there’s little good in any Outlander, from my observations.”

Bowman turned away. He wanted to talk more about the traitor, Keemon, the mysterious man from his own world. But he was too deflated by Rain Dog’s tirade, and said only, “We might as well get back then.”

***

They camped two nights at the dead-end of a ravine, taking turns to watch the narrow opening they’d entered by. Here they rested from their exertions, while Lowery's battering mended.

Rain Dog's instruction continued, and from the unsuspecting local herds of small deer, he and Bowman finally managed to take a fine doe, plump with late spring feeding. It was a moment of some triumph for Rain Dog, who allowed a small smile as he stood over the kill, brandishing the knife with which he would bleed and skin and butcher. “Enough to last us a week here,” he muttered and bent to the task.

Fed, rested, somewhat healed and finally, bored, the Pack quit the gorge on a morning of misty rain. The path climbed almost straight up through loose rock and shale. They slipped and slid about in the wet, collecting cuts and bruises, but the Rory homing instinct never faltered, and the monotonous alternation of toil and rest numbed their pain. Towards evening on the third day, Yalnita crested a knife-edge spine of rock and stopped a few feet down on a small ledge.

The others spanned either side of her and faced West across a deep valley. Bowman scrambled to the line's end. As he found his feet on the ledge and looked up, Oyen leant towards him and whispered, “Dragonspine.”

Through evening cloud the rays of the setting sun softened and splayed across the mountain range. In that light it came alive; the backbone of the world was a thing of mutating shapes and colours. Its peaks, away to the East, ascended beyond the reach of sight - like the views from Lake Mountain – and were swallowed in the vaporous nothing where sky and vision petered out.

It seemed indeed reptilian, a skin of seamlessly joined facets under which something lightly slept. Something subliminal about the place animated it. Some smell, or sound, or barely detectable movement - a flicker the eye could never quite catch - prickled Bowman’s skin. He was thankful to be seeing it for the first time in this attenuated light. The midday sun, he reasoned, would grant it refuge, its flashing scales blinding those who looked on as it slithered behind the rock of everything.

“It’s getting dark; we’ll camp here tonight,” Yalnita said...

Bowman looked up. “Where’s Grealding?”

Oyen answered him. “Part of the Dragon. See if you can pick it!”

Bowman scanned for the expected walls, turrets, towers or spires which would denote substantial settlement. Sight failed him. He shrugged. Oyen pointed to their left.

Bowman followed Oyen’s finger to a place his undirected eyes had passed over. On closer scrutiny, the shapes here appeared to meet more often at right angles than elsewhere. Small dark circles could be windows. Here and there what might be smoke wisps smudged the harsh angular lines. If it was Grealding, it seemed to have been hewn straight into the rock, and to have folded itself into the mountain.

Bowman felt let down. Clever disguise though it may have been, it was no monument to architectural masonry. This was the gateway to the lands of the Rory? This, the home of the mighty warriors with whom he travelled? It lacked even battlements from which to repel attackers. But when he ventured the opinion that it was vulnerable, the Pack laughed.

Roop’s face was a cheery red in the sun's lowering glow. “What do you mean, John Bowman? Grealding marks the only pass into the upper reaches of the Dragonspine. None have ever passed without our consent.”

“Have any ever tried?”

“Some, who soon regretted it!”

“I still can't believe it's impregnable, having met the Kasina.”

Rain Dog was the only Rory not smiling. “What’s with your sudden interest in our defences, anyway?”

“Leave it, Rain Dog,” said Yalnita. She turned to Bowman. “You are forgetting Grealding's one invincible weapon.” She spread her arms to indicate the Pack. “Us!”

***

In the morning it all looked different, as if during the night the entire Dragonspine had risen a moment, re-arranged itself, and settled back down. Was that tree there yesterday? Had that peak sprouted while he slept? Bowman stalked back and forth, scrutinizing the enigmatic surface of the valley’s far side. He couldn’t even make out where Grealding had gone.

The Rory weren’t in the least surprised by whatever changes had occurred. They rose and left without eating, eager to be home.

Rain Dog sauntered by Bowman. “Get your things, Outlander, we’re leaving.”

Next came a torturous descent that took the larger part of morning, followed by an even worse climb up the other slope. Bowman swept the sweat from his eyes. Ahead, the Rory single-filed into a channel in the rock-face. He hurried after.

The sheer walls pressed in like a vice, rising so high overhead that torches had been placed every twenty feet or so, to provide light. He could stretch his arms and touch both sides. His fingers skimmed the smooth surfaces that seemed to have been machined, or else the mountain had fissured straight down, flaking like a sheet of slate. The channel switched this way and that like lightning. Claustrophobia snuffed the sense of time so that he had no idea how long they walked until the path abruptly widened to a large, oval space.

Sand covered the ground. They stood on a lake of the stuff whose edges lapped the base of a rock cliff. Bowman turned right around and the cliff circled with him; he was at the bottom of a hollow tower of rock.

Each Rory scooped up some of the sand and let it flow back. The grains softly hissed through their spread fingers. It sounded like a distant prayer, and dust puffed where the streams landed.

Rock surrounded them. Rock piled on rock, bluffs that were breaking down into rock, columns and buttes and collapses of it. Waterfalls of the broken stuff were caught in the liquid moment of cascade over still more rock.

They headed for the far wall, and as they got closer features edged out of the grey. A sheer, flat surface appeared. Slightly taller than a man, and little wider, it shimmered translucence like a sheet waterfall. Bowman tugged Roop’s shirt and nodded towards it.

Roop explained. “The Mirror Guard! It knows every friend of Grealding by their heartbeat, and crushes anyone else who tries to pass.”

“How does it know?”

A shrug. “This is Jindi magic, the earliest power in the world. It was born with time. No one has ever learnt how it works. It is a mindfulness that keeps our enemies out; that's all we know, and care.”

The Rory filed straight for it. When the last of them had vanished, Bowman stood before the mirror and realized his mind had gone chill blank. It took the sinuously unmistakable arm of Rain Dog to rejoin him to the Pack. Flowing out of the wall its gnarled hand gripped Bowman by the shirt and hauled him through.

Now it seemed they were underwater. Inside the mountain was a liquid place, peopled by shadows and shapes that whorled and swirled around them as they went. When there was light, it was blood red and blurred out everything else. Then it died away into outline and graduated dark. There was no sound here, but what the mind and inner ear produced, or reported from the gurgling, pumping, pulsing organs of the body.

When they stepped from the other side of the mirror, they were in a village square. The shapes of stone houses loomed from the deepening dusk. Evening light glimmered faintly from some of the higher slate roofs and every so often a lamp showed in a window. But the Rory strode past these beckonings into a dark, cobbled street.

A challenge halted them. “Hold! Name yourselves!”

Yalnita spoke. “As if you can't see, Fool!”

A chuckling face emerged from the dark. “As if indeed; I'd know your scent anywhere, vixen.”

She slapped his cheek hard, but her hand stayed as she said, “So you should!” Her arms slid around him. He hugged back.

Bowman felt a twinge of something, either jealousy, or at least longing for what had passed from his own life.

Yalnita broke from the embrace and spoke. “You’re a welcome sight, Regrais.”

“I’ve been idling by the Mirror Guard since Challa and Caylen returned, hoping to be the one to greet you.”

The Rory pressed round him. It was Oyen who got the question out, though he had to hold his companions back with both arms spread, to earn the right.

“My sister, how is she? And Challa, of course! How are they?”

“She is well enough, Oyen, though still weak. Nothing remains injured in her body that won’t heal with rest. Challa heals well, also. But some of the blade wounds were deep, and his broken leg has made him something of an invalid. It is a fate he doesn't relish.”

“Regrais, I want to see them. Now!” Oyen said.

And so they swept off, first to Caylen and then, to what Regrais termed, “The Mourning Room Of The Fallen Warrior, Challa.”

***





Chapter 14





Grealding

As they made their way through the mostly deserted streets to Challa’s house, Roop took Bowman aside. He watched the departing backs of the other Rory until they were out of earshot. “A word to you, John Bowman. Something you should know about Grealding,” he said.

Bowman frowned. Most of his interactions with the Rory had been, until now, straightforward, often downright blunt. Roop’s conspiratorial manner was something new. Still, if anyone could bring Bowman up to speed on some matter of Rory import, it was the eloquent Roop.

“Yes, Roop?”

“It’s about Elsis, Caylen’s mother. In case you meet her un-forewarned.”

Bowman almost laughed at the prim speech, but Roop’s obvious discomfort stopped him. The normally loquacious Rory was actually wringing his hands! Bowman put a hand on the man’s shoulder and said, “Well, out with it!”

Roop took a breath and spoke. “We are talking of a somewhat mad, bitter woman. Say nothing to Oyen; being the older sibling, duty places him in an unenviable position.”

“How do you mean?” Bowman asked, trying to piece the family politics together.

“Oyen is Elsis’s natural son; Caylen is adopted. In fact, Oyen found Caylen in Animarl. She was only a young child then, and it’s the custom among my people to adopt foundlings, even Outlanders.”

There was little news in this for Bowman. Still, he’d come to accept Caylen’s Rory connections so well, the mention of her other-world origin rekindled the inquisitiveness he’d felt when Argilan had first mentioned her. He frowned. “Are you sure she’s an Outlander?”

“No question of it. We could tell by the strange clothes, and her speech was strange to us at first, as was yours. Besides, she talked incessantly of the other world, for a while. Until Elsis silenced her.”

“What, how? Why?”

“She beat the girl until she no longer mentioned her old world. Elsis hates Outlanders; it’s as simple as that. She’s not alone, you understand: most Rory have no time for Outlanders. No offence; that’s just the way it is.”

Bowman snorted. “Yeah, I’ve already had the drum on that from Rain Dog!”

“Sorry, John Bowman, I just thought you ought to know: there’s no great love between Caylen and her adoptive mother. None at all. And I advise you to avoid Elsis as far as possible, since you’re also an Outlander.”

As Roop strode off to catch up with the other Rory, Bowman realised he’d only just begun to understand Caylen. Her formerly irritating strangeness suddenly seemed no longer quite so irrational.

***

They stood in the small main room of the Rory home, its yellow stone and mortar walls reflecting the light that poured through windows. On the way there Bowman had more closely observed Grealding’s houses, finding them lockless to the passing world and open to its moving air. The Mirror Guard evidently kept the world’s evils at bay, and the city of stone relaxed behind its sleepless sentinel.

In personality, Grealding exuded no fanfare, extravagance or boast. It was a simple, practical place, expressing the solidity of the mountain from which it had emerged and the steadfastness of the people it housed.

But Challa’s incapacity rattled him. “Really, they won't let me do anything for myself; I just lie here, getting stiff and sore and fat!” He indicated the door to the next room, where bustling and cooking sounds filled the air. As he moaned on, Bowman watched Caylen.

She seemed distant, as if part of her was still captive. While the Rory chuckled and fussed around Challa, her eyes kept drifting from the bedside scene to one that seemed to float about the room, something at once ethereal and entrancing to her. Her body had mostly mended, there was no denying that. But Regrais' report had been loaded with the unspoken. While her physical injuries had healed, something indefinable remained hurt, something that care and rest hadn’t reached.

Then she looked at him, and what she saw he couldn't guess. She might have been looking through him to the wall behind; her facial expression was that of someone searching for something of great value, at the moment of recognition that it was forever lost.

“Isn't that true, John Bowman?” It was Oyen.

“Sorry... I drifted off. Isn't what true?”

“That you hunt, now. John Bowman, the Rabbit Slayer - that's what we call you!”

Through the fog of laughter Bowman looked back at Caylen. Her eyes had lit, and she was smiling. He laughed too, in relief, seeing how the curious child-woman could be rejoined to the world. Events had cut her mind loose to wander like a balloon, but it could be drawn back by long strings from the heart, and in time might be re-anchored, if it found the earth where it belonged.

***

“Watch carefully, John Bowman!” It was Oyen's favourite instruction. The man of action forsook detailed explanation in favour of demonstration. “This came out a strong bow. We should have made a lighter one to begin with, but we don't have time to start again now.”

A strong bow indeed, with many hard and painful lessons learned in its making. A stickbow, Oyen called it, since it had been cut from a whole sapling of Ironwood, trimmed and shaped while still green, and would not be reinforced with snakeskin or deer sinew windings as a more substantial Rory weapon might. The most part of a day smoking over a slow fire had cured the thing to the point where it could barely be bent to take the string they'd made.

The string-making had been a lesson with its own trials: collecting, threshing and plaiting fibres from the inner bark of a small tree that clung to rocky precipices. Oyen had insisted such places held the best specimens. “More magic up here, where the air thins,” he'd said. Bowman had looked straight down a thousand feet of nothing to the cliff's foot and clung as tenaciously as the trees they'd come to rob.

But today it was the bow he struggled with. He'd seen the Rory string their weapons many times, but never done it himself. His injury had begged him off, until now. Pulling the handle towards him, the lower limb jammed against the inside of his left foot, he pushed the string's loop towards the notch at the bow's upper end. After several attempts under the patient gaze of Oyen, and to the great and distracting amusement of two Rory girls who stood nearby, he had to admit defeat.

“Damnit, Oyen, I can’t!”

“Oh Oyen, we could string that bow,” said one of the girls, as Bowman's imaginary hands tightened on her neck.

The other girl joined in. “Yes, he should go fishing, if he's not scared of water.”

Oyen scowled at them a moment and turned to Bowman. “Paah! Of course, your strength is still returning, but you have the power in your body to do this. You just need to find the way around your injury, rather than fight against it. Now watch carefully, again! If you can’t string the bow the quick way - yet - use the power in your hips.” As Oyen went on, the image of Yalnita by the trunk of the Leatherbark tree, with her hip against the sword's hilt, flashed in Bowman's mind.

Oyen stepped his right leg through the space between stave and string. He rotated his backside to a position where his right hip moved snug against the bow's handle. His right hand slid the string along the weapon's upper limb as he dropped his hip weight against the bow's middle, bending it around his body in a gentle curve. When he was satisfied the string's loops had secured at both ends, he stepped back out of the gap and handed the weapon to Bowman. Then he placed his hands on his hips and rolled his body in a wide circle. He looked like a skipping rope whose ends were his head and feet.

“The most power is in this part of your body, it’s where the soul enters when man and woman come together. From this region man supplies the seed” - here he thrust his hips in mock coitus - “and here a woman births.” At this he screwed his face into a parody of birth pain, arched his spine back, groaned abominably and squirmed his groin around the hands of an invisible midwife.

It was a sickening display, and the adolescent girls were scandalized. “That’s disgusting, Oyen!” one blurted. “We’ll tell the elders you did that!” said the other.

“Good!” he said, grinning widely. Then he thrust his hips a few more times for emphasis. “And be sure to tell them I'll be along shortly to give a personal demonstration!”

The girls' jaws hit grass a moment, then they turned face in to each other, eyes bulging. The next instant only their backs showed, and their thrashing arms, as they fought for the lead in the race back to Grealding.

Oyen laughed himself breathless and wrapped his arms around his chest to stop. He turned to his remaining pupil.

“Good, now we can concentrate!”

***

Some weeks passed. Challa healed, and Yalnita’s Pack led largely separate lives. Caylen remained remote - aloof even - in her dealings with most Grealdians, but her attitude to the Pack slowly thawed. She seemed, to Bowman, to be taking an inordinate interest in his affairs. She followed him around a lot. Often, he would look up to find her looking back, and then she’d quickly look away. He passed it off as juvenile interest in a fellow Outlander, and since she never initiated conversation, they seldom spoke.

Bowman learnt to shoot the bow. And string it, both ways, as his strength returned. As it did, his aim improved.

“Hit the smallest spot you can pick, in the centre of the thing you shoot for,” Oyen told him during a practise session.

Bowman looked at the grass-stuffed sack twenty paces distant that they were using for a target. “What spot? I can’t see any spot in particular when I aim; just a blurry blob of target.”

“Stop looking at the whole target. Just pick a spot. And don’t aim along the arrow, ignore it; see only the spot. When you see the spot, and nothing else, release.”

Bowman smiled; Oyen always had a way of painting the world in a fresh light. He levelled the bow for the shot. The shaft flashed, embedding itself in the target with a ‘chunk’. It was high and to the left; a poor result at this distance.

Oyen shrugged. “Again.”

Bowman grimaced and lay the bow aside. He threw his arms around and stretched, going through the small routine he'd learnt to do when stiff. Another shot; this time the arrow found home. Harmony. Teacher and pupil smiled.

Eventually, Bowman learnt the knack of ‘aiming without trying to aim’, adopting the same instinctive action he’d used to throw stones as a child. He became what passed for an acceptable archer amongst the Rory.

As the daily instruction proceeded, the spring landscape slowly gave way to summer. The continuum of days flowing into one another became hypnotic to Bowman. His nerves uncurled. His dilated sensorium admitted the world of Grealding, of this whole new world itself. In step with the seasonal shift, his inner landscape accommodated to the weave of scenes presented by his senses.

In this opened state, archery took on new meaning. It became something he could lose himself in. When the bow arced, thought stopped; the world narrowed to instinct and object. Placing an arrow nock on string had a settling effect on him, as if intent and joy were rolled together in the smooth shaft, and he launched out with it, joining in its graceful arc to the target.

It helped to take away the pain of losing his wife. Pain that was always there but rose and fell. When it rose, his skin prickled and stung; he ached for human touch to anchor him. That aching drove him into dis-connectedness; he’d take refuge in his head, hunted by the hurt and run round crazy with his thinking.

So shooting the bow became a temporary refuge. It surmounted pain with concentration. In that moment when he drew and anchored, the whole world stilled, and he felt joined to it. In the absence of a lover to hold him, he held the bow; as the string drew to his mouth, he drew nearer. In the arc of the arrow’s flight, in the moment between two moments, was the centre. Release and Unity.

And it gradually occurred to him that shooting the bow had become something even more. The trick to finding what he loved doing was no trick after all, once the key found him: the bow became his path to prayer.

One evening Roop came to get him.

“There’s trouble, John Bowman. We have to go to the Hall of Greald. Now.” For the second time since Bowman had known him, the normally fluent Rory struggled for words. “There’s to be a vote.”

“What's happening at the Hall?”

Roop seemed more at ease with the specific question. “The Council of Elders meets tonight. They meet every month, at the downturn of the moon, to dispatch troublesome affairs. They meet at its fullness, also, to decide on matters that will grow, marriages and harvests and so on. Everyone who's able is expected there, to bear witness to the judgements Elders make.”

Bowman looked into the sky, which was clear but for a few patches where cloud smudged out the stars. Just above the Eastern rooves of Grealding the moon had risen, full-disk silver less one day.

Having lost track of time in this world, or at least his old sense of time, and not yet having picked up on the new, he had to guess. He guessed the cycle to be waning, and got it right. His mood was light.

“So, a waning moon - what dark issues must the Elders decide?”

“The Kasina have launched a new offensive against our Solitaires. Soon we expect them to be trying our own defences. Again.”

“So? I thought this place was invincible?”

“Of course, that’s not the problem.”

Bowman lifted an eyebrow.

“There’s a move to have all Outlanders expelled from Grealding. You and Caylen, specifically. Expelled, or worse.”

Bowman’s spirits plummeted. “Why? We’ve done nothing. God, you’ve only just got Caylen back!”

“Yes, I know that. But others aren’t quite so attached to Caylen. And I’m sorry, but outside the Pack, no one much cares about you. Besides, the ones who want you dealt with feel Outlanders are the cause of our current strife with the Kasina. We did take Caylen off them, after all.”

“But the Rory adopted her! She belongs here, even if I don’t!”

“That, I’m afraid, will be decided by the Council, who will take the mood of the people into consideration. I have to tell you, it doesn’t look good. Caylen’s adoptive mother, Elsis, is behind this. She is a determined, and dangerous, woman, as I have said to you before!”

After a moment in which both men realized they were staring at the floor between them, Bowman took a breath and said, “Well, let’s go, then.”

***

The doors of the Hall of Greald choked with people streaming in. Their talk died to respectful silence as they entered the imposing space.

The Pack formed a knot with Bowman and Caylen at its centre. Those near them stole surreptitious looks, but none spoke. Yalnita knifed the crowd aside and led the Pack through.

Inside, concentric arcs of pillars converged on a stage where the Council sat on plain benches. The ceiling pressed low, for such a span. One man standing on another’s shoulders could easily touch it. It was highly ornate for a Rory structure, bearing gilded depictions of battle scenes and deities.

As the Pack moved forward a voice said, “Filthy Outlanders! Damn them all!”

A peacemaker intervened. “Leave them be, Elsis, let them speak. The man we don’t know, and the girl is your daughter!”

“Daughter of mine? Never! You forget her coming amongst us, Regrais. And she is no child, she is a demon, sent by Kasina sorcery!” Regrais tried to reply but Elsis silenced him with her raised hand and advanced on Bowman.

She came up under his face and he could see the pain she felt in each twisted step, as though rank thoughts had eaten at her joints and shrunk flesh around the hatred stored everywhere inside her. It cramped every move with an agony of effort. He couldn’t tell if it was pain or loathing that burned the brighter in her eyes; either way it drove her to the brink of sanity, perhaps beyond.

“Now listen to me, Outlander. You have no call or say here. You may befriend those in whose way you've wisely fallen, but I, for one, reject you. You are like her,” she nodded sideways at Caylen, “at best a foundling, but never one of us! You're a vile insinuation from the outer world, come to weaken the Rory and prepare the way for our enemies. Know that I am wise to your intent, even where you are not!”

Elsis glanced at Oyen. Her face softened a little. She turned away from her son and addressed the Council of Elders, raising her voice to carry throughout the assembly. “Ever since my dim-witted child brought this girl in from the road, barefoot and doe-eyed in her deceit, I have seen this day like a sour vision the gods of our Kasina foe dangled in my face. It is brute, what a mother has to bear in life, without she be asked to nurture such spawn … “

One of the Council Elders rose. “Silence, Elsis!” He held an unsheathed ceremonial sword above his head, his bare hand gripping the blade in its centre. It was at once a gesture of vulnerability and fearlessness, and signified the man’s familiarity with power in his intimate connection with its symbol. “As the one ordained to hold the Sword of Greald, I, Yarragin, will speak; you will listen. You may be heard at the appropriate time.” Then Yarragin turned from Elsis to address the assembly as a whole.

“In truth, Elsis has spoken out of turn, but she is partly correct: this man, John Bowman, has few rights in Grealding. He may only expect such considerations as might be extended to any foreigner in time of war. Worse, he is, as Elsis points out, an Outlander. One who came among us as a grown man, I might add. Since he has only been known to us such a short time, we have yet to see the depth of his allegiance. As much as Yalnita and her Pack would have us trust a man they have evidently embraced, that cannot be for her, or them, to decide.”

Yarragin paused for a moment to allow the murmur of agreement to subside. He took a deep breath and turned to Caylen. Fire-anger and brimming sadness mixed in his eyes. “As to you, Caylen. You flee the Rory for no apparent reason, to live the life of a rogue animal in the wild lands around Twins Fall. You trade the company of those who nurtured and protected you, for strangers. You move from the house of one Rory Solitaire to another, presumably as your welcome wears thin. In all this time away you do not communicate your whereabouts or health to kith and kin here in Grealding. Not that they'd had need to hear from your own lips, given the feverish reports we had from time to time, of the mad Rory woman waging single-handed war on the Tohubuho.

“Your ill-advised mission failed to quell Kasina Nabir’s enmity. In fact, the storm we now feel grew directly from your actions. Not to mention the atrocities of the Tohubuho, which by all accounts increased as they scoured the land for you. When you were eventually taken prisoner, your brother's Pack freed you, at great trial and no small cost. You were brought home to a rejoicing Grealding, and a forgiving family, but have spurned both. It is as if the only change in you has been a hardening of the heart, angered by the loss of your unfettered state. You have endangered us by fighting the Kasina single-handed, but this - the rejection of those you lived amongst - is far the greater crime.”

Yarragin’s rhetoric, honed by years of practice and impelled by the need to impress an audience, had pushed all his feelings for the girl one way. He fixed Caylen with a stern look, and said, “Do you wish to speak for your actions, before others give witness?”

Caylen looked up and spoke. “I have only to say that the Tohubuho committed the first crime, against people who befriended me and accepted my wildness. I could not shrink from the vengeance such actions demanded. As for my remoteness now, I ask only to be left alone.”

Bowman watched Elsis. Having been stung by the woman’s rebuke, he wanted to see her reaction to Yarragin’s speech. She stood with her back against a pillar, her body turned from the dais, her arms folded, her face set in the grim righteousness of the unjustly spurned. In this frozen stance it seemed she alone was silent; a steady murmur moved through the rest of the assembly.

On the dais, Yarragin held aloft the Sword of Greald again and opened his mouth to speak. As he did he stopped, and frowned, and cocked his ear above the rising roar of the crowd’s increasingly heated discussion. Bowman shifted his attention back to Yarragin in time to observe the man’s consternation. He strained to hear what Yarragin heard. The agitation of those inside the Hall seemed to be feeding on a steadily growing commotion that came from outside.

Yalnita had been standing just behind Bowman. He became aware of her swift departure and turned to see her running towards the source of the disturbance.

The noise around the Pack became a clamour. At first, Bowman interpreted this as being impassioned response to Caylen’s speech. Leaping forward he grabbed her arm, reasoning that if the mood of the crowd turned out to be against them, it was as well they made their move now. “Let's go!” he said, and they leapt into the crowd.

He expected to be challenged but wasn't. He half expected Caylen to demur; she didn't. When he finally heard the alarm gongs ringing from somewhere outside, he realized his misreading of the situation.

“Attack, we're being attacked!” Oyen was at his side, incredulous. “How can this be?”

“Never mind the whys brother, to our weapons!” Roop had joined them; in fact the Pack was coalescing once more around Caylen and Bowman. Lowery yelled above the commotion. “Where's Yalnita gone?” As their eyes darted about for the Pack leader, her voice rang out of the turmoil. “I'm here!” She waved both arms above the heads of the assembly as she came up. Her eyes flashed across the Pack to ensure they were all present. Then she pointed behind the dais and said, "This way," and they streamed behind her like a comet’s tail through the panicked crowd.

She led them to one of the many stairwells that dotted the Hall’s perimeter. As they flew down the rock spiral three steps at a bound, she shouted over her shoulder. “It's Tohubuho, they got through the mountain!”

Lowery almost lost his footing. “Impossible! Never, how…” His voice trailed as he concentrated on the dark descent, and she didn't answer.

They emerged in one of the dingy alleys that spider-veined Grealding. With the assurance of a homing pigeon Yalnita found the door she was looking for. She tried its handle, but rust and wood-warp had jammed it. She cursed her fellow Grealdeans’ unpreparedness. Such was their confidence in the citadel’s ability to forbid invaders, most Rory went about unarmed. They took only their personal weapons with them when travelling, and, unless widespread hostilities flared, their weapon caches fell into disuse. She took a half step back and kicked the door. It burst onto a small armoury, and the Pack fell on weapons like the starved falling on fresh bread.

The street outside was deserted when they left, but a hubbub over towards the Mirror Guard drew them running. Bowman had taken a small sword, and a knife, not much smaller than the sword, from the armoury. His arm had healed well and had even grown back most of its mass and strength. Nevertheless, dread leadened his stomach, and his body shook so badly he was thankful for their running gait, which imposed a jarring order on fear's anarchy.

Coming to the little square before the Mirror Guard they stopped and fanned either side of Yalnita, weapons drawn. Across the square from them, a roughly formed phalanx of Tohubuho stood before the Mirror. A leader strutted in front, addressing the semi-circle of lightly armed Rory who'd gathered there ahead of Yalnita's Pack.

He was an impressive figure, in his black uniform, calf-length boots and peaked cap, and his arrogant manner conveyed his own appreciation of the fact.

“All we want is the Outlander. Hand him over, and there's no need for trouble,” he said. The corners of his mouth twitched in what might have been a smile.

Something familiar in that voice, Bowman thought as he came to the end of the line the Pack made and stood by Oyen. Every inch of Caylen’s brother bristled with murderous intent. He glared across the square and put a name to the figure of the pistol-wielding cop from Dyall's Ford.

“Keemon!” he said through set teeth.

The shock thudded to the bottom of Bowman’s stomach like an anvil.

Keemon. The cop with killing eyes who'd arrested him in his old world. The cop who'd meant to kill him, the cop Bowman thought had been killed, sucked into the vortex between that world and this. How could I have been so stupid? Bowman thought. So self-obsessed? To think that only I could make the journey and survive, even after Argilan and others had said I'd been preceded.

Yalnita's tone restored the Rory line. “Easy, Oyen.” She held the point of her sword at Keemon's face. When she next spoke, she raised her voice to carry over the square. “This is a simple matter, with a simple message: you can't have him. He is with us, a member of my Pack. There the matter ends. As to you and the filth you trail, by your entry to the land of the Rory your life is forfeit. If it was in my power, and you begged it, I still would not let you leave here alive. You and all who travel with you are condemned by your aggression.”

Then she turned to the Rory gathered closer to the Tohubuho. “Why do you wait?” she said. Like a wall frieze come to life the field of combatants lurched to battle.

Three of the Tohubuho behind Keemon carried crossbows. They ran to one side of the square for a clear shot. Bowman watched them take up position, and felt the powerlessness of his blade weapons keenly. His knuckles whitened around the impotent handles. The crossbowers aimed. Bowman held his breath, and as he did a volley of Rory fire hissed overhead. Looking behind and up, he saw several Rory archers spread across a flat roof. Regrais stood slightly to one side of them and barked an order. The warriors nocked their next shaft to the string.

Looking back, Bowman saw the crossbowers squirming and rolling over their discarded weapons, their own knuckles now whitening around the gigantic, barbed stings they could not extract.

The other Tohubuho, recognizing the danger from the roof-mounted archers, closed with the Rory, flinging shield and sword about in front of them.

Regrais grunted appreciation of the tactic. The Tohubuho were now too close to his Rory brothers for him to chance more archery. He motioned to his companions, and they lay aside their bows and leapt to the ground. As soon as their bodies came up from the shock-absorbing hunch, they drew their swords and surged forward.

Now there were three waves of Rory against the invaders, and it seemed the battle would be soon over. Yalnita's Pack held a little behind the first row of defenders, allowing them room for the task. Only Caylen broke ranks and advanced. It seemed to Bowman that rage had once more aged her. She stood taller than he’d thought she could, and her body had broadened at the shoulders. She flung her eager sword around as if she was swatting flies, and wherever the welter connected – with flesh or shield - it forced the intruder back.

As each Tohubuho fell, those remaining retreated a few steps, until they stood a scant ten feet out from the Mirror Guard. Not a single Rory had been badly marked, as far as Bowman could see, and as Regrais' Pack drew level with Yalnita's, the Tohubuho ranks began to register panic.

“Keemon, we can't do this, let's go!” one said.

But the cop emerged from the centre of the breaking rabble and replied calmly, “Not yet.” He levelled his service pistol at the nearest Rory and fired.

The barrel was so close to the man's head, it muffled the sound. Only Bowman realized what was happening when he saw the Rory fall with half his skull gone at the back. With clinical precision, Keemon moved along the line of Rory and executed them, the only impediment to the process being his need to step around duelling pairs and stand back from the slash of wayward swords.

Bowman swore and turned to Oyen. “Oyen, can't you see what's happening!” But all the Rory - ignorant of firearms - floundered, flummoxed by this sudden, inexplicable reverse of fortune.

In a panic, Bowman whirled around, looking for a way to halt the slaughter. Keemon had now stopped to reload, but the damage he'd done had reinvigorated his men, and the Rory were falling back under their onslaught. The clash of blade on blade gave way to that of blade on shield as the Rorys' desperate retreat tottered towards a rout.

Keemon had moved into position for more shooting with his replenished weapon; a chill swept Bowman. He grabbed Oyen's shoulders and swung him around. “It's Keemon! He's the one doing it. We've got to stop him, for Christ's sake!”

Oyen focused on Bowman as the words sank through. A light came back into his eyes and he snapped from the spell. He glared over at the cop. A low rumbling growl issued from him as he strode towards the battle line.

Bowman's eyes followed him halfway there, but they stopped on the battle scene's far flank, where the now-still crossbowers lay amongst their discarded weapons.

Instinct kicked in and he ran through the rapidly narrowing gap between the embattled Rory on one side and the waiting Packs on the other.

He swept up the first crossbow, flinging it in disgust on finding it discharged. The second, however, still carried its bolt, and had been primed. Scooping it up with a mad delight, Bowman spun to search out Keemon.

Oyen had meanwhile paused the Tohubuho's progress. The mere appearance of him in the front line, accompanied by Lowery's even greater frame, had given the invaders pause. But it was when he'd thrown first his sword, followed by the two knives he'd carried from the arsenal, at Keemon, that their onslaught really stalled.

As the flying blades sought him, Keemon ducked behind companions. One of these caught the first of the thrown knives in his throat and staggered back, taking a cursing Keemon with him.

Once again the battle swayed, the reinforced Rory sidelining shields to hack into Tohubuho. As the hard-pressed infiltrators retreated, some stumbled on their fallen comrades, further adding to their disarray.

By the time Keemon disentangled himself from the dying Tohubuho's thrashing limbs and stood ready to fire again, the wall of battle had pushed him and his men to within a few feet of the Mirror Guard. Cursing, Keemon extended his arm and placed the black bar of the barrel's forward sight on Oyen's temple.

He went to squeeze the trigger shut on Oyen's life, but had to ease off time and again as other heads moved in and out of the picture. When the target finally cleared, a voice, strangely familiar, stopped him. “Keemon! Keemon, you bastard!” it said, and he lowered his arm and turned towards the far end of the fighting where the voice originated. A man stood there, clad in Rory garb, with a face the cop instantly recognized.

“You?! Oh, this is too good! You're coming with me, Convict!” he said, naming the one his mercenary force had come to claim.

Bowman's muttered, “Die, you bastard!” didn't carry to the target’s ears, but Keemon saw the crossbow bolt balloon as it fed on air between them, and the only response time allowed him was to block the assault with his gun hand. The bolt shattered on impact beside the cylinders, one of the splinters shearing off to bury itself in the cop’s hand, between thumb and forefinger. Keemon’s scream punctuated the steady commotion; he dropped the gun and staggered back against the Mirror Guard. As his clothing contacted the polished rock it bulged and claimed his form, sweeping him into the mountain's interior.

Bowman swore and searched frantically for more bolts, but found none. He looked over to where scarcely half a dozen Tohubuho were left standing. They must know they’re dead men by now, he thought. No mercy would be shown them, for in breaking through the Mirror’s barrier they'd done what no other enemy of the Rory had. The infuriated Grealdians would never let them leave. Sure enough, even as he watched, those who turned their backs to follow Keemon through the Mirror were cut down. In minutes they all lay beneath the standing Rory.

Bowman stood looking at the bodies. Some were still jerking about. The violence sickened him, and the aftershock of battle lay hold of his stomach. He was hunched over, ready to vomit, as Caylen came up. She crouched beside him. “You alright?” She lifted his shirt and looked for wounds, letting it fall back with a satisfied grunt when she found none. “Were you struck?”

“No, no, I'm alright.”

“Come, it’s finished,” she said. They walked over to the others.

***

In order to forestall further attacks, the Council of Elders reconvened at the battle site itself. They took little time to sum the facts before them.

For the first time since the fortress had been built its legendary defences had been breached. The enemy had discovered some magic that dissolved that of the Mirror Guard; some hitherto unknown weapon had subverted the Mirror's vigilance and welcomed an enemy as friend. Since Keemon's stated objective had been to relieve them of the burden of Bowman, blame had fallen quickly on him. Elsis was first to point the finger, and the congregation fell in fast behind her. Together they presented as that insurmountable obstacle to logic: a muttering, angry crowd with a leader to conjure faces for its hates and fears.

“He is in league with his fellow Outlander. Keemon could only have entered Grealding by being attached to the will of one the Mirror had already welcomed.”

“You speak nonsense, Elsis,” Yalnita said. “The man has been with my Pack since we left Animarl. He has never been out of sight or hearing of at least one of us. How could he arrange things, since he hardly knew where we were headed one day to the next, and never had a chance to speak to Keemon before today?”

“I didn't say he could, Yalnita. But they are both Outlanders, and we all know the story of these people. At first they were few, and were a novelty to us. Then we began to see the sickness in them, as shown by their actions. This Keemon is further proof of their disease, and though you seem to have some regard for John Bowman now, in time his true face will show. While you wait for such a shock, the Outlanders' numbers grow daily. The woods reek of them. Fortunately, wolves and boars claim the sickly creatures soon enough. But along the Dragonspine, with only Migrils and Wood Spirits to contain them, they multiply like insects.”

“I know all this, Elsis, but John Bowman is important. As an Outlander, he knows the weaponry of the outer world. You saw today what it can do: a thing that one hand can control, smaller than a crossbow, yet more powerful than a whole Pack. We know Outlanders have such arms; we know the Kasina are trying to get them. As whole Outlanders, either Caylen or John Bowman may be able to help us counter this threat, by travelling back to their old world to procure such things for us.”

You cagey witch! thought Bowman. That explains your sponsorship of me all this time. And why you wanted Caylen back.

Yalnita continued. “The Kasina prophecy tells of an adult Outlander who can do this. Caylen - now she is of age - or John Bowman, may be our one chance, but only if they are with us.”

“With us! Him?” Elsis turned to face the crowd. “The agent by which Tohubuho scum invade our haven, and kill us in our streets! He is with us? May the Gods prevent his turning against us, then!”

Other voices joined in, but Bowman only half listened. He'd seen too much bloodshed that day, in his name, to entirely rebut Elsis' arguments. So, when he heard Roop say, “but, John Bowman cannot even know this Keemon!” he spoke up.

“Hear me!” he said, and in the growing quiet he continued, “I do know Keemon.” A gasp swept through the crowd; the Pack looked stunned. Bowman continued.

“We were enemies, back in my old world. I thought he was dead - in fact, I thought I'd caused his death - but now I see I was mistaken.”

The confession shocked even Elsis into silence.

“I’m sorry for the hurt I’ve caused. I can never undo that. But I swear I’ll track this Keemon down and kill him for what he did here. Or else die trying. It won’t undo the damage done, but I vow to make this happen!”

He turned to leave, but a voice said, “Take the girl with you. Rid us of two miseries in one mournful day!” Caylen drew alongside Bowman. She grabbed his hand and made for the Mirror, parting the sea of enmity with one hand as she dragged him in her purposeful wake with the other.

It was Yalnita’s turn to speak. “Caylen, wait!” The Huntress turned to address the congregation. “I’m leaving with them. To my Pack I say this: If they would join us in our journey, I am thankful for their fellowship, but I place no hold on them.”

Oyen strode towards his sister while Yalnita was still speaking. Then Yalnita joined the banished Outlanders and Oyen. The rest of her grim-faced Pack swept to her side. By the time Regrais joined the defectors, the murmurs of disquiet had grown to a low roar.

Some of the Elders tried to separate the Rory from the Outlanders, but their entreaties fell dead around the determined band. A dense, sickly gloom pervaded the square; bad feeling had poisoned its very air. In that forbidding atmosphere, some of the more courageous Grealdians came forward, risking censure, to make farewells. Then the exiles stepped back and were gone, the Mirror swallowing them one by one like pebbles dropped into a black pool.

***





Chapter 15





The Dragonspine

Keemon had to die; that was the consensus of the Pack. It was not solely a matter of simple revenge. The cop’s surprise attack had injured their pride, and their murdered Rory brethren called from fresh graves for justice. Besides, as a whole Outlander, allied to Kasina Nabir, Keemon would always be a threat. The man might be able to return to his old world and bring back more of the terrible weapons he’d demonstrated at Grealding. Then where would the Rory be?

There was also the fact that Keemon would only hunt Bowman down anyway, given what he’d said before the Mirror Guard. The only option, they decided, was to find Keemon first, and kill him.

Lowery’s eyes narrowed and he looked at Bowman. “But why does Keemon want this Outlander?”

“For the same reason he wanted me, I suppose,” Caylen said. “Him and the rest of the Kasina. I don’t believe Keemon can go back on his own. It doesn’t work for him; he’s stuck here, for some reason. He needs another healthy Outlander to help him.”

“But why? Why would he throw in with the Kasina?” Bowman asked.

Caylen fixed him with a look. “You tell me, John. Tell me why he’s even here.”

“How the hell should I know?”

“Because what Elsis said was right. You are joined to him. There’s no other way he could have passed the Mirror.”

Bowman scowled. “Bullshit!” It was a puerile response, and he knew it. He turned away from her. His embarrassment grew as the moment stretched, and he was glad when Regrais spoke.

“If what you say is true, it’s all the more reason to track this Keemon and kill him, Caylen.”

She shrugged. “Of course, I didn’t say it wasn’t.”

Bowman looked over at her. He could tell she wanted more from him, but he didn’t know what it was. He didn’t understand the jibe about being joined to Keemon, and it made him uneasy. In the current company, Keemon was no man to be in any way associated with. At any rate, Bowman felt he hated the cop as much as any of the Rory. What was Caylen’s point? How could he rebut the insinuation? He turned away again.

For a few moments more there was silence. Then Yalnita spoke.

“Alright, he dies, by my word and, hopefully, by my own hand. Let’s not start bickering. Let’s get on his trail. He could have gone to Kasina Nabir, to report his failure. That’s doubtful, of course. More likely he’s skulking close by, waiting to pounce. That won’t be easy for him if we keep our guard; he’s lost all the men he brought into Grealding. Or maybe he had more in reserve this side of the Mirror. Who knows? But we’re harder to hit if we keep moving. We can join the Falling Path where it goes under the Dragonspine, if we haven’t caught up with Keemon by then. That’ll take us quickly into Animarl. I always feel safe there, and it’s a good base to campaign from.”

***

They'd been on the path to Animarl an hour when Rain Dog sidled alongside Bowman. There was a grimace around his mouth before he spoke, as if the words hammered at his teeth to leave, and he held them tight inside a band of pride. Finally, he forced himself to face the other man as they walked.

“You did well back there, Outlander. In Grealding. You acted. You did well.”

“You forget, Rain Dog, I'm the reason we got kicked out of Grealding. There’s nothing to celebrate.”

“Bah! Now you’re talking like that fool Outlander I first knew. When you acted, you were with us. Those who act, don’t need to explain themselves. You fought alongside us, and now I see how you’re bound to this Pack. Don't misunderstand, but you are one of us.”

“So you trust me now?”

Rain Dog smiled. “Never! You're an Outlander. But one who shows promise, nonetheless.”

“So what happens now, Rain Dog?”

“I'm no sage; don’t ask me. All I know is what the Pack thinks: that we hunt down this Keemon and kill him. And for our trek we need fresh meat, which brings me to the point. Tomorrow I hunt mountain goat. You’ll come. It’s a new thing for you to learn.”

“Thank you, Rain Dog. I'm honoured.”

The Rory looked at him. “These ranges aren't the soft woodlands we hunted after the battle with the Kasina. It’s mostly rough rocks here, and the animals know humans; they’re harder to hunt. And while we track, we’ll likely be tracked ourselves, as Yalnita said. Have to be on your toes,” he said with a wink. Then he sauntered to the Pack's lead to confer with Yalnita.

***

Roop and Bowman brought up the rear on the narrow track. Roop looked straight ahead. Bowman’s eyes drilled into Yalnita’s back. At length he laid a hand on Roop's arm and said, “Roop, could we have a word?”

“Several, John Bowman. That is one of the many areas in which I excel!” the warrior answered in mock boast. He continued in a voice loud enough for those in front to hear, “what is it you wish enlightenment upon?”

Bowman increased his drag on the man's arm. “Er, just…something. Just you and me, Yeah?”

Roop raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

Bowman blanched, and Caylen turned around. “I think he wants to talk about the sleeping arrangements.”

Roop’s eyebrows knotted in confusion.

“Sex, Roop! He wants to know about Huntresses. Don't you, Mister Lost?”

For the second time that morning, Caylen had put Bowman on the back foot. His ears burnt and the claustrophobia of the track that snaked between walls of forest claimed him. He laboured for breath and ran with sweat.

Why had she said that? She’d completely misread him, and now the rest of the Pack were amused at his expense. Little bitch, he thought. Kick her if I could do it without looking even more foolish.

She skipped back to him. He pulled up just before they collided. She extended one finger to below his jaw and snapped his mouth shut. “Don't go swallowing tree spirits, John,” she said, but now there was no trace of smile. She seemed genuinely concerned for him, or about something.

Before he could reply, she was gone, past the others to the Pack's head; half running half skipping, a girl edging into womanhood, unsure and delighted. She spoke to Yalnita and they both looked back laughing.

Bowman halted and groaned. He suddenly wanted to be very much alone but was glad when Roop sat on a fallen tree by the path's edge, motioning him to do the same.

“What do you want to know?” the Rory said, his eyes gleaming.

The look exasperated Bowman. “Well, for starters, I don’t give a damn about the sex life of Huntresses! That was just a bad guess on Caylen’s part.”

Roop shrugged. “So?”

“Well, it does concern Yalnita, I suppose. I mean, what’s her game? All this crap about me going back for weapons. She doesn’t really think I’d be in that, does she?”

“Why wouldn’t she? Why wouldn’t you?”

“Because I did, once - involuntarily - and it was a disaster! I damn near got killed! Besides, I think that little trip back was what brought Keemon here. Who knows what I’d bring with me next time?”

Roop considered his boots a moment. Then he looked up at Bowman. “Well, that is your decision, of course. Speaking for myself, we Rory could certainly use the kind of weapon Keemon had. The Kasina outnumber us, and now that they have a way to enter Grealding, I fear for my people. At any rate, I don’t think you’ll rest well while Keemon is still alive. You are obviously in his plans. And if we can’t kill him soon, he’ll be back with Kasina troops. This time he’ll be better prepared. We won’t be able to hold out. What will you do then?”

“We’d better not let it come to that, Roop, because I’m not going back. Get used to it: here I am and here I stay. Let’s find that bastard first and,…and…”

“And kill him? Does that appeal, John Bowman? Killing doesn’t seem to sit well with you, from what I’ve seen.”

They both knew Roop was right. It was Bowman’s turn to shrug.

“Well, we’ll just have to let things run their course, I guess. I don’t know, I wanted to kill him at the Mirror Guard. But you’re right: I’m not much of a fighter; it makes me sick. Anyway, this going-back business, it wouldn’t work. Everything metal goes missing in the passage. My belt buckle, watch, car keys…even my wedding ring! They all just disappeared. How do you suppose I can bring weapons here? They’re metal.”

“Keemon managed, somehow. Who says you can’t?”

That’s right, thought Bowman, the bastard did! How in hell did he manage that? I'm always underestimating him!

Then again, what difference does it make, anyway? Keemon might be able to port metal into Animarl, but I can’t. And even If I could find out how it was done, I’m not going back. That decision’s been made.

Bowman shrugged again, and the topic was left hanging. Then he asked, “Another question, Roop. What the heck is a Migril?”

Roop’s hands opened palm-up like a supplicant. “Ah! Migrils! They are servants of the Dragon. They see to the balance of things here, and usher out evil when it slips between the serpent's scales. Helpful creatures to the Dragonspine, but quite opposed to those who mine,” Roop allowed himself a snicker at the rhyme. “Keep a hand on your sword hilt when you sleep here, or it'll be gone before you wake!”

Roop rose and stretched. “Best to not let too much path grow between us and the others.”

“Yes,” Bowman said. “Look, Roop, thanks for talking. I’m struggling to fit in here; it’s still a little strange.”

Roop nodded and motioned to Bowman to get up.

As Bowman stood, it seemed to him that Roop grew an extra head above one shoulder. A Halloween pumpkin head it looked, whose filthy, lank hair trailed over pupil-less red eyes to a frizzled, grey beard beneath. Bulging lips rimmed blackness that was punctuated by a few broken teeth. The head rose from Roop's shoulder, and Bowman realised it belonged to an animal he'd never seen before. The creature dealt Roop a sideways blow to the head, and the Rory tumbled to one side, the startled look in his eyes his last act of consciousness.

As Roop fell, the animal bounded over him towards Bowman. They eyed each other a moment. It snorted through holes in its face where a nose might be expected, growled and threw its hands up at Bowman, making movements to force the taller man away.

But Bowman stood his ground and drew his sword. When the creature saw the silver slide out, his eyes flared and he twitched with rage, but when the blade continued upward in readiness to strike, fright took him and he bounded off.

Bowman connected: a Migril! He leapt after it.

The forest threw darkness on them as they entered. Bowman cursed and thrashed in equal measure, and to equal effect, as his quarry effortlessly stretched the gap between them. There was thunderous power in its legs, to be sure, but it was its wings that soon rendered pursuit completely useless. They transformed the ungainly creature as it lifted above the undergrowth with a few gentle flaps. In no time, it disappeared. Bowman strained to hear the faint wingbeat as sound and Migril receded.

He wondered which direction the track lay in and cursed his thoughtless impulse to give chase. He poked the undergrowth here and there with his sword, looking for his own footprints. But Rain Dog’s training failed him; he couldn’t pick a thing out in all that leaf litter. He was lost.

After a few minutes of panicked probing, he stopped and cocked an ear at the sound of the wingbeats’ return. Too late: stinging shock crashed through his head. From his back-tilted face he saw the forest canopy blur and spin. Then a black wind ripped everything away.

When he came to, it was almost night. He could just make out the sun as it shrank in the West. He took bearings from it - remembering he'd struck South from the path - and cut back through the undergrowth as fast as safety allowed in the growing dusk. The left side of his face was tight with dried blood; at his temple he could feel abraded skin hilled over fluid. A red hot wire twanged between his ears.

When he stumbled onto the path again, he fell to his knees, exhausted and grateful for the small reprieve. But there was little time on hand, and he was soon up, guessing which way - left or right - led to where he and Roop had stopped to speak. His guess proved wrong, and by the time he'd doubled back and found the right place, Roop was gone and the last of the light was dying in the distant West.

It became suddenly cold, and stillness and silence fell with the dark. Soon he could hear night's creatures begin to move, and with his sword gone, taken by the Migril, Bowman felt no better for the company. He scrabbled for the stickbow in his back quiver, and the kind of relief that had sometimes come from finding his lost wallet intact, swept him when his hand gripped its solid limb. He still had his weapon of choice then. As Roop had said, the Migril's interest was in metal only.

He quickly strung the bow and notched an arrow, settling down to think about the coming night and how he might best pass it.

To continue would be pointless, the path uneven and he without a torch. My kingdom for a knob of sunrock, he thought, and smiled at the image of his kingdom: Rory rags and a stickbow! And smiled more to think he could even be smiling.

For even though he was sore and fearful, it all felt right. He was reacting the way a living human should. He felt his chest rise and fall. How long had it been since he’d noticed his own breathing?

There was just him, and the mountain that might swat away his life without a thought, and the black night full of creatures going about their business. Business that, he hoped and reasonably expected, would not involve a stray Outlander keeping to himself.

And if here turned out to be the place he died, this was the way to die: no more pissing and moaning about the Pain. This is where I stand; this is me, he thought. He'd never felt this free.

As he lay back against an ancient bole to consider options, a little breeze swept in. It tickled stray hairs across his cheek, and he pushed them back. In the deepening dark his useless eyes closed down to slits, and as they did his other senses took up the slack. His hearing flicked in the direction of any noise and his nostrils flared and sorted the air's scents, softly snorting out the bits they didn’t want. His whole skin caught the pricks of everything that moved or made a sound, and in time told him the shapes and mass of things quite near. He became like a baby that tracks its mother’s movements about a darkened bedroom.

As his scrutiny of the night became automatic, his mind wandered to the Migril. The creature had shown up right after Bowman’s question about Migrils to Roop. Bowman wondered at the way his life in Animarl seemed to flow between seemingly confluent events, and how chance mentions sometimes materialized in the possible universe.

His meditation ended when he realized he was on his feet, circling on them, his forearm hairs whiskering the air for information. He glanced down to see his bow almost fully drawn, and when he looked up again the arrow on its shelf swept the perimeter of sight like the scan across a radar screen.

He couldn't tell what it was that had alarmed him - a breeze-stir of leaves that might have been a shuffle, perhaps, or a muffled cough or bark. All he knew now was the strident siren of his senses animating him; something out there had moved too close, or too intently, or just plain smelt wrong. Something that was watching him.

Whatever it was fell silent at his alert state. Then his eyes caught a soft blip in their circuit. He stopped. Far over where he guessed the sun might rise tomorrow - if he could trust the bearings he’d taken from the path's direction - a light glimmered. Too large and solitary for a firefly, he hoped and guessed it was a campfire, and set off to meet it, carrying the bow half-drawn before him. He slowed down each time he tripped on something unseen and shuffled whenever the surface underfoot became too rough for haste.

The path hooked and edged down the side of the mountain to a sheltered glade that contained the fire. Around it sat three men, too intent on the small animal roasting at the end of a crude wooden fork to hear his approach.

They were Outlanders, dressed in the sort of filthy, torn rags he himself had first worn in Animarl. Bowman scrutinized them for a sign, a comforting detail that might let him enter their world with safety. He found it in the shoulder patch of the man closest to him. Smudged and slightly frayed, the stitching that once held it had begun to fail at two corners. But its little stars and bright oblongs were unmistakable. The flag of the American Republic. Bowman's heart leapt.

As he entered the clearing and they finally looked up, he lowered the bow to one side and raised a palm in greeting. The first thing he said was a foolish attempt at woodsy kinship, a line from a film he remembered fondly.

“What's on the spit?”

They were supposed to come back with, “grown particlar?” and toss him a leg. Instead, they leapt up and swarmed over his stupid trust, pinning him to the damp ground before his old mode of self-cursing had time to kick in.

***





Chapter 16





The Centre Of The Story

“What do you mean, he's gone? Roop, get this right: you've left a Pack member out there!” Yalnita's tone blanched the normally articulate man, who could only splutter in defence.

“We sat to talk... Just a minute or so, I think. The next I remember is waking with this foul head, and my sword and knife gone. Obviously a Migril. And no John Bowman. At first I thought he'd run to catch up with you, to get help, but now...now I see I'm wrong.”

Oyen was furious. “John Bowman would never run and leave you in a fight, Roop. I can't believe you'd think that!"

Yalnita slapped Oyen's shoulder. “Enough!” She turned back to Roop. “Well, you'll just have to go back and get him! Take Oyen and Lowery with you, as backup for your befuddled brain.”

“But it's dark, Yalnita!” said Lowery. “He wasn't on the path, so he must have left it. We won’t find him unless we leave it, too. No point in doing that until daylight.”

“I don't care. Take lamps and search back to the place he and Roop stopped. Call out for him; he can't have gone far.”

“Unless the Migril took him,” Roop said quietly.

“That's unlikely for a Migril, Roop; they're gentle souls, as a rule,” said Regrais.

“I'd like to swap my gentle head for yours, in that case!”

“Oh shut up, you two. I'll come with you, Oyen,” said Caylen.

“No!” Yalnita's voice rang sharp in the quiet night. “You'll stay here.” For a moment she opened her mouth to explain, but then she thought better of it. She turned to Roop. “Now go and get your Pack brother!”

***

From the small tree he'd been tied to, Bowman watched them as they huddled about the campfire.

Their speech sounded like nothing he'd ever heard, a stream of high pitched whines, punctuated with nasal grunts and augmented with much hand signing. The whole conversation teetered on the brink of violent outburst whenever more than one spoke, which was much of the time.

It was such an alien spectacle he wondered if they were some native tribe he'd not yet met, and that they'd stolen the rags they wore. But slowly, the reality sank in.

Something had happened to these Outlanders in the passage, something had mauled them as they came through from the old world. Something that resulted in the pathology Elsis had alluded to.

And it wasn't just the way they spoke. Their mangled hands continually brushed at ill-healed lesions on their faces. They wore no boots on their grotesquely twisted feet, though one had tried to make leather rags do the job, cinching the sorry result above the ankle.

Despite his treatment, Bowman pitied them, and he made to break the impasse with an entreaty.

“Look,” he said, and three heads snapped in his direction. Six malevolent eyes drilled him, and he went on quickly, “Look, we're all Outlanders here, we should talk. I…I've seen things that can maybe help you.”

They growled lowly, looking at each other. Finally, the one with makeshift boots shook his broken hands at his companions and stood up, drawing a knife as he did. He came over to the tree and held the blade at Bowman’s throat.

Bowman wanted to swallow, but since the knife was trembling in its crooked hand he didn’t. The Outlander seemed to be struggling with his mind, the torment showing in his eyes as they twisted about. His breathing fizzed and wheezed by Bowman’s cheek.

Then he was gone. A puff of something powerfully gentle swept him sideways and he lay on the ground, twitching, a red spring bubbling at his temple.

When the sound of the pistol cracked through Bowman's ears he jumped, and when his watering eyes opened, Keemon stood there grinning.

“Guess that's one you owe me, Convict. Generous on my part, when you consider what you did for me in Grealding.” The cop held his other arm up, and Bowman saw a makeshift bandage where the splintered crossbow bolt had entered, just above the thumb.

Keemon turned and walked towards the other two Outlanders. They scrambled for weapons in their bedrolls and came up with short, sharpened sticks. Keemon scowled back at Bowman. “Pathetic, aren't they? They're Malforms: this is what usually happens when someone from our world comes here. Fuckin' cripples!” The cop's face contorted with disgust, and, as though reaching to a light switch, he languidly extended his gun arm to blow away the face of the Outlander nearest him.

As the last Malform fled, Keemon turned back to Bowman. “Now you and me, we're special. That's why we're feted here.” Without looking back, he fired two more rounds into the departing figure. With a short cry, it fell face down on the forest floor's coverlet of damp leaves. Keemon smiled and went on. “For one thing, when we speak, the natives understand, and vice versa. But there's something even more important, something they think I can do. Something I know you can.”

He came up close to Bowman. “Go back!”

At first Bowman felt too sickened to say anything, but when silence didn't stem the nausea, he tried retaliation. “So why am I alright? How’d I get through in one piece? And how come scum like you get off so lightly?”

“Careful, Bowman, remember your position. As to me, let's just say I land on my feet; something you should learn. I could teach you. The only thing you have to know about me is I'm here to help you. Trust me, Johnny boy, just say the word 'Yes' once, to what I have to propose, and all your troubles are over!”

“I'm not doing so bad on my own, thanks.”

Keemon laughed, scanning the tied man head to toe. He prodded Bowman’s stomach with the gun. “Really? That’s got to be the biggest statement I've heard in a long time!”

Smarting, Bowman changed the subject. “So how do you figure I can go back?”

Keemon stopped laughing. “Remember the state we found you in - the Rory clothes, the strange story you told us - you can't have forgotten?”

Yes, Bowman remembered. In the short time they’d allowed him to talk after the arrest, he'd tried to explain, wincing at the craziness of the story as he told it. Back then, back there, the cops had simply counted him as crazy.

But Keemon had since travelled in this world, and he seemed intent to prosper from his prior knowledge. He waved the gun barrel under Bowman's nose.

“Yessir, you're worth a lot to me, my friend. You see - knowing how to land on my feet, as I say - the first lot I met up with here were Kasina. Fitting really, they're kind of the cops in this world, and your lot - the Rory - they're the outlaws in that mountain hideout.”

As Keemon talked, his study of the Rory and their lands became clear. But he can’t have landed in Animarl, at least not in The Origins like me, thought Bowman, he said he’d met the Kasina first. According to the Rory, Kasina never ranged that far North. Bowman wondered how much Keemon knew about Animarl and its people. Nothing, hopefully. He held his tongue and let the cop ramble.

“Now the Kasina have it pretty much figured out: almost every Outlander's a retard, so kill 'em all, on sight.” Keemon laughed shortly. “I tell you, I had to talk fast to stay alive.”

He wandered over to the spit. Bending low, he sniffed the roasting rabbit.

“Smells good! Hungry?”

“Yes.”

But Keemon seemed more interested in his story than in eating. He held one finger up like a politician at a rally and strode back to Bowman.

“When they heard me talk, it bought me time,” he said. “It didn't take long to realize they were interested in an Outlander who could go back. And bring some of this firepower here.” He waved the gun again.

“How the hell did you bring a gun along, anyway? Everything metal melted with me.”

“This may be a new world Bowman, but some things never change. We all have our talents, even here. Yours appears to be opening the gate between the worlds. Mine’s bringing what I want through. That’s what I do, see: get what I want. Think about it. Together we could make a great team. If you’re smart enough to grasp the situation.”

Keemon ambled to the fire and broke pieces off the rabbit. He came back to Bowman.

“See, this Outlander the Kasina want must be able to shuttle between the worlds at will. I told them I could, and since I seemed different to other Outlanders - a cut above, you might say - they gave me a chance. I really had to talk fast when it turned out I couldn’t. Around the same time, word came about another healthy Outlander who’d just arrived – these Kasina are great, spies everywhere! Well, it was just what I wanted, really. My ticket out of Kasina Nabir, which was beginning to cramp my style. 'Let me go get this Outlander,' I said. Gave them some twaddle about knowing the mind of someone from my own world better than they would. Anyway, they bought it, which took us after that slut your mad Rory pals damn near got killed over!

“Caylen?”

Keemon seemed distracted. “Yeah, Yeah, that one. What a goddam waste of time that was.”

Bowman frowned. Keemon had talked a lot, but there were still bits of the picture missing.

“Where did you get that gun? I thought you left it at Grealding.”

Keemon smirked and gave a small, bitter laugh. “Left it?” He slid the gun inside his boot. “It's my spare.”

He freed one of Bowman's arms and handed him a joint of rabbit, then sauntered back to eat his own meal by the fire.

“Don't I get to dine with you?”

“No, I fancy you tied up there. Always did take you for a tree hugger.”

They ate in silence a few minutes. Finally, Bowman said, “So, why the attack on Grealding?”

“Word reached us from Kasina Nabir. Emrel's Oracle had traced the new Outlander to the camps of the Rory. I thought it was just that viperous bitch Caylen again, but the spies said it was a man. Anyway, you don't question the Queen's orders, so off we went again. Then I saw you at the Mirror Guard and it all fell into place. I remembered how I got here. More importantly, who got me here. It was easy enough to put two and two together and come up with you.”

“Alright Keemon, you're free of the Kasina now. Why not just lam it and stay out of their way?”

The cop sat back and looked over at Bowman. “You ask too many questions, Convict. But, I guess you'll need to know soon anyway.” He pulled his gun out again. “I need more of these, if I'm to achieve certain objectives here in this world. And ammo. I'm nearly out. I can't go back; you can. You're my ticket between the worlds, Bowman. And as long as you are, you live.”

“But why here? Why not just go back home and stay?”

“I like it here; I can be something here. Especially with the right firepower.” Keemon tapped the gun again. “Back there, I was just a shitkicker!” He looked up at Bowman and laughed. “Now you, my mule-for-the-journey-between-the-worlds, are the shit that gets kicked in both. And don't forget it.”

***

With only coals of sunrock to light their way, Roop, Lowery and Oyen ran as fast as the narrow track allowed. When shots rang out, they almost tumbled over one another in their heightened haste.

The near rout before the Mirror Guard had educated them to the power of such weaponry, and the echoing gunfire brought back the scene in vivid detail.

When they arrived at the little fire in the glade and found the three lifeless bodies, they shouted for Bowman with mounting dread. But the immediate area was empty of living things, and they went on to the spot where he and Roop had stopped to talk. Their hearts sank on finding it similarly deserted.

They agreed to stay the night in that place, taking up their search again at first light, and hoping Bowman would find his own way back beforehand.

So they sat in a sullen triangle and strained the night sounds through a net of hope. A light rain began to fall, furring the edges of every noise, soaking clothes and spirits as it washed away the tracks they'd hoped to search by in the light of day.

***

A slight sound woke Bowman. His arms had been re-tied behind the tree. His shoulders ached from jutting forward, and his neck was stiff. The bindings cut circulation, making his arms long socks of tingling numbness.

Keemon dozed by the dwindling fire, his back against a tree, gun in his lap. In the flickering light it was impossible to tell how watchful he remained, his downcast eyes could easily have been focussed on Bowman.

But something was definitely moving behind Bowman, trying to free him, fiddling with the ties that stubbornly held. He flipped through the faces of Yalnita's Pack, guessing which of them had come. Why hadn't they simply fallen on Keemon first? Surely they could see he was alone? Why the surreptitious approach?

He got the answer when the Migril's face appeared in his peripheral vision and a hand clamped over his mouth. “Not a single word, my friend!” the creature whispered, and held a flint knife under Bowman's eyes for emphasis. Then he vanished, and the unpicking recommenced.

The Migril displayed surprising dexterity with its stubby fingers, and soon the ropes pooled around Bowman's feet. Keemon hadn't stirred. Bowman quietly stepped out of the slack loops and followed the beckoning Migril.

They entered a tunnel worn into the undergrowth by forest animals. Bowman had to stoop low, and it slowed them, but he estimated they came out on the Dragon Path a little short of an hour later. If he was right, the shortcut had put useful time between them and the cop. The night was not quite totally dark, and Bowman's eyes, away from the campfire’s glare, had adjusted. He could comfortably make out the close terrain.

As he straightened and stretched his spine, the creature turned to him. It pursed its lips and cast an appraising eye up and down, and then its mouth broke open in a beaming smile that would have been childlike, if not for the broken teeth.

“I am the Migril, Cenemis, at your service.”

Bowman opened his mouth, but competing questions froze it there. The Migril looked at him and frowned, then turned to gesture up the path. “Now go, before your captor wakes.”

“Wait, not so fast,” Bowman finally said. “Why did you free me?”

“It was necessary.”

“In that case, why didn't you just kill the one who held me captive. It would have been safer.”

Cenemis was horrified. “It's not a Migril's place to kill, John Bowman.”

“You know my name?”

It hopped about from one foot to the other and said gleefully, “I know everything you know, and when you move away someplace to learn more, I'll know that too. I’m at the centre of everything!”

It was too much for Bowman, who muttered something unintelligible. He shook his head. “Impossible!” he finally said. His confusion cleared a moment as he came back at the Migril. “But why didn't you at least take his gun? It's metal, you know.”

“Ugh! Foul thing, not of this place, not even this world. It poisons the Dragon by its presence! I would never handle such a thing. Better he takes it away himself.”

They heard footsteps coming. “Now go! And take the foulness with you!”

Bowman looked back to identify their pursuer, but it was as yet too far off, and when he turned back, the Migril had gone.

He struck out along the Dragon Path in the direction Cenemis had indicated. A misty rain began to fall, softening the night and bejewelling the edges of leaves. Distant thunder sounded as a storm raged high above the forest.

Bowman ran before the face of the rain front as it rolled down the Dragonspine. Up high it would be blasting out of clouds, sharp as arrows, into the upper canopy. The storeys of foliage were breaking its angry fall, so that at ground level it became a wall of susurrating gauze, following him like a dream that couldn't be outrun. He stopped and looked back for sight or sound of pursuer, but whatever lay behind was lost in the mist. Turning back towards Animarl, he could see the track clearly where moonlight broke through clouds further down the mountain range.

When the wall of cold sleet sniffed his spine, he picked up his feet and ran clear again, not looking back until he fell exhausted into Yalnita's camp. He slumped there, hands on his knees and panting.

“Thank God!” said Caylen. She pushed his shoulders back and scanned first his face, then the rest of him, for sign of injury.

Before she had finished Yalnita came over. “Are you all right?”

Bowman fought for breath to answer. “Yes,” he said. “But I'm being followed. I think it's Keemon.”

“Keemon! You've seen him?”

“Yes, I was his ‘guest’, you might say. But a Migril freed me.”

He saw their astonished faces but waved away the ordeal of explanation. “Later, it's a long story.”

“Look.” Regrais pointed over their heads to the track behind Bowman. Bowman swung and saw a little light bobbing where he'd been just minutes before. He leapt to his feet, fumbling in his quiver for a shaft.

“Not so fast, friend.” Regrais put a hand on his shoulder. “That glow is from sunrock. It's unlikely Keemon would be toting such a light; the Kasina use oil lamps.” Even as he spoke a second sunrock ember blinked in the blackness, then a third.

Yalnita came alongside Bowman and pushed his arrow into back its quiver. “I sent Oyen and Lowery back with Roop, to find you,” she said.

They heard Lowery cursing as he tripped, and the exclamations of the other two on sighting the campfire. Yalnita shook her head. “What a sorry lot of scouts they make,” she said.

When they stumbled into camp they crashed into a pane of guilt and shock before Bowman.

Roop’s face paled. “You! Are you all right?” he said. Oyen and Lowery stood frozen.

Bowman couldn't resist. He spoke dead –voiced out of a blank face. “I am the spirit of John Bowman, returned to plague you for your failure.”

They shrank like three boys in a haunted house. Peering through the windows of that house, the stony faces of Bowman and the others trembled under the effort of concealment, eventually fissuring in the first phase of a grin. Finally, mischief burst into rolling group laughter.

Roop got it straight away and protested. “Oh, this is too unfair!” he said. But he couldn't hold out long before he too caught the contagion, leaning against a sapling as his body rocked.

Oyen’s appraisal was similarly swift, and he hugged John Bowman with the care a bumbling boy is taught to treat a fragile toy. He laughed and wept and slobbered Bowman's cheek, then swept away the mess he'd made and said, “Ahh, Rabbit Slayer, how good it is to have you back!”

Only Lowery remained unsure, coming forward to pluck tentatively at Bowman's sleeve, and thus emboldened, squeeze an arm through its fabric. Satisfied at last of the figure's fleshiness, his face broke in a smile and he nodded rapidly as he slapped Bowman off balance with spirited shoulder clapping.

“You mightn't be calling him Rabbit Slayer after tomorrow, Oyen,” said Rain Dog.

But Yalnita scotched the idea. “No Rain Dog, hunting’s out, for now. I'm afraid we'll have to live on dry food until we reach Animarl. John Bowman says he’s seen Keemon. We can't be too far from trouble.”

The three late arrivals turned to Bowman. Before they could launch into questions that Yalnita and the others obviously shared, he decided to explain. “Keemon caught up with me back there.” He nodded along the track. “He wanted to do a deal: I help him go back to our old world; he keeps me alive in this one.”

“As I thought,” said Caylen. “What answer did you give him?”

“No, obviously! But it didn’t matter; he had me tied to a tree at the time. I was in no position to bargain.”

Caylen screwed her face up. “How could you let him capture you?”

“Oh shut up, Caylen!” said Yalnita. “You’re a one to talk about getting caught! At least John Bowman didn’t need to be rescued.”

Caylen blanched and looked away. It was Bowman who saved her further embarrassment, when he reminded Yalnita he’d been freed by a Migril. “He said his name was Cenemis. Do any of you know him?” Bowman said.

The Pack laughed as one. “Not likely,” said Oyen. “Migrils never speak to the Rory. They hate us for carrying metal on the Dragonspine. Mind you, they’re no danger to us. Gentle souls, generally. Isn’t that right, Roop?”

Roop scowled and didn’t answer.

“But, how did we miss you?” said Roop.

“We probably passed each other. Cenemis took me through some sort of tunnel in the undergrowth beside the path. It was a shortcut, I suppose. More importantly, it got me off the path, so Keemon couldn’t track me when he found out I was gone.”

Regrais nodded, understanding. “Yes, well, as to Keemon, he had no trouble avoiding our little search party, and with the noise they make, it’s no mystery how he did it!”

Roop grunted. “That might explain our not catching him, but why didn't he attack us?” he said.

Bowman thought a moment. “He told me he was low on ammunition - the little bolts his gun fires. Besides, he's a shrewd man, he'd want to know what you're up to first. Then he'd kill you, if he wanted, I have no doubt of that.” The bitter memory of the Malforms' execution played in Bowman’s mind.

“Whatever the reason, he's out there, and probably knows we're here,” said Yalnita. “Luckily, dawn is close. The sooner we start for Animarl the better. For now, let’s eat. Caylen, since you fancy yourself a match for Keemon, you can go first guard.”

***

They rose just before the sun. As they entered the foothills of the Dragonspine, the forest petered out and the path turned grassy.

Everywhere about them, small creatures of the night scampered for last scraps of food. A few deer bounded away on the higher slopes, and Rain Dog's eyes shone when they passed within arrow shot of an unseen but hugely heard, grunting boar.

In the last moments of night's loosening grip they stopped and looked back at the Dragonspine. Its treeless upper reaches flashed where the gilded underbelly of foredawn clouds mirrored the sunglow down.

The same sunlight that touched fire on the peaks of the mountain range burnt into every valley; soon the Pack themselves walked in the birth of a new day. In the growing light and thinning vegetation their visibility grew. As it did their guard relaxed and they fanned out, talking as they went. Oyen produced a wineskin and looked questioningly at Yalnita. She nodded.

When it came Bowman’s turn to drink, he stopped a little ahead of the others and turned to them. Before he put the skin’s mouth to his own lips, he raised a toast. “To whatever it is we've lost, to Reunion, to our path Home.”

The Rory looked longingly back towards Grealding, but Bowman focused in the opposite direction, to the valley that marked his entrance to this world: Animarl.

Caylen walked over and smiled up at him. For a moment it looked to Bowman as if she would take his hand, but if that was her intention, she decided against it. Instead, she turned to the members of her adoptive tribe and said, "C'mon, no time for moping." The Rory broke from their reverie, and together the group of exiles headed for the cave entrance to the Falling Path that would take them into Animarl.

***





Chapter 17





A Trap Set

Sounds of other human activity pulled the Pack up sharply just short of the Falling Path exit. Swords clashed in mock combat, men shouted orders, horses thrashed and snorted as they forded the river.

Rain Dog sauntered silently forward for a closer look. He eased a hand through the creepers screening the entrance to the Falling Path and peered into the glaring daylight scene. Once his eyes adjusted it took little more than a moment to enlighten him. He snarled and let the sash of vegetation go. Temporarily blinded in the sudden dark, he groped back to where the rest of the Rory waited.

“Kasina! Like damned insects!” he informed them.

Oyen frowned. “But how? What’s their business in Animarl?”

“Not that it matters; it means we’re trapped in here,” said Regrais. He thought a moment before continuing, “What if they’ve discovered this path?”

Rain Dog shook his head. “No chance. I’ve been looking.” He pointed to the floor. “No sign, not a single foot’s been this way except Rory.”

Regrais remained unconvinced. “So where is Hamrin? I can’t imagine him leaving his post.”

“If they’ve harmed him, I’ll tear them apart, one by one!” said Oyen.

“Quiet!” said Yalnita. “I’m as angry about this as you all are, but we have to keep our heads. And we don’t want that lot,” she nodded towards the entrance, “coming in here to investigate a noise.”

“I suspect Hamrin could take care of himself,” said Bowman. “But what about the other Rory who lived here? Where did they go?”

Roop shrugged. “Let’s just hope they actually managed to go! There were many Solitaire families camped here when we left.”

The others nodded slowly.

Bowman rolled some of the tunnel-induced stiffness from his neck before he spoke again. “Why? I thought they all lived out near Twins Fall.”

Roop looked at Yalnita before he turned back to explain. “This place is sacred to us. Every ring the Rory make a pilgrimage here, at least those able. For…,” he entreated Yalnita again for help, but she looked away. He went on, “for certain ceremonies. Rituals. It’s our religion.”

Caylen turned aside, smirking. “They sure don’t make religion like I remember!”

Yalnita turned on her. “Oh, shut up, Caylen! Just because you consider yourself above Blood Bonding, doesn’t give you the right to mock!”

Caylen looked wounded but answered evenly. “I’m not above anyone; I’m just a one-man woman, is all.”

“Really? Well, I hope you find him. In the meantime, show some respect, at least while we’re in Animarl!”

“Yeah, well, we’re not there yet, are we!”

Regrais stepped between the two. “Be quiet!” he said to Caylen. He gently led Yalnita away. She stood by the wall, rolling tension from her shoulders as Bowman had done.

So that’s what Caylen was talking about, back on the Dragonspine! thought Bowman. This ‘Blood Bonding’ thing, it must be some sort of group-sex rite. He smiled at the thought of Yalnita and the Pack indulged in orgiastic coupling. Was that really it? He looked to Roop, hoping the man would confirm what Bowman suspected. Roop shook his head sharply and frowned. Bowman took the cue and restrained himself.

Regrais stroked the back of Yalnita’s head, and said to Bowman, “The thing is, the Kasina would never come here, as a rule. They fear the Rory. Or did. They’ve grown bold.”

Yalnita’s feet stayed put as her upper body twisted to face Bowman. “Bold? Maybe. Or desperate. Perhaps they want John Bowman even more than we knew.”

“I say we wait until dark. I can slip in and try to find out what’s going on,” said Oyen.

The Huntress laughed softly. She turned fully around. “We’ll let Rain Dog do the ‘slipping’, I think. But your plan is good, Pack brother. We may even find out where Keemon is.”

***

Quiet as a panther, Rain Dog tracked the man. He’d singled this one out because of his bearing. Despite the moonless dark, the figure conveyed a distinctive arrogance that made the choice easy. Rain Dog had seen this unmistakable manner of carriage before.

The pursuit led to a large tent that had been pitched right below the entrance to the Cave of Origins. Coincidence? wondered Rain Dog. The black hole of the cave was obvious enough, even at night. It marked a geographical point of interest, to be sure. Even so, Oyen had been right: what business did the normally wary Kasina have in Animarl? More important, what did they know of the Cave and the thing it led to? He shuddered to think that the Kasina’s newfound courage might have taken them as far as the Soul Gate.

The trees grew thick in this part of the valley. He slid around them like a sheet of silk and covered any exposed ground with no more sound than a moving shadow.

Being close in under the mountain, with a whole army occupying the valley in front, the tent had only one sentry standing guard. The man clicked heels and held his lance before him as the warrior came up.

“Idiot, you know who I am. Stand down!”

The sentry blanched. “Sir!” He stepped back and managed to sweep the tent flap aside in time for the visitor to enter unhindered. Rain Dog’s ears pricked.

“Ah, honorary Captain Keemon! Do come in. Always a pleasure!”

Rain Dog smiled, careful not to show his teeth, and nodded to himself.

“Keep that shit, Denaren. You hate my guts, I hate yours; let’s not complicate matters.”

“Oh, but complication follows you, my friend. The only simplicity about your kind lies in what fate befalls those unhappy ones who have dealings with you.”

“Don’t try to be a smartarse, you can’t pull it off. Let’s get down to business. You know why I’m here.”

The other man’s tone changed. “Indeed I do! You are here because I sent a platoon of Guard to follow and report on your little excursion to Grealding, with orders to bring back any survivors from that misguided undertaking. You are here. Your men are still there! Such is the pay of any poor soldier who falls under your command!”

“Poor soldiers? You’re damn right! What do you expect from Tohubuho; I was lucky to get away with just this.” Rain Dog saw the shadow of Keemon’s bandaged hand rise in the tent light. This time the Rory allowed himself an open-mouthed grin.

Denaren’s own hands opened out above his head like a priest’s. “Oh, Calamity! Would you like a medal? Just be thankful my men got to you before the Rory did!”

A moment of silence followed, then Denaren sighed. “So now I suppose you want more men, to go back and have another try for this reputedly magical Outlander? Hmmm?”

“That’s right, but don’t give me any of those Tohubuho shit this time. I want real soldiers. Kasina. Palace Guards, in fact!”

Denaren’s laughter seemed to make the tent billow. “Why, of course, Commander, anything you say! I’ll have the whole battalion sign that deathwish, shall I?”

“A dozen Guards ought to do the job. Look, Denaren, we almost got him in Grealding, and that’s no mean feat when you consider the pathetic in-roads the Kasina have made there in the past.” Keemon paused a moment. Then he snorted and said, “I’d like to see you try to take that place! But it’s a man’s job, I guess!”

“Watch your mouth, Keemon. You may have the ear of the Queen for now, but it mightn’t always be that way. Show a little respect. As for your assault on Grealding, yes, I’m impressed with the effort, even though I could have told you it was doomed.”

“Yeah, sure Denaren! As if you’d give me the heads up if you thought I was going into a trap.”

“Whatever. But I’m curious to know how you found a way past the Rory’s Mirror. I have a rather vivid memory of my own captain when I was a young man, being fried by that thing. How did you do it?”

“That’s my secret, Denaren. You only have to know I can do it.”

“Well, yes, but even Palace Guards would face an uphill battle now that you’ve alerted the Rory. And how do you know this Outlander is still hiding there?”

“He isn’t. He was headed here, with the Pack that adopted him.”

“Here! Why? Oh, yes, of course, this place is special to the Rory, isn’t it. Well, they’ll get a shock when they find us, if they haven’t already. Hmmm, so there’s Rory on the way. Better double the guard.”

“Never mind that, give me the Kasina and I’ll save you the trouble!”

“My dear, dear Keemon, let me enlighten you on a few contemporary military matters. First, by order of the Queen, the Guards you think I can so easily release are to remain here, holding this ‘Animarl’, or whatever the Rory call it, while other contingents of My Lady’s troops march on the enemy positions outside Grealding.”

“Enemy positions, that’s a laugh. Solitaire peasants, you mean!”

Denaren waved the interruption away. “As it may be, that is not for either of us to decide. The point is, if I go letting you take crack troops on more of your disastrous ventures without the prior consent – indeed, orders – of Kasina Nabir, the Queen will deem my head worthless, but will have it anyway. If you see what I mean.”

“Don’t make me laugh, Denaren. This is pure jealousy. You can’t stand the way the Queen listens to me, not some stuffed shirt time-server like you. You could easily cough up the troops if you wanted.”

Denaren smiled icily. “Indeed I could, and there are things I do want, my friend. Want badly. I want you back in the palace, for one thing. You don’t belong here. War requires warriors, not thugs. And you’re quite right: if I could send you off to be dealt with by the Rory, I’d not hesitate to do so. Unfortunately, the Queen would take a dim view of that. So I’m stuck with providing you with an escort to Kasina Nabir. Once there, you may attempt to twist my sovereign’s head to whatever purpose you wish. However, I intend leading this escort myself. That way, the Queen will get a balanced view of your exploits away from the palace. We’ll leave at first light. Get some sleep.”

Denaren picked up a quill pen to write. When he noticed Keemon hadn’t moved, he looked and said, “Any more questions? No? Good. Now get out.”

Keemon snarled and turned, fumbling with the door flap.

“Oh, and Keemon?”

“Yes!”

“Was this Outlander… the one?”

The cop hissed. “Oh, yes, he’s the one alright! He’s the one!”

***

Roop was elated. “That’s excellent news, Rain Dog, well done!” He turned to Yalnita. “They’ll be moving fast, since they know we’re on their tail. They’ll go down Red River; it’s the quickest way to Kasina Nabir. What they don’t know is the Falling Path. We can take it to Lake Mountain, and head down to the river from there. We’ll cut them off, if we get started now.”

Yalnita was more cautious. “Hmm, maybe. Rain Dog, did you find out how many Guards he’ll have with him?”

“Denaren told Keemon it would be just an escort.”

“That could be from one to hundreds,” said Regrais. “But my guess would be roughly the size of a Pack, given they’ll be travelling through country they control.”

Yalnita frowned. “No, I’d say more. Keemon means much to the Queen, evidently, so I doubt Denaren would place him at unnecessary risk, no matter how much he’d like to. Besides, with a large contingent like they have here, small groups are coming and going all the time. It would be no trouble to send the man with ample protection.”

“So?” said Oyen. “The size of our Pack, or many Packs. What difference does it make to us? We’re Rory, many of them for each of us; the odds sound right!”

“Yes, Oyen!” Roop agreed. “Well spoken! At any rate, Yalnita, what else can we do? Go back to Grealding? Stay here? Keemon’s the one we want, now we know where to find him. I say we get started.”

But Yalnita had already picked up her things and turned to go. “Of course Roop, but it pays to know what we’re up against. These are Kasina Guard, not Tohubuho. Killing Keemon won’t be simple.”

***

Hatred for Keemon propelled the Pack up to Lake Mountain through the choking confines of the Falling Path. Once more they sat down to eat just below the rim of the ancient caldera. Turning to Caylen, Bowman saw the glassy lake's reflected surface in her eyes. The sky's clouds drifted in them, twice removed, and he glimpsed a moment where people were part of the sea that swirled through and replenished everything.

“Have you seen this place before, Caylen?”

“Of course,” she said, and turned back to the lake. “So have you.”

“How did you know that? I never told you.”

She laughed and began her answer in a mock portentous tone “I see ALL in the Lake! What an ass; do you think I've spoken to no one about your journey out here with Yalnita's Pack?”

“Oh!” said Bowman quietly.

He’d tried to get conversation out of her earlier too; it had also ended like this. Since they’d left Grealding, it seemed to Bowman that Caylen sought out his company and kept it in near silence when she found it. It was like having a dog follow quietly at his heel, that he only saw when he turned around. Not knowing her purpose irked him. He tried to irk her back with questions that he thought put her in her place.

“What do you want to be when you grow up?”

“What I am now.”

“Okay, what do you want to do then?”

“What I do now.”

“Where do you want to do that? Out here, miles from anywhere? Or back in Grealding? No, don’t answer, I think I’ve got you picked. You’re the Princess type. A career in Kasina Nabir, that’s for you!”

“I’m where I want to be, where I’m meant to be.”

“So, no more running away to live with Solitaires, then?”

She looked straight up at him for a moment and he fell through the dark centre of her eyes. “I only ever really ran away once. It was the worst thing I ever did.” Her face drifted back to the lake. “I’ve learnt to make a stand where my feet stop. That’s where I am.”

The girl’s eloquence stunned Bowman. He shut up and scratched at the grass between his feet. But Caylen hadn’t finished. She turned the tables on him.

“When you stop running, what catches up?” she asked.

***

The underground path that led down from Lake Mountain was a welcome relief after the hard slog of their ascent. When they came out on the little ledge above Red River the sun was setting and evening fog had swallowed the lower landscape.

They settled quickly and slept, eating only trek food for their evening meal. Yalnita decreed no fire be lit, fearing it might betray their position. Consequently, they shared their beds with many small, inquisitive animals which intermittently scampered over them. It made for a night of brittle sleep.

They rose early and went upstream, Rain Dog leading. The path barely afforded passage between Snake Rushes and foul-smelling bogs on their right, and the river to their left.

Bowman looked at the expanse of red water. It was inconceivable, launching an attack from shore. “Where are we going?” he asked Roop. He waved his hand at the river. “How will we ambush Keemon on this?”

“We have to get to The Surge,” Roop answered. Catching sight of Bowman’s face, he explained. “A waterfall. It’s where the major upper tributaries join together to become the start of Red River. Keemon and his Guards will be coming down one of those branches, from Animarl. When they get to The Surge they’ll have to portage around it. They'll be on land, in other words. And they'll stick close to the river. We should be able to locate them without too much trouble.”

“If we get there in time.”

“Yes, there is that, Outlander. There is that.”

***





Chapter 18





Rout

Yalnita had to shout above the water’s thunder. “How many?”

“Twenty, thirty, that I could see. Hard to tell.” Rain Dog looked at her and scowled. “You were right.”

He was drenched from his reconnoitre of The Surge. His clothes carried bits of its mud and fern fronds; the waterfall’s mist bejewelled his hair and ran down his face like sweat. Bowman noted a wet dog-fur stink about the man that had possibly earned him his name.

Roop leant in to be heard. “What does it matter? We’re only after Keemon. Kill him and Grealding is safe. It’s a matter of sneak up, place an arrow or two well, then melt back into the forest.”

“What if they ‘melt’ in after us?” Bowman asked.

“They’re not likely to give chase. For one thing, they won’t know how many of us there are. And they won’t know if our retreat is a feint. They’ll suspect they’re running into an ambush.”

“Who cares, anyway? These Kasina are our enemy!” Oyen reminded Bowman. “We fight them here, or at Grealding, or anywhere we find them.”

“Anyway, I think you’re right, Roop,” Regrais said. “I expect the Kasina to form up around Keemon if he’s hurt. Their orders will be to shield him at all costs.”

So the Pack made plans to hit the Kasina and Keemon. Bowman fell silent as their talk went back and forth. No matter how he tried to see it their way, something about this didn’t seem right. He arched a questioning eyebrow at Caylen. She shrugged and looked away. Rain Dog, however, flashed Bowman a conspiratorial look. I’ve seen this enemy, he seemed to be saying, and it won’t be that simple.

***

One, two, three, Bowman counted as the Kasina trotted past. A pause of seconds. Four, five. Then the cop came, out of breath, struggling to keep pace with his companions. More Guards followed one by one, carrying the small canoes, loping silently past. By the time the Pack set up an ambush, their target had gone. Yalnita crouched low and motioned the other Rory in a circle.

Roop swore as the river track swallowed the last of the Guards. “Smart. Damned smart! It’s as if they know we’re here.”

“I can’t see how,” said Yalnita. “No one else but us knows what Rain Dog heard in Animarl.”

“I doubt they’re wise to our presence,” said Regrais. “This is just standard for Kasina. They move fast between camps. They’ll keep this up until they get out on the water again.”

“Or Keemon expires. He’s not in shape for this work,” Rain Dog noted.

“Yes,” said Roop. “That may be our chance, when they rest.”

Oyen thumped a fist on the ground. “No, strike now! They’ll post guard when they stop. They’ll be ready for us. I can hit a moving target just as easy as a standing.”

Bowman looked at Oyen. Eagerness to close with the enemy seemed to be a trademark of the man. On this occasion, however, Bowman felt a certain logic informed Oyen’s enthusiasm. It would be pointless trying to arrange a standing fight with such a numerically superior enemy. Since the only target was Keemon, guerilla tactics were all that was required.

Yalnita seemed to agree. “Good point, Oyen. We don’t know when they’ll stop anyway, or even if they will, before they take to the river again.” She scratched her arm absentmindedly and gazed at the ground. The Pack edged up on their toes. Time stretched as the distance between them and their prey grew. Finally, the Pack leader’s head snapped up.

“Alright, we’ll cut across the rise here,” she said, nodding to the little hill they’d come over to intercept the Kasina, “and we’ll hit them the next time they show.”

“What if that happens to be the tail of the escort?” Bowman said.

Rain Dog was even less impressed. “Or worse, its head!”

“We’ve got no choice. Let’s hope luck’s with us,” said Yalnita as she moved off.

***

Keemon looked back from the tip of the grassy peninsula that jutted from the edge of the forest two hundred exposed paces away. The escort captain had chosen well. Any attacker trying to cover that ground would be quickly cut down.

But Keemon didn’t want to wait for the Rory. It was enough to know they were out there; he could sense it. Just as he could sense Bowman’s presence.

He didn’t have to worry about losing Bowman, either. The Outlander and his Pack, bent on revenge, would follow Keemon all the way to Kasina Nabir. There, the cop knew it would be a simple matter to get the Queen’s okay for a trip back to Dyall's Ford. And drop a certain Captain of the Guard right in it, at the same time.

He turned to the man beside him.

“What are you waiting for, Denaren? We’re here. Let’s get in these damned canoes and go!”

“Take it easy, Keemon. I want to know if we’ve been followed.”

“I already told you that! For chrissakes, you don’t get it, do you? I’m what the Rory want, just as we want Bowman. What are you trying to do, use me as bait?”

Denaren smiled. “Perhaps. From a vantage like this, I could hold off a hundred Rory. But I doubt we’re up against such a force. At any rate, if they are out there, now, we put ourselves in danger by setting off.”

“How? How, damn it? Don’t play games, Denaren!”

“Soldiering is no game to me, my friend!” Denaren looked over to the two-man canoes, waiting on the shore for their human cargo. “The moment we turned our backs and pushed off, they’d be on us. We can’t paddle and shoot at the same time; we’d be easy targets, even if we made extreme range by the time they got to the beach.”

Keemon snorted. “I wondered why you insisted on tagging along! At first, I thought you wanted to make sure I didn’t spoil your good name with Kasina Nabir. Now I know better. You want me out of the way, don’t you, you bastard! And if the Rory make that happen, then it’s not little old loyal Denaren’s fault, is it?”

Denaren made to reply, but never got the words out. As he opened his mouth, the scouting party of three he’d sent to guard their rear ran into the Rory. Their cries of alarm snapped all Kasina heads around from the confrontation between Keemon and Denaren.

Back where the path entered the promontory, two of their comrades already lay dead. The third ran towards them, zig-zagging to avoid a hail of Rory arrows. Several had already found their mark and jerked about in his back and legs as he leapt. Halfway to the camp’s safety, he fell. Seconds later, the Pack pulled up before his writhing body.

Denaren pushed the cop aside to get a clearer view. He whirled to his Guards and shouted, “Form up!” The Kasina swung their shields around and made a semi-circle in front of Keemon and Denaren.

Denaren turned to the cop and allowed himself a fleeting smile. “Oh, and as for you!” In the instant Keemon looked his way, Denaren’s fist smashed into the man’s jaw. The cop fell heavily on the wet sand. At a sign from their Captain, the Guards drew a cordon around the prone figure.

Denaren ambled forward and surveyed the Rory. One of them bent and administered coup-de-grace to the fallen Kasina. Denaren noted the animal-like down covering her face and arms and nodded. You, eh? Not an easy one to kill, by all accounts. The others were unknown to him, though he guessed the pale one must be the object of Keemon’s desire.

He lifted his chin towards the hairy one and spoke.

“Give up the Outlander, and your Pack live, at least until they’re tried in Kasina Nabir.”

“A generous offer, Captain! Allow me to counter it. Hand over the wretch in your protection, and you yourselves will live.”

Denaren smiled; this was as he’d expected. No Rory warrior worthy of the name would contemplate surrender, under any circumstance. Certainly not these circumstances: though outnumbered, they’d tasted first blood, and wanted more. He turned to the Guards.

There were thirty altogether, less the three now dead. He’d hand-picked them for this journey. Superb soldiers, whom he could trust to do his bidding, not Keemon’s. He glanced down at the prone figure of the cop. That one must not prevail, he thought.

He pointed to one side of the peninsula. A detail fell out from the cordon around Keemon and trotted off. Denaren repeated the gesture in the opposite direction and more Kasina quickly covered the other flank of the Rory.

It was Bowman who broke first. He glared at the first six Guards as they came alongside and drew his bow in unison with the rest of the Pack. But when the other Kasina detail outflanked them, he lowered his weapon and swore.

The Kasina carried metal shields and were already levelling crossbows. The Rory were exposed and outnumbered. Even if they outlasted the first volleys from the Guards on either side, another detail was now marching on them, directly in front. They had to get back to cover fast.

“Yalnita, this won’t work!”

Yalnita abruptly nodded assent. “Let’s go!” she said and began fast-stepping backwards, shooting as she went. The Rory fell in with her, hurriedly releasing shots at the serried enemy that followed. The Kasina returned fire, and crossbow bolts flashed across the grassy battlefield.

Rain Dog fell first, his right thigh skewered by one of the short bolts. It threw him off balance and his own shot went skyward. In a moment he was separated from the preoccupied Pack. By the time he got up on one knee and scrabbled for another shaft, two Kasina were on him. One pointed his weapon at Rain Dog’s chest. The other held a sword at his face. The Rory slumped, and let his bow fall.

Bowman swore again and loosed another shaft at the closest of Rain Dog’s captors. Fired in panicked haste, it flew uselessly wide.

As he grasped his next arrow, Bowman’s eyes caught sight of Challa. Still somewhat lame from his encounter with Tohubuho, the Rory had lagged behind the retreating Pack. One shot took him in the throat. He jerked about for a few paces; it seemed to Bowman that the crossbow bolt had shattered the man’s spinal column. Then Challa stopped stock still, his weapon sliding from loose fingers. His glazed eyes sleepily closed as he tottered to his knees. The Kasina strode past, wasting neither bolt nor sword slash on the already dead man.

Bowman swung around. The Pack was in disarray. Roop and Regrais had taken upper body hits, though both kept returning fire. Yalnita had run out of arrows. Bowman kept shooting - and, at this distance, missing - as he edged up to her, nudging his side quiver against her hip. But she was too far gone with anger on seeing Challa and Rain Dog go down. She stood her ground and screamed, then shook her bow before her in a desperate gesture of defiance. It was a slim defence against the seeking bolts, several of which whooshed narrowly by.

Bowman stayed by Yalnita as the rest of the preoccupied Rory fell back. Soon, the two of them were stranded. Bowman glanced behind. The others were only paces from the sheltering forest now. So close. He needed to break Yalnita from her madness and get her moving. He slapped her arm and swore; she ignored him. He swore again and swung around to Caylen.

Though unaware of Bowman and Yalnita’s precarious situation, Caylen had kept her cool. She, too, had almost gained the forest’s safety. Her quiver was half emptied, but its shafts had doubtless added to the Rory tally: at least one more Kasina lay dead, and several others hunched behind their shields, wounded.

“Caylen!” When Bowman had her attention, he pointed at Yalnita. It only took an instant for the situation to register with Caylen. She ran back in front of the pair and fired into the advancing Kasina.

Another of the Guards fell with Caylen’s trademark fletching sprouting from his chest. It stopped the centre detail of Kasina; they sheathed their swords and crouched behind shields to wait out Caylen’s volleys. The left flanking Guards were doing likewise, but the remaining detail had already primed their crossbows and were coming at a trot.

Caylen’s intervention freed Bowman from his desperate defence. He wrestled Yalnita towards the trees, yelling out to Caylen to join them.

“Soon,” she said, but she’d already notched another arrow.

“Noo!” said Bowman. “For fuck’s sake, Caylen, enough!”

The girl’s defiance had also alerted Lowery. As she went to aim, Bowman saw the tall man’s frame block her view. The Rory extended one palm and thumped Caylen’s forehead, sending her reeling backwards. “Go!” he said and turned around to the advancing Kasina.

The six Guards to their right advanced as one. Shields covered them from throat to groin, and their crossbows rested on the upper edges of the shields. Fifty yards from the Rory warriors, they halted and knelt to get a steady aim.

Bowman ran to where Caylen stood, cursing Lowery, and grabbed a handful of her hair. “C’mon, damn you, you idiot!” he said, and ran towards the forest. He looked back to see Lowery’s bulk obscuring the Kasina.

In the precious seconds bought by Lowery’s stance, Roop and Regrais regained the forest, shepherded by Oyen. As the two wounded warriors slumped, Oyen turned and ran back midway between the trees’ edge and the remaining Rory, calling, “Lowery…Lowery, come on!” as Bowman dragged a cursing Caylen towards him.

Just as the Kasina detail leader yelled ‘fire!’, Bowman pushed Caylen past the first of the trees. He spun around in time to see the crossbow bolts home on their nearest target.

Lowery had flung his weapon, raised his body straight, spread-eagled his limbs, and inflated his massive chest with defiant breath. As the Guards fired he tightened and screamed, and Bowman prayed the mesh of galvanized tissue might somehow restrain the bolts. But they slammed through like the will of an enraged God.

One of the flesh-grimed bolts fish-tailed past Bowman; a string of red droplets splattering his cheek. He saw points of dark growing in Lowery’s back as the Rory calmly bent to retrieve his bow. Why do that? Bowman wondered, and in almost the same instant, he knew. Lowery did not intend to shoot; he meant to enter death as a warrior should, carrying the signature of his Path. The Rory tottered to his knees, then gently lay face down in the grass.

It seemed to Bowman that the air liquefied as he turned back to the sheltering trees. He tried to outswim the dreamlike horror swamping him, and his progress matched the dream.

Just as Yalnita made the trees the bolts that killed Lowery hissed past, and she knew what they were; they’d all heard Lowery’s death shout. She fell forward into the damp leaves, screaming, and tore at her face.

Roop and Regrais writhed with their own pain. Both were bleeding badly now. Oyen was doing his best to staunch the loss with moss he tore from nearby trees.

Bowman stood in the middle of them, looking from one disaster to another. He was counting the arrows each had left, clinging to the activity’s numerical sterility as panic stormed in the rest of his head. Caylen swore, closed her eyes and leant against him for a moment. Then she grabbed his arm.

“Come on!”

“What?”

“How long do you think we’ve got before they come in here? Come on!”

She swooped on Oyen’s discarded quiver, splitting the contents between Bowman and herself. Then she headed to the edge of the trees.

Bowman came to his senses when he realized what she was doing. Remembering Roop and Regrais’ almost full quivers, he yelled for her to wait, and ran back.

Oyen was tying a poor bandage of his own torn shirt around Roop’s stomach. Bowman bent over them and grasped Roop’s arrows by the fletching. He drew them out with carefully, taking pains to avoid damage to the delicate stone broadheads. He stood over the wounded men a moment, wondering what to say. What do you say to the dying, when you, yourself, are likely about to die?

Caylen’s urging broke his reverie. “Hurry!”

“Coming,” he answered. He went to fetch out Regrais’ arrow store, but Yalnita’s voice stopped him.

“Leave some here!” She was on her feet, walking towards him. Her face was a pulp of bruising; long weals welled red where she’d torn the hair and skin away. Her eyes had shrunk to pinpoints of hard light in puffy flesh; it was like looking into a dark well and seeing a faint glimmer, something lying silently, perhaps water, perhaps monster.

Bowman ran to join Caylen.

***

Denaren counted the cost. Five already dead, counting the three ambushed. Another would likely join them soon. And there were the six less seriously wounded, two of whom could be patched up and sent back to fight again.

That made twenty able-bodied men. Easily enough to get Keemon to Kasina Nabir, delayed as they might be by the wounded.

He turned to his Lieutenant. “Luclos, get us ready to leave, will you?”

Luclos snapped a salute. “Sir!” He nodded at the critically wounded Guard. “Er, and…”

Denaren smiled. “That’s what I meant, Lieutenant. Take a detail and cut raft wood for the wounded. We’re not leaving anyone behind. And you’d better send a scout first, there may be another Pack out there.”

Luclos saluted again and turned quickly to hide his smiling face. Denaren almost smiled himself. He understood. In war, there were only two kinds of soldier, those who gave orders and those who took them. To those who toiled under the latter fate, it was a singular blessing to be led by someone unlikely to waste lives. Luclos probably wouldn’t guess that Denaren’s concern was more motivated by the need for frugality than by compassion. And really, it probably didn’t matter to the Guard. The result was the same: you had more chance of going home with such a commander. Even so, Denaren sighed to himself, if you’d been with me when these Rory ambushed us outside Burnt Pines, Luclos, you mightn’t hold me in such high regard.

On his way to select a detail, Luclos passed Keemon. The Outlander was rubbing his jaw. He brushed past the Lieutenant in a belligerent hunch and made a beeline for Denaren.

“What’s the fucking great idea, Denaren?”

“Ah, Keemon, so good to see you up and about again. I trust you rested well.”

The cop jabbed a finger at Denaren’s face. “If you ever try a stunt like that again, you’re a dead man. Got it?”

Denaren smiled, the frosty, patronizing smile he reserved for those he considered infidels. It enraged Keemon, and the finger wiggled as his arm began to shake. Denaren recognized the danger and swept the little victory from his face.

“You, my friend, were committing two fundamental errors: allowing emotion to overrule reason, and attempting to usurp authority. You had to be restrained.”

“Oh really? And the king hit?”

Denaren looked quizzical a moment until the strange term registered.

“Ah! Yes, what of it?”

“You gutless bastard, any time you want a real fight, man to man,….”

“I’ll seek out a real man and let you know how it goes. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.”

Keemon watched Denaren stride off. He made to follow him, but a protective ring of Guards moved in to cover the Captain’s receding back.

The cop’s mouth moved in silent curses. Veins bulged on the back of his clenched hands, his eyes rolled back and he started shaking again. For a moment, he appeared to the Guards to be near a fit. They bristled at the transformation in him. But then a cold light came into Keemon’s eyes, and he stilled. He shook his hands loose of the rage, forced his eyes wide open, whooshed the held breath from his lungs, and cricked his neck side to side. Then he stooped and tore some of the fresh bandaging from one of the wounded. Before the guards could react to the outrage, he ripped a branch from the nearest tree and walked in the direction of the Rory.

***





Chapter 19





A Deal Made

As Keemon approached the Rory, Luclos appeared at Denaren’s shoulder and coughed.

“Sir!”

Denaren’s head snapped up from conversation with the dying man.

“Yes?”

Luclos said nothing, but pointed to the departing figure of Keemon and the improvised flag flapping from the stick the cop held aloft.

Denaren stumbled to his feet and swore. The man he’d been charged with protecting was offering himself to the enemy. If he ran after Keemon, or sent Guards, it would be likely to precipitate another attack. Not that the Rory could afford further fighting, but then who could predict what a smarting Pack would do?

Still, he had to admire the man’s courage, if not his sense. Denaren wondered if he himself would go seeking negotiations with maddened Rory like that. He looked back at Luclos and shrugged.

“Let’s see if the man lives to tell us why he did this, shall we?”

***

“What do you want, Keemon?” Bowman registered surprise at his own voice. Fatigue made him sound calm.

“Is that any way to talk to a friend? I’ve just come to parley, is all. I hear your lot took the worst of it, just now. I have a proposition.”

Keemon’s freshness and tone rankled Bowman. “You have a damn gall, you bastard! That’s what you have. Say it, then go. The next time I see you, you’re a dead man.”

The cop laughed. “Oh, no, really? I don’t think so, Convict.” He glanced behind Bowman and chuckled. Bowman followed the cop’s gaze. Fifty paces away, Caylen stood just out from the forest, her bow half drawn and pointing at Keemon. Bowman groaned inwardly. The cop had good reason to laugh; all the cards were in his hand, now. The Rory were in no shape to attack. Their fire had been mostly drawn, and what little ammunition those fit to fight had left, was needed for defence.

Keemon looked back to Bowman. His eyes narrowed and he stopped smiling. “You’re in no position to threaten. That’s why I knew this would bring you.” He nodded at the white rag fluttering from the branch held in his right hand. Keemon’s grin came on again. “I’ve got you where I want you now, Convict!”

Bowman sighed. “So, what’s your deal?” The question was superfluous. He knew what Keemon wanted. Either could have supplied the words to what the cop said next.

“We head back to Dyall's Ford,” said Keemon. He crossed his arms, clasped them palm against his chest and smiled skyward in a beatific parody. “Just you and me.”

It seemed to Bowman that his own voice belonged to someone else. He needed sleep. “What for?”

Keemon spat on the ground. “You know what for!” He took a step closer. “You’re a weakling, Bowman. Don’t expect me to reason with you. I tell you what to do, and you fall in line. That’s how it goes. Hippy-trippy dickwits like you don’t get to choose. You just obey.”

Bowman smiled drunkenly; it seemed humour at the cop’s arrogance was all he had left to fight with.

Keemon snarled and leant forward. “Listen to me Bowman, listen like you never have: I can’t hold these Guards back for long. They gave me one chance to talk you around. Take it or die!”

“I can’t give you what you’re asking for. I can’t go back whenever I want; it just happens.” Bowman realized this was somewhat untrue. The ball of light was always close, it seemed he could almost summon it at will. Sometimes it even showed up unbidden, and it almost always did so just prior to sleep. After that, the process was nearly automatic; he could only deny it with a supreme effort.

Keemon shrugged. “In that case, you all die! That’s bad luck for me, and a downright shame for you. If I was in your boots, I think I’d have a shot at it.”

“What about the Pack?” Bowman asked.

“I don’t give a flying shit about the Pack! With one exception. The girl goes as hostage to Kasina Nabir. She can keep that one company.” He looked behind and pointed to the trussed figure of Rain Dog.

“Why her?”

Keemon’s characteristic leer returned. “She’s young; she’s pretty; she’s an Outlander. Three reasons for someone like you to feel protective.”

Bowman looked beyond Keemon’s shoulder. The cop was right. The Kasina were edging forward. If there was a deal to be made here, it had to be done fast. He nodded. “Okay.” He gestured to the Guards and said, “Keep them at bay. I’ll put it to the Pack.” Then he turned towards the forest.

***

Roop was dead. They’d covered his body with forest litter. As Bowman came up, Caylen turned from the burial. She brushed past Bowman, avoiding his gaze and dropping some seeds into a small pouch as she walked. Oyen looked helplessly after her. She stopped just before the forest line and glared out over the battlefield.

Bowman elbowed emotion aside - for later, he told himself – and got straight down to outlining Keemon’s proposition. He talked to Yalnita and Oyen’s averted faces, hoping the practical Rory understood.

“I’ll not leave Caylen, or you, for that matter!” Oyen said, “and I’ll not surrender, there must be another way…”

Caylen sighed and turned back to face her brother. “There isn’t, Oyen, and you know it. We all know it.”

She went up to Bowman, her arms crossed, and looked at him through wet eyes. “Come back for me, John. Soon. Promise!”

Bowman replied with the only practical weapon he had left: intent.

“Yes. I do promise, Caylen. I will!” He turned to the others. “I think I can persuade Keemon to take me back to Animarl. I’ll tell him I can only get him back to our old world from there, that it’s the only place I can make the process work. The journey there will give me time to think of something, maybe even kill him and get away, who knows. At any rate, I know Animarl better than he does. It puts the odds more in my favour to have him on my turf.”

Oyen kicked the leaves at his feet. “Well, I’m still not leaving. I’ll stay and take my chances with you and Caylen!” After a moment he added, “if that’s alright, Yalnita?”

The Huntress’s gaze never shifted from the bloody head she cradled in her arms. Regrais was by now barely conscious. She nodded vacantly.

“Thank you, Oyen,” Bowman said. He looked at Regrais. “Yalnita, I don’t know what to do….”

Her smile seemed crazy in the circumstances. “We’ll be alright, John Bowman. Just do as Caylen says. Come back quickly. And kill Keemon the first chance you get!” Without another word she stood up carrying Regrais, straightened, looked at each of them in turn, then strode behind a tree with her burden and vanished.

***

Denaren raised a hand in front of Keemon and called the accompanying Guard detail to a halt. They stood just beyond effective shooting distance of the Rory bows and called the Pack out.

As they came forward, Denaren surveyed them, counting. Three? He frowned. Where are the rest?

“Is this all of you? Where’s the hairy-faced one, and the others?”

“Dead. Or gone,” Bowman answered.

Denaren’s frown furrowed deeper; he’d wanted to secure the entire Pack.

“I am Captain Denaren, of the 22nd Royal Kasina Guard. Who am I speaking to?”

“I’m John Bowman.”

“Ah, yes, I thought so. The much-sought Outlander. May you prove to be worth the trouble. Now, as to the others, what do you mean, they’re gone?”

“It was part of the deal. They’re free. Leave them alone, or that deal’s off.”

“You’re in no position…”

“Cool it, Denaren!” Keemon spat. “We’ve got what we came after. Let’s not waste any more time.” The cop turned to Bowman. “How do you do this ‘magic’ of yours?”

“I have to be in Animarl. It’s the only place it seems to work.”

Keemon scowled. “Bullshit, you’re stalling! Don’t try to buy time with a trip to Animarl, Bowman. I’m not gunna let you give me the slip, now.”

“Look, think about it, Keemon. It makes sense: that’s where I came in.”

Denaren considered the man’s statement. “Maybe he’s right, Keemon. That’s the place you first showed up, too, isn’t it? It seems like anywhere else you Outlanders appear you only make it as a Malform.”

Keemon’s mouth twisted about as he thought. He nodded. “You could be right. Yeah, you could be. I’m not taking risks.”

What on earth possessed me to say that? Denaren wondered. He’d really wanted to be rid of Keemon; now it seemed, he’d be escorting him back to Animarl.

Still, as Keemon said, they’d got what they came for. The Outlander who somehow knew the way between the worlds. Now that could prove useful.

And Denaren knew that he himself would have to be as close to the action as possible, to have any control over Keemon. Perhaps it was fate. Anyway, Animarl was his post for the foreseeable future, until the Rory could finally be brought to heel. Better to have the two Outlanders there, doing whatever they were going to do than possibly undermining him in Kasina Nabir.

And as for this other vanquished Rory, the big one with the red-splotched face, he would accompany them to Animarl. That would split the hostages, ensuring their hold on Bowman in the event the woman was somehow freed en route to the Palace. Besides, something about the man’s brooding eyes told Denaren that he was too dangerous to be let out of sight.

He looked at Luclos. “It seems fortune smiles on you, Lieutenant. You’ll be escorting this one,” he nodded in Caylen’s direction, “and the one we captured earlier, to Kasina Nabir.” Then he frowned towards Animarl. “And I’ll be going back to that cursed cave mountain.”

***





Chapter 20





Two Dreams

Despite Bowman and Oyen’s eager plotting, no opportunity to slip away from their Kasina escort occurred during the trip to Animarl. As soon as they arrived in the valley of the cave mountain, Keemon insisted Bowman ‘do his thing’. After all his stalling efforts failed, Bowman had no choice but to oblige.

“Alright, come on then. Just you and me,” he said and took the cop to a grassy copse in the valley. After a cursory inspection, he grunted and looked at Keemon.

“This’ll do, I guess.”

Keemon’s eyes lit up. “Okay, okay, let’s go, Convict!”

“Just shut up and let me get on with it!” Bowman replied.

He was worried. He’d world travelled enough times now to know the drill regarding the actual journey. He simply had no control over that. It was the invocation of the magic that sent him between the worlds that was the problem. Although he knew he only needed a little silence in which to sink into the kind of mental stillness that summoned the ball of light, he’d never actually had to purposely perform the act. It had just happened, as for example when he would begin the final slide into sleep’s paralysis.

He wasn’t even sure if Keemon would be swept along with him in the event the process proved successful. How was he going to make that work?

He lay down, spreadeagled on his back in the long grass, and closed his eyes. Slowly he quietened his breathing. In the background, he could hear Keemon pacing. “Sit down and be quiet!” he commanded. Keemon sat.

“You’ll have to hang on to some part of my clothing” he ventured to the cop. It was a guess; Bowman still couldn’t see how it would work, but that felt right.

Keemon shrugged, slid over and grabbed an arm of the Rory tunic Bowman wore.

One by one Bowman mentally turned off the various parts of his body. Hands, legs, arms, torso, neck and lastly head gradually became numb. He slowed his breathing further to where it only just kept him conscious, and he became a pinpoint of disembodied mind adrift in a black universe. As he floated off in that void, the familiar ball of light grew in his inner vision, and he let it grow until it consumed him. A short period of roaring sound followed, then his bodily awareness returned momentarily as he rocked with intense vibrations. As the vibrations passed he felt the final jerk of his spirit body quitting its earthly double, and he was away, free, drifting through a brilliantly lit, timeless dimension in which every entity formed from his thoughts. Is that a tree/cloud/mountain? he’d think and tree/cloud/mountain would appear as he thought it. All the worlds of possibility were now at his disposal. Thinking of Dyall’s Ford, he mentally intoned the word ‘Home’ and the light-speed of his transportation blurred every sense of sight and sound.

***

On arrival in their old world, Keemon hand-cuffed Bowman to a tree. “So you don’t get lost,” the cop laughed and made for town. Bowman’s “Where are you going?” went unanswered. He looked about him.

It was obvious by the landmarks that they’d come down in the same field he’d arrived in last time. But something was different, something wrong. The grass was higher than regularly cropped farm pasture ever got, and it choked with thistle and other banes of the man on the land. This had once been prime agricultural property, he warned Keemon. But the cop just shrugged it off.

“I know where I’m going, Convict. Don’t worry your little rat brain about that.” He shoved Bowman and left. It was somewhere around midday; the sun was high.

Bowman baked in the warm day, and thought about Oyen, left behind as hostage in Animarl. Even that resourceful Rory would have trouble escaping from Kasina guards. Still, it didn’t bear worrying about, given the way things would almost certainly change in Bowman’s absence. How many damned years will pass while I’m away this time? he wondered.

By the time Keemon returned, all the day’s remnant light filtered through trees on the Western horizon. Bowman croaked for water.

“You bastard, I’m sunburnt!”

Keemon gave him a drink. “You’ll live. In the meantime, I’ve managed to make a few connections.” His triumphant leer returned.

“Great!” said Bowman. The glorious water resurrected his throat. “You’ve made some new mates. Who are they, Ghengis Khan? Attila the Hun?”

Keemon took the opportunity to punch Bowman hard, just once, in the stomach, while he was still restrained by the cuffs. Then he shoved up face to face with the wheezing man. “Cut the shit, Bowman! It’s gunna take all my concentration from now on. I’m fucked if I’ll let your whining stuff me around!” He untied him.

They left hurriedly in the failing light, running parallel to the road that led from town. Charred patches along the bitumen spoke of battle; burnt out trucks nosed into the verge on either side.

They travelled in silence. Soon Keemon cut through a field of towering gorse and blackberry, following rough tunnels in the wild growth. Inside an hour they walked into a clearing before a forested hill. At the bottom of the hill a creeklet ran, and just above it on the far bank two men stood either side of a cave entrance. They were heavily armed, and challenged the newcomers on sight.

Keemon put his hands palm up at them. “I’m here to see Boyle.”

One of the men took a step forward, scowled and demanded, “Let’s know who you are you, first!”

Keemon ground his teeth a moment, then took a breath and let it all go again, just as he’d done with Denaren. “Just say the man he made a deal with this afternoon is here,” he looked at Bowman, “with his part of the bargain.”

***

Bowman sat back from the morning meal and looked around. Another day, another cave, he thought. Hell, if this is Tuesday, I must be in Animarl! Laughter hollow as the space he sat in, left him.

“Our guest is easily amused,” a tall man standing next to Keemon said. Keemon glared at Bowman. The tall man walked over to the fire in the centre of the cavern. The people crouched around it with their hands held to the flame made room for him. Bowman's laughter subsided as he took in his new hosts. In the few short hours he’d been in their company, he’d managed to glean enough details of their miserable existence for shame to silence him now.

A dozen families lived in this cave. Most had no shoes, and all wrapped around them scraps scavenged from a life that had ceased to mean much: tattered business clothes or jeans, army great coats with here and there a neat, round hole.

Here, in what had been an outlying rural district of Dyall's Ford, the day was full of dangerous scrutiny from battered aircraft and anarchic foot patrols. At night, the forest peace was torn by howls of once-domestic dogs, the meanest surviving discards of a decaying civilization. This time, Bowman noted, the world he’d once known had really gone to Hell.

He couldn’t hold the gaze of the gaunt-faced children. Their eyes had tracked his spoon from mouth to plate, mouth to plate. He wasn’t all that hungry, really. Well, not that hungry. He held the plate out to them. They scuttled into dark corners. The plate had been piled high, and Bowman wondered what the reason for such a sacrifice could be. That tall one, Boyle; Keemon had been in his ear. Something had transpired, a deal had been struck, out of Bowman’s hearing.

“You alright Bowman, not losing it are you?” The cop had appeared at Bowman's side.

“Yeah, Yeah, I'm fine, Keemon.”

“Just try to keep the laughter down. You won't win any friends here, coming over crazy like that. These people risked a lot to get what we came here for. Let's try and be good guests, while we need them.”

“And you Keemon, what did you risk?”

A short laugh. “You know better than to ask. I risk nothing, Bowman, nothing! Not here, at least. Back in Kasina Nabir though, that's a different story. What I can accomplish there, now that’s worth a little gamble. With the sort of ordnance Boyle's men have, we'll make quite an entrance in the Palace!”

“Does the word megalomaniac mean anything to you, Keemon?”

“Yeah, it means your smart mouth needs slapping!”

Bowman started to get up. “Don’t push your luck. I’m not tied to a tree now!”

Keemon pushed him back down. “Alright, take it easy! Look, Bowman, we’re in a stressful situation here. Let’s not blow it. When we take this lot back,” he gestured to a cache of guns and ammunition off to one side of the cavern, “we'll own a whole world, dammit!”

“You’ll need more than a few guns. And trained men to pull their triggers!”

“Ah, see, now you’re thinking! You’re right, of course. We have to find men we can trust, smart men, and train them. And we’ll need to make more than one trip.”

Bowman groaned. “You’re mad! And I’m not coming back here again. The deal was one trip, Keemon. Use it wisely.”

Something secretive ran across the cop’s face. It could have been the ghost of a smile, but Bowman couldn’t pick it, so fast was the emotion that flushed it out of hiding brought back into check.

Then Keemon let his public smile, the one that set people at ease, show. “Sure I will, don’t worry about it. Just leave that part to me. You only have to get us back. We both have our own job to do, Convict. So what do you say we cut the crap and get ready for return to the Land of Plenty?”

Bowman shook his head and went back to eating. Keemon chuckled and left him to get back to the fire's warmth. He passed Boyle on the way. The outlaw leader made a beeline for Bowman and settled down beside him.

“So you’re the Pathfinder, huh?”

“What do you mean?”

“Keemon says you know the way to Animarl.”

Bowman started. “Animarl! What the Hell do you know about Animarl?”

Boyle shrugged. “Nothing really, only what Keemon says: land of milk and honey stuff.” He fidgeted a moment, then pointed at Bowman’s Rory garb. “Well, you’re better dressed than we are, even if it is strange. And you both look to be in good health.” Boyle's gaze wandered across the group around the fire. “We could do with a touch of that here.”

Bowman was incredulous. “And you believe what Keemon says?”

“Sure. Apparently, he's a cop from the old days, before things really went to shit. Things were better then, things were in order, back then.”

You can believe that, Boyle, but if you believe Keemon, you're in trouble, thought Bowman.

“Yeah, Keemon says you have to go through a series of long, narrow passes to get to this Animarl. And it’s heavily guarded, that’s why we needed more of these.” Boyle patted the machine gun by his side. “Well, we’ve got ‘em now. Cost us, big time.” Boyle's face blanked as he reflected on something, then he flinched back to the present. “Anyhow, you know this Keemon better than me, what's the story? Is it true about Animarl? Can you trust him? He says you're the only one can guide us there. And that you won’t go back unless you’re well protected. Nothing personal, but if you can take us out of this crap hole, that’s what you’ll do, even if it takes a gun at your head to make you.”

Bowman looked away. Yes, the cop had done a number on this one. Boyle was a desperate man who’d been shown the beacon of Hope. Bowman shrugged. “Whatever.”

“Sorry, Bowman, that’s just how it is! So…what d’ya think, this trip to Animarl, is it worth it?”

“I'm not quite sure what Keemon’s told you, Boyle. But my advice is: don't trust him. We're not friends - by any stretch - but you're right, I know him well enough. He'll screw you to the wall, first chance he gets.”

If the conversation could have gone anywhere from there it didn’t. Keemon sauntered over, leant close to Boyle’s ear and spoke. Bowman caught something about tomorrow's arrangements. The cop and Boyle left together, heading for the mouth of the cave.

The campfire burnt down. One by one, Boyle’s people settled for the night. Bowman meant to wait for Keemon to return, but the ball of light appeared as he became drowsy, and, not wanting to fight against it, he hurried past it into sleep.

***

During the night Bowman had two dreams.

In the first, he ran through a city of diseased people, chasing Keemon. Walls were falling in the street but every human went about their business in a dream world of their own, oblivious to falling masonry even as it crushed them. In a wide square, Keemon pulled up in a cloud of scattering pigeons. He turned to Bowman and said, “You fall through the net, Bowman; when you stop falling, I’m what caught you. Look at these morons, heads down running full tilt through their lives, and they haven’t got the guts to stop, or that old falling feeling catches up. Then the only thing they’ll know is what they’ll hear, the tearing sound a world makes when your mind comes apart. They could all die and make no difference to you and me; it takes one Outlander to know another, and to see from the outside what goes on here.” Bowman looked around and the scene metamorphosed into normalcy. A shabby old man stooped for cigarette butts. A boy argued with his girl. A mobile-phoning suit gesticulated with his free hand. An elegant woman adjusted her shoulder bag and went on coolly waiting. Adolescents rollered past or lounged, smoking. The footpaths around the square milled with a lunchtime crowd. What could the cop see that he couldn’t? It was all so ordinary! Then Keemon's leering face came back, saying, “This is all there is, Bowman, stop looking below the surface, you win no points for it. It doesn’t matter what you do; the end’s the same. When you know there’s nothing at the end except the end, you're above all law. After that, there’s nothing to stop you travelling the way you want!”

In the second dream, a voice called him to a little cave above a rill that rushed with spring snowmelt. The entrance draped itself with concealment: vines hung down, and before the vines, water fell in a diaphanous sheet, so thin that near the bottom it broke in a fluttery line like breeze-lifted curtains.

She beckoned, and when he came closer, it was the woman married one life and a world ago, holding out her hand and drawing him in. She spoke to him through what he saw, and first she showed a grave in Dyall's Ford cemetery. It was an old grave, whose stone slab had fallen in on its rotten hold. Tender shoots of what decay enables cracked through. On the headstone faint words said that here had been interred the loving wife of John, that she'd not died but gone on living in another world, one sweeter than this, where love so blinding whitened every wound away. Bowman stared at it and stared, knowing here was some part of the secret, but only managed to divine the words, 'Passed From This World', and emotion washed the rest away in tears. Then something pungent cleared his vision. She was holding fresh earth up to his face, crushing it. It ate flesh away as it broke and rolled across her palm, the finger bones powdered, the contagion raced through her and she drained like sand through the hole her hand had become. The clearing vapour of her form revealed a burial. They were saying things about a man, how the land would lock his body in Her grasp forever, how there was no way of knowing who'd unwrap the shroud his soul shipped in. Then they filed past Bowman's face; it was Yalnita and her Pack, all of them, even the dead were living now in his dream world. When they’d gone he saw a stickbow, unstrung and laid the length of the freshly mounded earth. He heard a distant roar grow towards him, and he toppled backwards, blindly screaming in the thrall of nightmare’s terror. As he fell, someone gripped his wrist and, placing in his hand a rough-hewn stave, whispered to him, 'Finish It.'

He woke in sweat, screaming his way out of the dream's grip, then screaming at the gun shoved in his face by Keemon. “Shut up, you flake, and look around. It's just a dream. Here, eat this, and be quick; we're leaving.”

Bowman looked at the plate of food, and at the faces of the men circled round him. It was Boyle's band, dressed to march, laden with guns and ammunition. One look was enough to tell what they thought. He bowed his head and ate.

***

Later, his head still fogged from broken sleep, and with the tip of Keemon's gun to nudge his indecision, he led them out to the field that he and the cop had arrived in from Animarl. As they stumbled along in the pre-dawn Bowman observed the expectant faces of Boyle and the eight men he’d chosen to come with them.

Boyle’s motivation was understandable: he thought Paradise was around the corner. The other outcasts from Dyall's Ford shared in that dream, no doubt. And Bowman only had himself to blame for this trek, since Keemon had believed Bowman’s story about the trip between worlds necessitating a location with the right ‘vibes’. At least, Bowman mused, it seemed the cop had believed him. But just as likely, Keemon might be thinking to get the cache of guns away from the bulk of the hideout’s defenders, then make some kind of getaway while Boyle and his men slept or were otherwise distracted. That would be Keemon’s mind at work, thought Bowman.

They entered the field of hip-high grass and followed the trampled trail blazed by the two Outlanders the day before. Keemon drew Bowman aside as they reached the spot where they'd come through from the other world. Boyle's men filed to a halt.

Keemon hissed in Bowman's ear. “Now this is gonna require deft handling. So I'm warning you: not a word, don't even flinch or it'll be the last bad move you ever make.”

Boyle's nose twitched as he sensed the trap. “What's the holdup, Keemon? Stopping in the open like this is asking for trouble.” Boyle’s men, bent over and panting under their heavy packs, looked from their leader to the cop and back.

Keemon smiled. “No need to worry, I know where I'm going,” he said, and he summed the line of men in one quick scan. Each one had their weapons stowed so they could concentrate on steadying their loads. Each one except Boyle, now nervously fingering his carbine. And that is where Keemon started, taking them in one long, steady burst, their leader being first to be blasted off his feet.

Bowman stood, looking, blinking, looking, but the picture didn’t change. Something got him breathing again.

Then the butt of Keemon’s gun crashed against Bowman's head. Bowman sank to his knees and a hand closed over his face. In the hand was a cloth, soaked in something more powerful than death, stronger than revulsion, more urgent than panic. Where in hell did he get chloroform? Bowman wondered as blackness swept him.

***

When Bowman woke, nine shallow grave mounds proclaimed the fate of Boyle and his men, and Keemon was nowhere around.

Bowman got to his feet and stood swaying till his head cleared. He tried to make sense of the cop knocking him out, but couldn’t. He tried to fathom a reason for the cop taking the trouble to bury Boyle's group, There had to be a reason; Keemon always stayed one step ahead of the game. And he couldn’t have gone far, needing to be close by when the Gate between the worlds opened. Bowman didn’t know how long that door remained ajar, and right now, lacking the opportunity to kill Keemon, leaving the cop behind seemed the best idea. Bowman wasted no time doing what he had to.

But he was still numbed by the drug, and made a hurried exit that resulted in a botched return to Animarl. He ended up wedged in a fissure of rock that opened on the Feasting Hall. The room was tantalizingly close, his fingertips reached into its free air. But the wall held the rest of him.

He tried to hump his spine up but it only moved the thickness of his shirt. He twisted sideways and rubble fell into the space his stomach vacated. He kicked free of the rocks that lay about his legs and a little landslide pinned him up to the waist. Every way he turned the mountain moved in front; every movement caused his envelope of air to further shrink. Rock crushed his ribs; when he coughed, the action emptied space quickly claimed by the constricting mountain.

Rage and panic took him; he thrashed and yelled against the incrementing crush until dust and exhaustion stilled him. He listened for sounds beyond those his body made. There were none; his heartbeat filled everything. It slowly quietened as his mind began to flood with the chemicals that sluice away terror, and usher in acceptance.

Bowman disembodied, rolling on his back to face the crust of lightless mass above. He could sense its layered bones, its chaos of broken rock and further up, its stone buildings, and every creature on it, those with heads lifted to danger, those sunk in lush grass, the rivers draining to sea, and all the ignorant trees growing from its skin: all were crushing down on him; the whole thoughtless mass of the mountain sank on him and did not even want him dead.

Here is the centre, Bowman thought, here is where weight of numbers overwhelms the mind. The countless worlds shrank on this ultimate aloneness, and he knew why men went on their knees to God: they also fell to the centre of an imploding universe that snuffed light and hope. Only prayer reached free of that ever-tightening core.

So this is it, he thought. Caylen, forgive me, I tried. So far to come, and so little to show. God help me, I’m dying. He closed his eyes.

But in the blackness of his resignation something sparked, something that long ago had led from dark the thing his mind clung to. A conduit flashed open and he saw it: he’d made the thoughtless mountain with his thoughts, and just as surely, this moment he now commanded would result in either him continued, or annihilation. It was a birth that only he could do. In despair, go forward, he thought, and the broken mountain parted as he undulated through.

***





Part V
Tide And Moon





Chapter 21





An Abandoned Orchard

Bowman's eyes adjusted to the light. Dust cleared like fog a welcome sun burnt through. He unfurled from the hunch he’d landed in and stood.

The Feasting Hall had fallen into disuse. Dust veneered every horizontal surface, broken here and there by the tiny trails of vermin. Its abandonment made Bowman more uneasy than if he’d found signs of the Kasina occupation he’d expected. He edged outside.

It was daylight, sometime in the late morning. A mild day, and leaves fell steadily; he figured it to be late autumn. No sound of human activity met him. Now and then a far-off raven cried; silence filled the gaps between its mournful commentaries. As he entered an overgrown orchard his feeling of isolation grew; with it he became bold and frustrated. He trotted the length of the neglected trees, smashing their dead limbs off with his pumped arms.

“That’ll be far enough, Outlander!”

He froze in a moment of gut-knotting fright, then relaxed into mere embarrassment as he looked up and found Rain Dog’s face. The Rory was perched in a tree fork twenty feet above ground, his bow across his lap, an arrow nocked.

“Rain Dog? Rain Dog!”

Rain Dog frowned. But when Bowman asked what he was doing in the tree, he had to laugh.

“Well, I’m not picking apples!”

Bowman cringed. “I’ve ruined your hunt, right?”

“You could say that, yes.”

“And the animals, birds – this valley used to teem with them, now it’s almost empty. I guess game’s scarce, and, well… I’m sorry, Rain Dog,” he said, but he couldn’t help smiling as he spoke; it was just too good to see the warrior’s familiar face, to know he’d survived capture.

Rain Dog smiled, too. “That you look, John Bowman! That you look.” He slid the arrow back in its quiver, dropped quiver and bow to the grass at the base of the tree, and climbed down. His descent was painfully awkward, and it wasn’t until he gained the ground and retrieved his bow that it became clear why. Standing on one leg, he deftly unstrung the bow and secured the string around the stave at its free end. Then he hobbled over to Bowman, using the bow to support the dead weight of his dragging foot.

“The Kasina infested Animarl for so long, the animals shunned it.”

“Then why hunt here?”

The Rory shrugged. “The hunting’s hard, but not impossible. It’s quiet, it’s got plenty of shelter, and since the damned Guards went, there’s not much in the way of threat. That’s important; you see how I have to get around now.” It was said without a trace of self-pity. Rain Dog was doing what he always did, what any Rory would do. These were facts; he was living with them.

“So where is everybody, how did you get away from the Kasina?”

“Yalnita freed me.”

“Yalnita! How? And Caylen, where is she? And Regrais?”

Rain Dog put a hand up. “These are too many questions to answer standing. Are you hungry?”

Bowman admitted he was. The Rory shuffled past him “Come on then.”

They went into one of the thickets of saplings that had appeared in Bowman’s absence. Rain Dog’s things were strewn around, and a small heap of coals still smouldered in the middle.

“Your camp, huh?”

“It does me in good weather. Other times I go into the Origins. My leg keeps me from going far when I hunt; another reason the pickings are poor lately: smart animals steer clear of camp smells.” He handed Bowman some jerked meat and a water bag.

Bowman swigged some of the cool liquid and chewed off a piece of meat. He looked around at all the new growth.

“How long have I been gone, Rain Dog?”

“Nine rings, almost. This would be” – he paused to calculate – “the seventh moon of the ninth ring after you left us.”

“God!” Bowman mumbled through the mouthful of food. Less than a day in Dyall's Ford had done all this. He wondered if he himself had aged. How long was it since he’d looked in a mirror?

But the act of eating grounded him in Animarl, as if he ingested its structure when he swallowed. He came back into the present.

“So where are Caylen and the others?”

With a dexterous effort, Rain Dog lowered himself and settled against a backrest of woven willow branches. When he was comfortable, he let his breath go in a sigh and looked up.

Something – age or weariness - had moved across that face, Bowman noted. But Rain Dog hadn’t hardened with his trials; his toughness had prepared him for them, and having bested them, he’d relaxed, even softened. Bowman could sense that, right through the frown the Rory wore as he answered.

“The Kasina wanted me alive when they got to the Palace. And their own wounded meant a lot of stops for doctoring.” He snickered. “It slowed them, which they hated. Our attack had put the wind up them and they were expecting more.” He stopped to adjust his lower back, and went on. “One night we put up on a sandbar in the Lagoon of Islands. They posted sentries all around - half of that whole troop kept watch at any one time, that’s how worried they were!” he snorted.

“By morning three of them were dead. No warning, not a sound. Just didn’t come back from their watch. I tell you, Bowman, it was sweet to see the sweat on their replacements’ faces as they went out to investigate!”

“Yalnita, right?”

Rain Dog nodded.

“And Regrais?”

Rain Dog looked at his feet. “She doesn’t really say much about it. Buried him the same day the Pack split.”

“Damn! I, ….”

Rain Dog looked up again, let another breath out. “It was a warrior’s death. That’s all we can ask for; all Regrais would have wanted.” He shrugged and went on quickly to describe Yalnita’s war against the Kasina responsible for her bereavement.

“Well, she was moving alone, as I said, and the Guards were slowed with their wounded. Like most of us Rory, Yalnita swims well, and she travelled light to keep up. She’d got one of their canoes from the first attack. After that, she was only one island behind us at any time. Stayed out of sight by day, and slowly wore them down with night attacks. By the time those Guards cleared the Lagoon, half of them were dead, and half the rest were either injured or carrying wounds from when we hit them earlier.”

“My god,” murmured Bowman, “not a woman to cross, is she?”

Rain Dog smiled. “Yalnita is a great Rory.” He shifted his weight again and continued the story.

“By that stage, so many of the Guards were dead, this young Corporal was left in charge. He decided he’d try to bargain for their lives. He sent the rest of them on ahead with Caylen, and stayed behind with me on a sandbar, out in the middle of Red River, where Yalnita would be sure to find us. He meant to let her have me, in exchange for Caylen. So we lit a smoky fire and raised a white flag, and waited.

“Yalnita came alright, just as the light began to fail. When she found out Caylen wasn’t with us, she killed the Corporal on the spot. Did this thing with his neck.” Rain Dog squirmed a little. “Never seen a man die so fast, Bowman…

“...Well, by then, the Guards had Caylen safely into Kasina Reach. From there, the river crawls with patrols, so she was lost to us.”

“What happened to her?”

Rain Dog rolled his head around as if his neck was stiff from a bad sleep. “We came back. There was nothing else to do, just Yalnita and me. And I was no use, with my leg. There was nothing we could do, Outlander!”

Bowman exploded. “But there must be something we can do, even now! How long has it been… oh God, nine years, rings, did you say? Have you heard anything? Is she still….”

“Yes, she lives.”

“Well, what happened to her?”

“Oh, nothing much. They kept her for your return.”

“Me? Why?”

“That was the deal Keemon made, remember? You were to take him back to your old world, then bring him back here, and Caylen would live. At least, that’s what he told Denaren. Which brings me to a question of my own. Where is Keemon?”

Bowman felt sick. “Shit! Back in Dyall's Ford – my old world, Rain Dog, I left him there!”

“What! Why didn’t you kill him?”

Now it was Bowman’s turn to backpedal. “I never had a chance. There was a fight, I got knocked out. When I came to, Keemon was gone. I thought it was the perfect opportunity to leave him stuck there!”

“You damn fool, what good will it do Caylen anyway, if he’s back in Dyall's Ford? At least if he’s dead, that’s an end of him, and bad luck to Caylen.”

“Bad luck? Is that all you can say? A Pack member dies and it’s bad luck!”

“Look, if Keemon lives, and somehow finds his way back here, how many Caylens do you suppose will die?”

“I don’t care! She is my responsibility, not the others. I paid for my freedom with hers. I can’t save the whole world, but I can try to save her!” He walked away and kicked grass, furious with himself, thinking how could I have been so stupid? He faced Rain Dog again.

“I should never have left him behind. We need him here, to bargain with the Kasina to get Caylen back! We could top the bastard any time after that.”

“Fool, you don’t bargain with Kasina!”

“So how the hell do we get her away from them?”

“We don’t. As I said, she’s lost to us.”

“I’ll be damned if she is! What’s the matter, Rain Dog, you haven’t lost your balls as well as your leg, have you?”

The Rory’s black eyes drilled him. He waited for Bowman to speak again. It took a moment for Bowman to recognize what he’d said, and another, longer moment to compose himself.

“Sorry, Rain Dog. Sorry. But I’m going to Kasina Nabir, somehow; I’ve got to try something. Caylen’s there because of me. I can’t have that on my conscience.”

“That’s a truly foolish idea. All the land South of Twins Fall is held by the Palace now. It swarms with Kasina. Besides, you don’t know the way.”

“You do! Come with me!” Bowman ignored Rain Dog’s disability. They’d find a way around that, they had to. “How can you bear to leave her there?”

“Don’t question my loyalty to my own people, Outlander!”

Rain Dog’s retort ended the conversation. They ate in silence. Bowman tried to find a way back to where they’d been a few minutes ago, but he knew it was too early, the harsh words too raw, for that. He finished his food and rose.

“Think I’ll take a look inside the Origins, it’s been a while,” he mumbled and shuffled off, absent-mindedly wiping greasy hands on his shirt.

***

He padded along in the dark tunnel, wondering why in Hell he’d chosen to go back into the mountain’s lair. There were plenty of other places round Animarl to sulk in. Why willingly enter the one that had spat him three times into a world of exile? Origins indeed, it certainly seemed at that moment to be where his troubles started. But he felt unable to turn around and go back to Rain Dog’s camp, to make peace with him. And something else, something new, kept him going. There were noises coming from the other end of the tunnel. Dull, intermittent sounds, that only a large animal could make.

This was the passage he’d taken earlier from the Feasting Hall, though that wasn’t such a coincidence, since it seemed most ways inside the mountain ended up in that room. He stopped and squinted with the effort of locating the sounds. They made no hollow echo, such as he’d expect if they were emanating from the cavernous Hall. In fact, there was an attenuated, muffled quality to them. He guessed the source to be in the passage directly ahead, though the tunnel nature of the space made it impossible to ascertain distance.

It was a sound of large weights being dragged through the gravel wash of the tunnel’s floor and dropped against its wall. Bowman’s skin prickled. Someone, possibly close ahead, was moving sacks about. He put two and two together and came up with provisions. That ruled out the Rory, who were largely hunter-gatherers, and lived off the land they moved through. Which left Kasina. He cursed his lack of a weapon.

Still, it could only be one Guard, judging by the sounds, which became suddenly distinct as he rounded a bend. Instinctively he crouched against the wall. His shoulder soaked with its icy condensation; his eyes blinked sweat away. The dim light obscured all but the outline of the toiling figure, which had its back to Bowman. Then it stopped, stood upright as a wary animal taking in the scents carried to it in air, and looked around.

He was sure its head was moving about as his own had been a minute ago, trying to peel away the dark and see what had alerted it. Then a sharp, metallic sound shot through the tunnel, a sound of perfectly engineered surfaces clicking into place.

Bowman froze. As every sense went into overdrive, his own smell registered: the stench of stale sweat, and underneath, something sweet and rarefied, that was either fear, or the thing that made you smell fear. Either way, it was part of the silent warning scream that puts an animal to flight. Bowman ran.

He bounced off the far wall as he turned the corner and fell in a cursing heap. He rose, shaking mud and water off, and held his breath to listen.

Whoever it was back there hadn’t given chase. Something more important had detained them. Bowman turned back in the direction he’d been going when he stumbled. And his wildly pumping heart stopped dead.

There was a face, not six feet from him, that he vaguely recognized, but in that confused moment of poor light he couldn’t remember if it belonged to friend or foe. He staggered back, tripping on rock rubble, and fell again. The face came forward and stood over him. At the sight of Rory garb Bowman groaned relief and let his half-raised torso fall back. The icy rill restored his senses, and he was about to get up when a hairy hand reached forward from the dark figure and grasped his shirt. The hand curled upwards, taking Bowman with it, and stopped inches from a dusky face.

Bowman put his hands either side of the face and kissed its lips. Then he rested his forehead against its nose and whispered, “Yalnita.”

She hugged him as a bear might a cub, all power and tenderness. Then she pushed him back and looked past his shoulder.

“What were you running from?”

“There’s someone back there,” he rasped. “They’ve got a gun.”

“Keemon?”

Of course, it has to be the cop, Bowman thought. Who else in Animarl would be toting a firearm? Besides, he could sense him. He felt a chill.

“Yes, I think. At least I hope it was Keemon.”

“Who else would have such weapons?”

For a moment Bowman contemplated telling her about the cop’s plans to arm select Kasina, but he held back. He felt enough guilt for just bringing Keemon into this world, even though his complicity had been unwilling. He shrugged.

“Yes, who else.”

She looked at him for a time, waiting for more. Then her nose twitched. She bent low and sniffed at the trickling rill, pulled back as though smarting from a sting, and quickly moved behind him, examining his back.

“What’s wrong?” he asked over his shoulder.

She came around to his face and pointed at the stream. “There’s blood in this water!”

He leant over it and sniffed, but divined nothing. He scooped a handful up and let it run through his fingers, holding the hand at eye level to try to discern colour. It was, to him, dark water in a dark cave. “Are you sure?”

She answered with a withering look and dragged him towards the tunnel exit.

Once outside, he spoke in a normal voice. “Did Rain Dog tell you where I was?”

“Yes.” She had let go of him now, and gone loping towards the thicket of saplings Rain Dog had taken him to earlier. Bowman half-ran to keep up.

“We’ve found Keemon,” Yalnita said as they entered the camp.

Bowman expected Rain Dog to be shocked, but the Rory simply got up with surprising nimbleness, grabbed his bow and snarled, “Let’s go!”

Yalnita unrolled an old oilskin, took an unstrung stickbow from it and handed it to Bowman.

“Do you still know how to use this?”

He grinned. “Like it was just yesterday!”

The Rory looked at each other.

“Yes, yes! I can still do it!” To emphasize, he quickly strung the weapon. Yalnita handed him some shafts, and they were off.

Their progress was deliberately slow, since the noise coming down the passage had stopped. They couldn’t be sure if the figure was finished what it had been doing, or had abandoned the task. Or if, either way, it now lay in wait for them. The tinkling rill, their breathing, and the blood that coursed in their eardrums combined into a fog of sounds that camouflaged the one sound they really needed to hear, if it was there. They inched forward.

Soon even Bowman could smell the blood. In the confined space it mingled with moisture and the rust and general dankness. He couldn’t really describe it, but it triggered some primal instinct that told him here was death, here some animal that until recently had got about in independent fashion had been killed, and death had opened its insides to the world.

Yalnita, in the lead, found the bodies. She stumbled over the first and regained her balance, then drew on the prone figure that had tripped her. As the fingers of her string hand anchored by the mouth, Rain Dog spoke.

“Wait!” The smaller Rory came forward and gently kicked the obstruction. “Long dead, this one.”

“What is it?” Bowman asked.

“It was a man,” said Rain Dog.

Yalnita explored further. “He’s not alone!”

Bowman came over. “Another one?”

She shook her head.

***

They found nine altogether. Rain Dog kept turning them over with his good foot.

“What are you looking for?” Bowman asked.

The Rory pointed at one of the many neat, round holes in the upper garments “Arrows. I want to see whose crest it is.”

“For God’s sake, they’ve been shot with a gun, Rain Dog! This is Keemon’s doing, it has to be.”

Rain Dog frowned at Bowman. He ran the tip of his broadhead down the front of the body. “Would Keemon do this?”

Bowman looked and shrugged. He’d gotten over the initial nausea; any possibility was admissible. The bodies had been slit open, neck to crotch; their cavities emptied.

None of Boyle’s men showed any signs of Malform grotesquery, and Bowman wondered about that. Perhaps because they’d been buried back in Dyall's Ford? Or because their passage here occurred not at the point of death, but after? He shook his head. Whatever. Each had been treated like a deer carcass, disembowelled for the hike back to camp.

Keemon. It could only be him. But why? Bowman knew an absurdly simple solution dangled before his face. He MUST know the answer!

But he didn’t, or couldn’t, and was having trouble avoiding the eyes of his companions. The thing he’d brought with him from his old world had defiled their most sacred place. If he’d felt guilty before, what was he feeling now? He searched inside and found the answer was, nothing. Overload had caused shutdown; he felt nothing.

Yalnita brushed past him. “Let’s go,” she said. “This trail’s cold already.”

***

They moved camp to a small ravine that ran into the valley of Animarl. The narrow way ensured any attacker would have to file in singly. An ancient watercourse had eroded the lower walls so that a sheltering ledge ran along either side. The ledge arced over them like a petrified wave, studded with crumbling fossil shells and bones, as they squatted in the dirt floor and talked of Keemon.

“He could be anywhere by now,” Rain Dog ventured.

Yalnita shook her head. “He has to be close by. Whatever business he had with those dead men, it has to do with Animarl.”

“I don’t think so,” said Bowman. “This probably sounds weird, but I, … I just can’t sense him. I usually can, if he’s around.” He looked up, expecting derision, but the instinctive Rory understood and simply nodded.

Rain Dog handed more dried meat out. “So where would he have gone?”

“To Kasina Nabir. Where else, there’s nothing for him here,” Bowman said. He thought about the arsenal Keemon had wanted to bring back. If he’d been successful, the Palace was the first place he would have headed. There was no point lording it over a deserted Animarl. Besides, he’d want an audience to brag to, and Guards to recruit.

Yalnita stopped chewing. Her black eyes searched Bowman. Once again, she seemed to be waiting for more. Eventually, she frowned and leant a little closer. “So, what is there for him in the Palace?”

Bowman let out a long breath. It was time to own up.

“He wants to take over.”

The Rory had no idea what he meant.

“Over what?” asked Rain Dog.

Bowman shrugged. “What have you got? Everything is my guess. He’s a megalomaniac.”

Yalnita leant back and her eyes narrowed. “And just how would one man yield such power?”

Bowman held her gaze. “With the guns he’s brought back from our old world. I don’t know how or even if he got them here, but he managed to amass enough of them in Dyall's Ford to arm a small Kasina detail. That’s what I think he plans to do, get himself an army of defectors.”

Rain Dog snorted. “A single detail of Guards couldn’t do that, even with guns!”

Yalnita looked sideways at the other Rory a moment, then back to Bowman. She raised an eyebrow. “Well, Outlander?”

“He means to use me to keep opening the Gate to our old world. Each trip, he’ll bring back more guns. Bows and swords are no match for the sort of thing he can lay his hands on.”

“And these ‘trips’, you can make them, at will?”

Bowman sighed. “Yes.”

She bared her teeth and tore a piece of meat off. “Interesting,” she said and started chewing.

***

As they ate, a mounted column of Kasina entered the path to their camp.

Rain Dog's ears pricked up first, but soon all three had traded meat for half-drawn bows.

The ravine echoed as shod hooves negotiated the rocky trail. Bowman and Rain Dog crouched behind boulders. Yalnita went to the other side, holding close to the canyon wall.

The column of unseen cavalry halted, only the head of the lead horse showed around a corner in the path, nostrils flaring at the scents it found. A short time passed while the column settled, then the lead rider's voice boomed.

“Permission to enter camp, Rain Dog.”

It was hard to weigh the greater shock: the identity of the voice - unmistakably Oyen's - or the fact that Rain Dog's hideout had been so widely known. Bowman broke ranks and rushed forward, his bow left at the rock fall.

“Oyen! It's me, John Bowman. Since when did you need permission to keep company with your Pack?”

Yalnita and Rain Dog left their shelter, but still held bows ready.

Oyen edged his horse forward and came into view. He had aged, more than Rain Dog or Yalnita. But it was the man’s weariness and gravity that really shocked Bowman, more than the lines in his face. He took a deep breath. “Take care, John Bowman, these are not old times. My Pack is behind me. I have come here to take you to Kasina Nabir. The Queen wants an audience, since you've now returned.”

“How did you know I’d returned? I only just got back.”

Oyen shrugged. “The Queen’s Oracle, Unconnu, prophesied your coming. The Queen sent us here immediately.”

“What business of yours is the Queen's bidding, Pack brother?” Yalnita shouted, bringing her loaded bow back to horizontal.

There were murmurs behind Oyen, which he scotched with a raised hand. “My business, Yalnita, is with the only one of you who greets me as a friend. Pity him if you will, defend him if you must, but he will come with me when I leave here, whether you are left alive or dead.”

Bowman's jaw fell. Things were piling in too fast to assimilate.

“What the hell’s going on, Oyen? You, a traitor?”

“Think what you will, John Bowman. I have come to take you to the Palace.”

Yalnita’s low growl alerted Bowman. He turned and stood in her line of fire. Slowly he extended one hand to the broadhead and pushed down. He felt the resistance, and something flared in her dark eyes; her facial muscles flickered. She stood firm, and so did he. Soon the blade punctured skin; blood ran down the shaft. Seeing the red shock, Yalnita relented. The bow swung to her side. She glowered at Bowman.

He shook drops of blood from his hand and turned back to Oyen. “I'll come. It suits my purpose to go to Kasina Nabir anyway. But the others are free to remain here. That's my condition for coming without a fight. What about it?”

Oyen sighed. “One way or the other doesn't worry me. I came for you, not a fight, but I'll do whatever's needed to get the job done. The others may come along if they wish, and will be properly treated, as will you, on my word.”

“The word of a traitor,” Rain Dog muttered.

“The word of a man, Rain Dog. One you should know better, and who is saddened that you don’t.”

“Save your tears, Oyen, and your breath. I know what I see!”

Bowman turned to the small Rory, his voice a conspiratorial whisper. “Go easy, Rain Dog, this is what I wanted, even if it’s not the way I wanted it. Keemon’s heading for the Palace, I’m sure of that. I can’t ask for better than a Kasina escort there.”

“What are you saying?” Oyen asked.

Rain Dog peered around Bowman. “Shut up! We’re talking. Free men can do that!” He looked back at Bowman and lowered his voice. “So? Keemon’s there, you’re there, Caylen’s there, how will you use that to free her?”

“I have no idea! But it’s all I’ve got at the moment, and I’m taking it.” Bowman extended a hand in farewell and spoke up. “Goodbye, Rain Dog. Keep the campfire burning!” Then he walked over to do the same to Yalnita.

“Forget it!” she snapped. “I’m not letting you out of sight, not after nine years!”

Now it was Bowman’s turn to feel that she was holding out on him. What was her motivation? To get Caylen? To kill Keemon? Surely not loyalty or affection for him, an Outlander? He couldn’t be worth the risk. As usual, her eyes hinted at a pool of dark thoughts, without revealing any.

“Let’s get moving!” Oyen’s voice commanded. “Rain Dog, are you coming or staying?”

Rain Dog’s face twitched. He looked at Yalnita. “Staying!” he spat and shuffled off.

Yalnita watched him go. After a while she opened her mouth to say something, but by then he’d gone too far to call back.

***





Chapter 22





An Offer Declined

Resentment simmered all the way to Kasina Nabir. The journey proved mercifully short, their path having been cleared by the Kasina dominion that had in Bowman's absence fallen like a blanket of snow, quiet and complete, right across the Plain of Nabur to the valley of Animarl. The Kasina Oyen commanded kept apart, fearful of their brooding leader, so that there were three groups in the little caravan that crossed the Plain. When they camped at night the separation kept, Oyen tending his own small fire while Yalnita and Bowman sparred glances with their captors.

On a morning of blazing sun Oyen took Bowman aside, ordering the others to go on. Bowman could hardly see him in the glare. It bounced off every golden grass blade as if the whole Plain was a mirror, and they themselves stood out from it like grass, shimmering in the radiation.

“What do you think of me now?” Oyen asked.

“That must be pretty obvious.”

“I want to know if I can trust you.”

“You’re kidding?” Bowman shaded his eyes and squinted through sun-glare, trying to see what manner of expression the man wore. “This is crap, Oyen, just tell me what you want!”

“Your trust, for now. That will do.”

“For what it’s worth, you can have it: I trust you as far as I could kick you!”

Oyen shrugged. “That’s as I expected. I only wanted you to know…well, I’m not sure how to put it. Words aren’t kind to me; at times like this I miss Roop most of all.”

“So you damn well should! He wouldn’t turn traitor. You could have learned more than good speech from him!”

Oyen’s hand struck like a snake. He gripped Bowman by the throat and held him so their noses almost touched. His face remained emotionless. “Listen to me, Outlander, we don’t have time for anger! Once we were friends; we may be again someday. Until then, you live by my say-so, and in return I want something from you.”

Rage and humiliation flashed in Bowman. He grasped Oyen’s wrist and spun around desperately. The manoeuvre broke the Rory’s grip, he was so taken off balance that he fell on his back. When he tried to get up Bowman grasped one of his flailing arms, twisted it to one side and dropped his entire body weight down on the vulnerable joint. Oyen yelped and shook free, rubbing his arm and glaring at Bowman.

Bowman turned side on to the bigger man, his fists clenched. “I’m tired of being pushed around, Oyen. Here, and back in my old world. I used to think it was the easy way out of trouble. Go with the flow and all that shit. Well, it isn’t. It’s just the easy way into trouble other people make for me. So don’t push, and don’t give orders. You want something, you ask! Now, tell me, damn it! What do you want?”

Oyen shook the last of the pain away and glared at Bowman. “I have to meet someone in Kasina Nabir. Until that happens, I only want this: obey me. You might find that hard to take, but it’s essential. No tricks, no trying to escape. I can’t afford anything of the sort.” He paused a moment, then went on in a softer voice, “We need each other, John Bowman.”

“Don’t be a fool, Oyen! I want to go to Kasina Nabir, too. Caylen’s there, remember? Rotting in a prison cell, for all I know. Because of me!”

Oyen shook his head. “She is well cared for.”

“So you know where she is? Unbelievable! Why haven’t you got her out?”

“There are things I can do; things I cannot. I am one man, at present. Caylen’s freedom is coming, and for the moment she is safe.”

Oyen turned and peered into the distance. Bowman looked after him. He could just make out the tail of the Kasina as they dissolved in heat shimmer. “We'd better be going,” Oyen said, and strode after them.

Bowman watched the Rory’s receding back. The conversation was over. Whatever Oyen had wanted to say had been said, or at least attempted. Bowman couldn’t be sure which. Another part of the puzzle had shown itself, and he’d failed utterly to place it. It felt like he'd woken too late for an appointment, or as if the thing he tracked was just a shadow that scuttled and hid as his eyes lit on it. He shrugged and moved off after Oyen.

***

Oyen was shocked to find Keemon in Kasina Nabir.

“I knew nothing of this; trust me,” he said to Bowman as they rode into the Palace forecourt.

Bowman shifted inelegantly in the saddle. The trip from Animarl had been his first time on a horse. His backside and legs ached from gripping the animal below him. He’d had to keep reminding himself to relax his death grip on the reins as he clasped the rocking cavern of pumping blood and independent thought beneath him with barely adequate legs.

But seeing the cop confirmed his recent hunch, and he almost smiled. He shifted his weight again and shrugged. “It’s hard to know what to believe when you’d sell your own people out.”

Oyen bit his lip and turned back to the group his horse's nodding head shuffled in and out of sight.

The Queen’s Oracle, Unconnu, stood before a small contingent of Imperial Guard led by Denaren. As Oyen came up, she crossed her arms. Her face was composed and gave nothing away. Keemon smirked by her side. He raised a hand in greeting to Bowman.

“We only wanted him,” Unconnu said, looking beyond Bowman to Yalnita.

Oyen replied in a voice that conveyed weariness. “Yes. Mark well, Unconnu: both are here under my protection. I have given my word on their safe conduct in Kasina Nabir for as long as this business takes to transact.”

Unconnu smiled. “Really, Oyen! Loyalty? Trust? These must be new virtues for the Rory.” Bowman snorted at the dig. The Oracle stood aside and the Guards formed a gauntlet for Oyen’s party. Unconnu went on. “Captain Keemon has already seen to our honoured guest’s lodgings. I’m sure he’ll find something suitable for the whore.”

Oyen drew a slow breath and held it a moment before he spoke.

“Don’t stretch his feeble talents, Unconnu. Or your own,” he said and nudged his mount past her.

***

They dragged Yalnita down a damp, urine-stench stone stairway, threw her in a rat’s nest cell and slammed the door.

***

Keemon opened the door and held an ushering hand to Bowman’s back, pointing inside the room with the other. “Hope you like it, picked it for myself originally, but I've since found better.”

Bowman peered through the doorway. If the room had indeed been hand-picked by the cop, he’d done a good job. The door itself seemed unique among the castle’s otherwise drab facades, with an ornate silver-paint border of crescent moons. Inside, the opulence intensified. A seemingly sky-tall, domed ceiling in blue and gold gently capped the airy space. Richly brocaded curtains had been sashed back for the morning sun. Windows wider than a street looked out over the Bay of Kasina's cobalt glitter.

Bowman stepped through the doorway and his feet sunk in one of the many lush rugs that almost obliterated the polished wood floor. Fresh clothes lay on a four-poster bed. He picked the clothing up, sniffed it. Keemon grinned.

“Okay, Keemon, cut to the chase. What do you want? What do they want?”

The cop laughed. “That's what I like about you, Bowman, straight down to business! And what I hate: no sense of humour, always serious. I told you already, we can have fun here, if you play ball.”

“If I go back to Dyall’s a few times, huh?”

“Exactly!”

“What’s in it for the Kasina?”

“What do you think?”

“I think you’ve been bullshitting them into thinking they’ll get the guns. But you and I know better, don’t we?”

“Spot on again, Bowman! I brought an automatic with me from Animarl. One little demonstration of that firepower and they were putty in my hands. Especially the Queen. I know how to prod her in the right direction, you might say,” he said with a wink.

Bowman frowned as he considered the expression on the other man’s face. There was a knowing light, intimate and intimating, in Keemon’s eye.

“You and the Queen? Well, Keemon, you’re thorough; I’ll say that!”

Keemon shrugged. “It's just an alliance, after all. I get my real dalliance elsewhere. Besides, it’s only temporary. Very temporary. Look, Bowman, we do the necessary in order to survive. If you and me are to last this coming winter, we'd better be what they hope we are. Believe it: you're only here, only alive, because of what they think you can do for their efforts against the Rory.” Keemon smiled. “That's why I can't afford to have you blow it. I've done all the hard work here. You can reap the benefits, or you can rot in a dungeon with Caylen. Until they think of a satisfying way to kill you. Your choice.”

Bowman blanched. “You've seen Caylen? How is she?” He didn’t expect the cop to be entirely truthful, but any news besides Oyen’s report that she had been cared for was welcome.

Keemon's lips tightened to a knife cut as he smiled. Then they opened in another laugh. “Last I heard, not so hot. Nine years is a long time in a Kasina dungeon. Most don't see out five, apparently. It’s only a matter of time, I’d guess. But you can change that, of course.”

“If I do what you say?”

“Don’t make out it’s such a sacrifice; there’s plenty in this for you. After a couple more trips, we'll have enough armament to do our own thing here. I've already made a start, what with the Boyle business.”

Bowman threw the clothes back on the bed. “That’s something else. How come Boyle and his men turned up in Animarl? Or what was left of them, anyway?”

Keemon snickered.

“You were so predictable, taking off like that, thinking I'd done a flit after actually bothering to bury the losers! That was to cover up what I'd done to them. And then, once I'd seen you go, I knew from experience the way back here would be open long enough to dump their bodies in and follow.”

Bowman felt a growing nausea. “I knew you were the reason for them being in Animarl. Just how did they help?”

“You're such a disappointment, Convict. Just as well I'm the brains trust in this partnership. Look, no exposed metal makes it through, we knew that. Sure, I can carry a weapon or two; it's my gift. But I can’t carry an arsenal on me. I needed more bodies for the task, so to speak. Simple solution really. Still don't get it?” he grinned triumphantly and tapped his teeth with a fingernail. “Ever wonder why your fillings don’t fall out when you come through?”

Bowman thought back to the disembowelled men. Cavities. It slapped him sideways.

“Oh fuck! You brought guns through in their bodies?”

“Bingo! Who said you're dumb! Of course, I had to leave them back in Animarl for now, stashed nice and safe, for later, when I know who I can trust among the Guard to go back and dig 'em up.”

Bowman turned, looking at the floor. A firestorm built in his brain. He walked away from Keemon, but the room, expansive as it was, pushed him in a circle so that by the time his voice returned the two were once more face to face.

“Get out!”

“Wha… hey, don't try to give orders here, Convict! You're on my turf, now.”

“Get the fuck out, or I'll kill you!”

Keemon thought a moment, then shrugged. He walked towards the door. “Alright, I’m outta here, before you speak again and do more damage to the thing we got goin’. Take a nap, Bowman; you need it. We all lose the plot sometimes; I'll cut you some slack for now.”

***

Bowman had barely rested on the bed – absurdly plush after the surfaces he’d become accustomed to sleeping on lately – when two Palace Guards strode in.

“On your feet, Outlander, the Queen wants to see you,” one of them said.

Bowman leapt up. Good, he thought, let the parleying begin. He was only interested in getting Caylen away from Kasina Nabir safely; there was nothing else to detain him in this as yet, unexplored city.

As soon as his feet touched the floor one of the Guards came and stood behind him. The other turned for the door.

The hallway immediately beyond Bowman’s room was deserted. Thick red carpet ran down its centre and, from a series of tall, narrow windows along one side, sunlight sluiced across the floor and up the opposite wall. They’d only gone a few steps before curiosity got the better of Bowman. He stepped from the carpet and craned his head to look through the murky glass.

A landscape of slate rooves punctuated by spires and chimneys met his gaze. It stretched further than he could see. Up close, at rooves’ edges, dark slits marked the presence of unseen streets below. Here and there a tottering smoke turret spiralled heavenward, a sickly umbilical that met the sky’s belly in a dark brown bruise. Though he could see no other human at this level, the sounds of the street, of commerce and camaraderie, of shrieking children, drifted up.

The Guard behind him prodded. “Keep moving.”

It took them several minutes to make their way through the maze of passages to their destination. As they approached a pair of ornately carved, gilt scrolled doors the lead Guard turned to Bowman. “Wait here,” he said and knocked lightly. One of the doors cracked open. Before the Guard slipped behind it Bowman glimpsed the royal court: a room much deeper than wide, with more Guards lining either wall; an intricate mosaic-pattern tile floor; a plain, empty throne and several non-descript minions scuttling about.

Where is the vaunted Lady? Bowman wondered. He had to admit a little apprehension; his stomach grumbled loudly. Smiling at the remaining Guard he patted his gut. “Hungry.” The Guard looked through him a moment and turned away.

A few minutes later the doors yawned wide and they were taken in.

The Queen had by now assumed her rightful seat. Her eyes bore steadily into Bowman as the Guards brought him forward. When the Guards stopped, Bowman walked a few paces further before realizing and pulling himself up too quick, rocking slightly before he withdrew an awkward step and stood still. Great entrance! he chided himself.

He had expected a woman of middle years, and was somewhat calmed to find his intuition proved correct. He had not, however, counted on her imposing stature: even seated she appeared to be the tallest person in the room. She wore no crown over her close-cropped, greying hair, and her garments were unexceptional. In fact, their drab colour and casual plainness alongside her courtiers’ bright splashes and ornaments set her apart as effectively as any crown or royal raiment might do. And her generally haughty air and unhurried observation conveyed authority well enough.

Her slight smile could have meant anything. She glanced down at a parchment in her lap, then handed it to an old woman standing lower and to one side of the throne. “Unconnu!” The crone leapt to take the manuscript.

There followed another awkward wait for Bowman as the court took stock of him. The Queen tilted her head side to side, as if to get the Outlander’s appearance from every angle. Unconnu’s deep-set black eyes belied the modesty of her garb – similarly drab as the Queen’s - as they silently picked him over. Even the scribe who sat with averted gaze at a little desk below the throne seemed to be listening to Bowman’s every breath.

He chanced a look around. Down either side of the body of the chamber, Kasina Guards stood, their silvery armour glimmering against the walls’ comparative gloom. The metallic light of their garb bestowed on them a stolidity somewhat at odds with the gaudy feather that sprouted from each helmet's apex. Like seaweed fronds, they wavered slowly in the room's slight draught. As his scan completed its circle back to the throne Bowman noted the mid-morning sun streaming from far up windows to bathe the court’s centre in gold. The Queen rose inside the brilliant cone and came towards him.

“The Outlander and I will walk,” she announced. A few heads bowed; no one spoke. She strode past Bowman. “Come,” she said.

Back in the hallway once more, alone with his captors’ monarch, Bowman wondered what was going on. Did the Queen trust him, or merely think he represented no great threat to her? While he hoped for the former, logic told him that was unlikely, at least for now.

After they’d walked some time without talking, Bowman drew breath and broke the silence.

“Your Majesty,” – he hoped this was how you addressed a Queen in these parts – “may I ask a question?”

At first it seemed she would make no reply, though she smiled enough for teeth to show. Then, in much the same way it had moments earlier, her head tilted on its axis to take him in. “Another one?”

He laughed at his mistake, and in relief at her humour. “Yes, if I may.” She gestured in an off-hand fashion which he interpreted as assent.

“I want to ask after a fellow Outlander I believe you are holding here in Kasina Nabir.”

Her smile died. She nodded. “The adopted Rory. Caylen.”

“Yes.”

“She lives.” Another look at Bowman, this one searching his face. “That was the bargain, as I recall: you were to accompany Keemon back to your old world and return here with him; we would hold your woman as hostage.”

“She is not my woman!”

For a moment she looked past him, expressionless. Then she fixed him with a small smile.

“What is your real name, Outlander? What do friends call you?”

It took Bowman back, but he managed to answer evenly.

“Bowman, or John. I’m John Bowman. To friends, I guess I’m John.”

“I would like to call you John, while we are alone. And you will call me by the name I was given as a child, Emrel.”

Now Bowman was completely off balance. How could he call a Queen by her first name? And what purpose could such familiarity serve? “But, .. yes. May I ask, why?”

“Because no one else ever does. Call me Emrel, that is. No one else ever can, of course. Which means all show the same respect, and most lie to me. I need to know you aren’t lying to me. It is easier to see through deceit when the relationship is less formal.”

Bowman smirked. “How can you be sure? I could just be a very good liar.”

She shook her head. “No one can lie to me.” She paused a moment. "I just need to feel I can trust you with what I’m about to say.”

“John.”

“Pardon?”

“John; you said you’d call me John,” he smiled.

“Of course, John. Do you know what lies behind these walls, John?”

“Kasina Nabir. That, and beyond that, the lands of the Rory, the Dragonspine, the Plain of Nabur and, well, everything else out there. What do you mean?”

She shook her head. “Not that. I’m talking about the reason these walls were built.”

“Then my guess would be, to define the city limits and keep those inside, safe.”

“Yes, very good.”

Bowman looked at her a couple of times, expecting more. Whatever else was coming, he decided against drawing it out of her. They walked on, the soft echo of their measured footfalls in the passage the only sound to accompany them. Eventually, Emrel spoke.

“We build walls around us. Both here,” – she reached and lightly tapped the masonry – “and in here,” she lay the palm of her hand across her heart. Her expression had retreated with her mood, sudden and shockingly cool as the onset of a summer storm. “These walls mirror the struggle inside every human, that’s why we build them, I think. We make the world to mirror our own inner world.”

“They serve a practical purpose, nonetheless.”

“Of course; how else could we justify the endeavour? But it won’t save us. At any rate, as far as Unconnu believes, it will matter very little, and very soon.”

“I don’t understand. Are you saying there’s some kind of threat?”

“Yes. Oh, yes! These walls will be torn down by the hands that built them. The hands of our own people. That is the word of our Oracle, and she is seldom wrong.”

“Is that Unconnu’s job, fortune telling?” Bowman tried to hide the cynicism in his voice.

“Partly, yes. Unconnu has the gift of foretelling. It has served us well, as it has served her well.” Now the cynicism was Emrel’s, and it showed.

“You don’t like her?” Bowman only got another slight smile in reply. He tried another tack. “What about Keemon?” he asked, leaving the question as open-ended as he hoped it was, non-accusatory.

“He is my consort, as you would know.”

“How would I know that?”

Emrel looked genuinely disappointed. “Remember, John, no lies? Keemon has spoken with you; I know that. And Keemon is not the kind of man to shrink from such a boast.”

“Yes, you’re right there! But look, Emrel, why him? Why have anything to do with such a man?”

“He serves his purpose. He serves my purpose. He is from your world, which seems to be moving ever closer to this, and in dangerous times I like to keep such ruthless people close. As is said: friends close; enemies closer!”

“Yes, we say the same where I come from. At any rate, I’m relieved to hear you recognise Keemon as an enemy. He is a man without true allies, Emrel, and you’re right: he is dangerous!”

“Agreed. It is a bit like holding a snake by the tail. However, we do what we have to; it’s duty.”

“Well, all I can say is that Keemon follows me around like a bad smell, and whenever I run into him there’s trouble, for me and others.”

“He is your shadow, then, or should be. Remember, keep your enemies close. I sense this Keemon is part of your life. A very important part.”

Bowman made to answer, but couldn’t find the words to frame the mixture of revulsion and uneasiness he felt. He shrugged, made a sour face and looked away.

Emrel continued unperturbed. “Another I keep close is Unconnu. She is my shadow. We all have such a one; Keemon is yours.”

Bowman wondered just how much she knew about him. It didn’t seem right that a complete stranger could so confidently analyse him. The only other person to have done that had been Argilan, up to now.

“I don’t suppose you heard about the Jindi during your time in Grealding?” she asked.

“No, not really. I heard the word, but not much of an explanation. Something about magic, or some such…”

“The Jindi are the predecessor race of the Rory; the initial separation of the two is something whose facts are lost to time. We Kasina have never had much contact with them. They are a powerful people, and great warriors: the cost of fighting them is high indeed.”

“So, what do they have to do with the Kasina now?”

“The Jindi are the source of much of our culture; even more so for the Rory. Essentially, they teach that civilization is based on the battle between human evil and divine goodness. It is the destiny of every human to subdue their own inner evil. By doing so, they separate themselves from endless struggle and become part of the divine universe.”

Bowman shrugged. “Familiar story. And it doesn’t explain where we came from, though that’s pretty much par for the course as well. But sorry, go on.”

“The Jindi believe this battle permeates everything, every level of existence: from the physical world - which can be changed to our needs, but never trusted to behave how we think it will, since it wages its own struggle - to our secret inner worlds of treachery, deceit and hopeless love and longing.”

“Well, hopeless love I understand: it does seem futile, most of the time, don’t you think?”

“You misunderstand what I’m saying. Love is hopeless because it only works unconditionally; you love without expectation of something in return. In that surrender, in that defencelessness, lies all the power of the heart.” She heard Bowman’s snort. “There are those who scorn such vulnerability, of course. Such people live in fear, which is the death of love.”

“God, Emrel, what a speech! I suspect you’re the worst tragic hippie I ever met!”

“What do you mean?”

“Oh, never mind. Anyway, what are you doing in this fortress with sentiments like those? Shouldn’t you be outside these ‘safe walls’, dancing in the flowery fields?”

“It would be more instructive for you to imagine what you are doing here,” Emrel said with the little smile that was starting to irritate Bowman. He opened his mouth to reply, but it was a pugnacious reflex action; he had nothing to say, and left it at a shrug.

“Well, here we are, I believe?” Emrel stopped outside the door to Bowman’s room. They had come to the end of their walk, apparently, and their talk.

“Yes, yes. Well then, thanks,” he said, and reached for the handle. With the door open, he nodded at the room’s interior. “More walls, hey? Who are these to protect, you or me?”

Emrel ignored the invitation to levity. She came closer. “John, there comes a time when one must master their shadow. That time is fast approaching for me, and for you.”

“Well, frankly, that’s comforting to know. I’m not sure what you can do about Unconnu, but as for me, I assume you are talking about killing Keemon? No problem, I already intend doing that.”

“No, that’s not what I mean. Not killing, exactly.”

“Well, I give up. Just how does one best a shadow?”

“Remember, John, everything is a mirror of the inner world. Death is not necessarily defeat. And defeat means more than simple death, for us or our shadow.”

“What does it mean, then?”

“Annihilation, for us, if the shadow wins and carries us into eternal darkness.”

“God, Emrel, you’re a treat, you know that? You belong on stage!”

She smiled. “I am on a stage. Look around you, what do you think this is?”

Bowman felt an old chill return, but before he had time to place it she turned away. He felt as if the end to their conversation had come too soon, and made another lame joke in an effort to detain her. “Aren’t you going to see I’m securely locked up in this room, Emrel?”

She continued walking as she spoke. “I’m sure you can do that yourself. And remember, the Good do not always triumph, John. Not all will endure to the end. We came in off the plains and built walls to keep the danger out; now danger eats us from within. I trust that you will fare well.”

***

After Emrel left him, Bowman lay back on his bed and wondered what the Hell had just gone on. An audience with the Queen of Kasina Nabir had ended almost as soon as it began, its only substance a rambling walk through the Citadel’s Byzantine corridors, punctuated by the equally rambling talk between himself and Emrel.

What had she wanted? What, come to think of it, had she really said? Something about a clash between Good and Evil seemed to be the nub of it. An inner battle reflected in every outer thing’s own personal struggle, whether they be living or inanimate.

It sounded far-fetched and familiar at the same time. Reminiscent of childhood’s fidgetingly endured church sermons. And unlikely as a rainbow at night. He couldn’t see sense investing rocks with consciousness, of any kind.

But if the content of Emrel’s talk perplexed him, it was the interplay between her and Keemon that really drew his thought. Just what the cop had planned for the Queen - in fact, for both her and Bowman - seemed difficult to say. Keemon would kill them both, Bowman knew that, as soon as either ceased to be of use, became a danger or a burden. And though Bowman had been marked for service shuttling weapons through from Dyall’s Ford, he couldn’t tell how long his usefulness would last. How many guns would Keemon deem sufficient to his task? Would his greed be never satisfied, giving Bowman an indefinite stay of execution? Most likely the Queen would only survive until Keemon had enough military hardware to unseat her. But what chances to escape would time present Bowman, before some point of no return occurred?

And where did the Oracle, Unconnu, fit into the picture? He’d only seen her once, just now in the Queen’s court, and had never spoken to her. Nevertheless, the little he’d heard of Unconnu made him suspicious. What was the Oracle’s role in all this? What were her personal ambitions?

Bowman sighed and turned over to try sleeping. No use worrying about the things you can’t change, he thought, rather unsatisfactorily. But as he slipped into fitful semi-consciousness the machinations of Kasina Nabir played on in his head. What were they doing, what were they all up to?

***

His face smug with overreaching intimacy, Keemon passed a goblet to Emrel. “Your health, my Lady!” She accepted the wine without looking at him. Keemon took another goblet from the table, filled it and turned to the other figure in the room. “And one for you, my dear?”

Unconnu shook her head. “No. I will keep my mind clear.”

“Ah, yes, the ever-sensible Unconnu! What is it you say about concentration, that it’s within everyone’s grasp but everyone’s too busy grasping to get it?”

The Oracle looked back evenly. “You grow more tiresome with every meeting, Keemon.”

Emrel stepped between them. She put her hands out to either side to separate the sparring parties and looked at the floor. “We don’t have time for this,” she said. She glowered at Keemon, knowing just the look to silence a man who shared her bed. Then she turned to the Oracle.

“I have summoned you both to discuss what to do with the Outlander, John Bowman.”

Unconnu glared past the Queen at Keemon as she spoke. “My Lady, how does this upstart Outlander share our council?”

Emrel stifled a sneer. Her liaison with Keemon was common knowledge among the inner court, and she didn’t care. Nevertheless, she sensed there was more to the Oracle’s ire than mere annoyance at familiarity between Queen and Outlander. Unconnu’s black eyes were like pools in a dark forest; no matter how hard you looked, their inky depths gave nothing back. Yes, my shadow, your power grows. I have watched you these long years. I can sense your threat, I can see it: time was you would never have questioned me like this. What is it you want from Keemon, I wonder?

Then she spoke. “Our friend Keemon has brought the future forward for us,” she said, turning to face the man. “Perhaps that is a gift of yours?”

“A poor gift for your Majesty, if that is what it is.”

“Not half so poor as you might think, though it cannot match your fellow Outlander’s talent, by all accounts.”

“Indeed, John Bowman is the man of the moment, and I thank you for this audience, my Lady. I know Bowman better than anyone, though your Oracle sees fit to overlook the fact. Anyway, I have no doubt what we should do with the man. Since we now have him, I suggest we lose no time in putting his ability to good use.”

“By bringing weapons from the outer world?”

“Yes.”

“And what have you to say on this matter, Unconnu? How does this strategy lie with your Prophecy?”

“My Lady, the Prophecy is not mine, I am merely its conduit. The Gods have chosen my poor life to manifest their message, as they do from time to time.”

Keemon snorted.

Emrel swung round on him. “You find this amusing?”

“My own world had its share of Prophets. Not a very dependable crew, generally speaking. Nutters, actually.”

Unconnu ignored him. “The Prophecy is very clear: a powerful Outlander will come. He will either destroy the Kasina or restore glory to the Empire. I cannot at the moment divine which of these John Bowman represents, if indeed he is the One. If he is, the outcome very likely depends on how we manage him.”

“You are my Oracle; you should have these answers.”

“Not so, Majesty. I can only pass on information the Divine Ones provide.”

Now it was Emrel’s turn to show derision. “Indeed!” She turned once more to Keemon. “In that case, I can only follow the course set down by our agreement with John Bowman. He took this one back to their old world and returned here with him. In so doing, he kept his part of the bargain. Which means we must release him, and the girl, Caylen.”

Keemon’s back stiffened as he towered over her. “Bullshit! First off, he meant to leave me stranded in my old world, which hadn’t exactly progressed in my absence, if you get my drift. There’s a deal-breaker, to start with. And it isn’t very bright to let a man like Bowman go free, I don’t care what the agreement was. He’s dangerous. Your own Oracle tells you that. If you let him go, who’s to say he won’t high-tail it back to the Rory and arm them the same way he could, us?”

“He won’t do that; the idea offends him.”

“What? What the hell do you mean, offends him? How can you tell what he’s thinking? I’ve spent more time with him than you have, and I’m telling you, he’s a devious bastard!”

“I have spoken with him and judge him harmless to the Kasina. But I agree, he may not be well disposed to all. I certainly suggest you avoid him; he particularly has no love for you.”

Keemon threw his arms up. It looked as if he meant to strike Emrel; at the last moment he waved his hands about in speechless rage and turned to Unconnu. But if the cop’s own anger had taken him past the point of reasoning, the Oracle seemed similarly incapacitated. Before either could speak, Emrel swept from the room, saying she would meet them in her Court before the hour was out. “Bring the girl, and John Bowman,” she added as a Guard began to close the door behind her.

When she’d gone the cop and the Queen’s Oracle remained looking at one another for some time in silence. Their eyes mirrored dark light, and when they finally moved closer and spoke, it was in whispers.

***

After an hour attempting sleep, Bowman surrendered to restlessness and went exploring. He slunk down the corridor. On either hand, other passages or doors beckoned, but he passed them by, sticking to the red-carpeted path he and Emrel had walked. He wanted a recognizable route back to his room.

At first the entire labyrinth seemed eerily deserted, and he kept stopping to cock an ear for any sound. Whenever he did so, all he heard was noises his own blood made as it pumped around his body. But after a time and distance he couldn’t estimate in this stifling stillness, there came the faint beginnings of something happening far off in another sector of the castle. What might have been someone whispering close by, he soon recognized as the murmur of distant crowd noise, and as he made his way further it manifested more clearly as general commotion. There came clear sounds of shouting and cries, and now his other senses kicked in: he could smell burning, and occasional reverberations came through air, shook his feet.

The voices intensified until it became obvious an encounter was imminent. Being unarmed and alone, Bowman decided to beat a hasty retreat. He would look in his room for something weaponlike with which to offer resistance before venturing out again.

He scarpered down the corridor as fast as stealth allowed, following its red path switching left and right. The final turn into the home stretch to his room took him by surprise, but there was no mistaking the door’s unique pattern. He loped to it and slipped inside, annoyed there was no bolt to secure behind him.

The noises seemed to have followed closely; even the closed door could not muffle the now distinct voices. He turned to the interior and took a deep breath.

Several minutes ransacking turned up nothing useful; this was a place for pampered rest, not martial preparation. He opened a small case and flung it across the room in disgust; it’s hinged lid and empty interior whirred above his own frustrated growl. It slammed into the wall on one of its metal corners, chunking off sections of flowery plaster and falling to the floor in a shower of clattering dust.

“Looking for something?” The voice came from behind, just inside the evidently, now opened door. At first Bowman froze in fright, then he whirled face on to attack.

***

Unconnu swept into the Royal Court and made a beeline for the throne. Emrel sat there, one bent hand supporting her head as she looked at the floor. Her Oracle could not divine whether the Queen had been patiently awaiting her arrival, or if she was just slunk deep in thought. She leant towards Emrel’s ear.

“I would talk with you alone.”

The Queen’s head detached from the palm that cupped it and drifted towards the speaker. A wispy smile played across her face. “Of course.” She said. Unconnu had been expected.

Emrel stood straight up and strode toward the court doors with as much speed as Unconnu herself had shown on entering. The door guard leapt to attend her just in time. Once in the passage, she continued walking without letup, her head down like a hunter following sign. From Unconnu’s perspective, following swiftly in her wake, it was as if the path before Emrel had been marked for the occasion.

The Queen abruptly turned in at a small chamber that had in distant times served as a tool room for the castle’s builders. It was quite empty now of all but the sour odour of long undisturbed air. With no window in the cramped space, she faded momentarily from Unconnu’s sight. She stopped against the far wall, turned, and beckoned the other woman to follow. When Unconnu made out Emrel’s figure in the poor light, she squeezed through the narrow aperture. She squinted in the gloom and wrinkled her nose. “Here?” she said. Emrel shrugged and pointed over the Oracle’s shoulder. “It shuts.”

Unconnu fumbled behind her for the half closed door. She pushed it to, and what little light there had been vanished. In the pitch, she could only make out Emrel by her breathing.

“What do you mean by choosing such a place, my Lady?”

“You said you wanted to speak with me alone. We are alone.”

“I meant to talk where I could see you.”

“I see you clearly.”

“I don’t see how. At any rate, sight, for now, is immaterial. I can do without light.”

“Shadow may be light in Darkness, Unconnu”.

“Enough! I don’t know what you hope for, by bringing me here, but it won’t save you.” She stepped closer.

Emrel saw the metallic flash as Unconnu briefly opened her tunic. As the older woman finished baring the blade the Queen spoke. “Have you come to this, my Oracle? Are there no words left for you?”

“No, nor for you,” the crone said as she drove the knife upwards to the hilt below the other woman’s ribcage. Emrel gasped and fell forward, clutching Unconnu’s shoulders for support. Her shocked face faded to a determined grimace as she steadied, and then a smile stole over it. “Fool! Shadow! I've bested you!” she said, and a faint, throaty laugh marked her slow fall to the floor.

***

Keemon stepped over the prone figure and glared at Unconnu.

“Fucking Hell, you ‘offed the Queen?”

“You look surprised. That surprises me. I’d expected you’d be disappointed at losing your all-powerful whore, but not that you’d find my own ambitions such a shock.”

“Don’t get cute, Unconnu. The idea was to sideline her; we’ve got the men to do that. You might’ve gone and made a martyr of her, with this.”

“Not if we act swiftly. You forget I have seen this day coming a long time; I’ve had time to lay plans.”

The cop looked incredulous a moment, then slowly shook his head and turned back to the corpse. “Fuck me. You killed the Queen! Well, all I can say is, I hope your plans cover exactly what to do now. I meant to get the others up from Melen Darit to support our own men first before we went full throttle.”

Unconnu crooned to him. “Oh, my little soldier is worried? Never mind, it’s all under control.” Seeing Keemon’s snarl, she went on quickly, “We don’t need Melen Darit. It would take too long, and anyway, Emrel’s spies crawl all over the roads from there. Too risky.”

“More risky than this?”

“Yes, infinitely, trust me. I saw it as soon as the foolish woman brought me to this room. ‘The Gods have their mark on this’, I thought.

“Arghh, don’t go weird on me again, just give me the plan.”

“Alright.”

***

Denaren looked at the wall where Bowman's flung case had smashed out a section of plaster. "What a mess. Whatever it is you're looking for must be important. Then again, things do tend to get broken wherever you go." Noting Bowman's air of wary non-response he went on.

"Things, and people."

"What do you want, Denaren?"

The older man brushed past Bowman. “I don’t suppose you’ve spoken to the Queen recently?”

“Yes, what of it?”

“A cordial interview?”

“That’s one word for it, I suppose.” More like obscure, he thought.

“Didn’t end well, then?” Denaren stood in front of him now. Very close. Too close.

“Just what the Hell are you not saying, Denaren?”

“I’ve just seen the Queen. Not to talk to. She was dead, a knife in her chest.”

“Whaa… well, I didn’t do it.”

“I didn’t say you did. I didn’t say you could. But you may have had reason to stand by while someone else did. Perhaps ensured both parties were in the same place at the same time.”

“Give it a rest. Even if I did want her dead, I couldn’t arrange that. I’m nothing around here, in case you haven't noticed.”

Denaren lifted his chin and let out a breath. “That rings true, at least.” His rigid posture slackened and he looked away. “So, who did?”

Bowman shrugged. “A knife? Any particular kind? The Guards all seem to carry fairly regulation stuff.”

“No, not one of theirs. Very ordinary, really, sort of thing a peasant might keep. Which would be one consideration for anyone planning a murder in advance, and wanting to spread suspicion as wide as possible.”

Once more, things were piling in too fast for Bowman.

"Wait a minute. Just what the hell is going on? I only spoke with Emrel a while ago, now you're telling me she's dead? And what's with all the noise out there? And where is Oyen? Or Yalnita for that matter. Not to mention, Caylen."

Denaren snarled and gripped Bowman's arm as he spun to the door. "We really don't have time for this. Come with me and I'll explain as we go."

***

None of the noise of the initial revolt carried to Yalnita’s cell, far underground. The first inkling she had of change came in a whiff of smoke. Then things started to clang and thump, and a few voices started. The crack of light at the bottom of the door flickered shadows from rushing figures in the passage outside. A roaring grew, which seemed to comprise equal parts of fire and human excitation.

Some of the shadows clumped together; keys rustled.

“What about this one?”

“No! Some damn Rory they brought in last night. Let her choke!”

“Her? A Huntress? Hey, what’s she like?”

“How would I know? I only heard. C’mon, we’ve got others here!”

“Well….”

“C’mon, dammit!”

The light under the door came back.

Yalnita paced the cell, kicking the solid rock walls as she went, looking for cracks, coming back to the door and trying to prise it open with her fingertips until the pads turned white, then red where they cut. Another shuffle of footsteps ended outside her cell door. She stepped back and put a hip forward, her fists low and a little out from her body, a galvanizing growl in her throat.

The lock gave under a key; the door groaned open. A single figure stood silhouetted in the smoky light. From it came a hand, taking on depth and colour as it detached from the black outline. Extending fingers drew an arm, then a shoulder, last a face into the room. “Come, Yalnita, we don’t have much time,” it said.

She edged past Oyen till her back hit the doorjamb. Why are you here? What's happening? Why has the traitor turned liberator? Where are we going? she wanted to know. But the situation was paring everything to essentials, so she just asked, “Why?”

Oyen pushed her gently into the now deserted passage, saying, “Ask again later, when you no longer need to.”

***

“Where are we going? What’s happening?” Bowman asked.

Denaren broke his concentration to speak. “We are in danger.” The Guard Captain held Bowman by the shoulder and peered around a corner. Finding the way clear, he let go the grip, stepped into the corridor and turned to speak. But Bowman got in first.

“Who the hell is we? You’re Kasina, I’m a Rory. I came here with Yalnita, remember?”

Denaren glanced over his shoulder. Rebels had stripped the walls of their precious hangings, and the side tables and chairs that dotted all Palace corridors were missing. But the contagion itself had fanned out to other parts; the battle was now a distant noise, as of surf beyond dunes, or a cheering crowd inside a stadium.

He glared back at Bowman. “Damn all Outlanders,” he said, “especially you. Oyen had better be right; you’d better be worth the lives you’ve cost, and all the coming trouble.”

Bowman blinked and looked blankly at the tall Guard a moment before he spoke. “What’s your problem? What have I ever done to you?”

“Your ‘friend’ Keemon and the Queen’s Oracle have started an uprising. He’s on his way here, to get you.”

“He’s no friend! And what’s with this Oracle, anyway? Is she some kind of witch or something? Everyone seems to have a healthy respect for her.’

Denaren scowled and looked quickly either way before he spoke again. “Unconnu. I suspect it's she who murdered the Queen.”

“God, how? Isn’t that your job, protecting Emrel?”

Denaren’s face reddened. Bowman thought it was embarrassment. He was wrong.

“Mind your mouth, Outlander! No one pre-empts Unconnu. She is a sorceress.”

Bowman snorted. He couldn’t believe Denaren capable of superstition.

“Oh, c’mon, you mean she flies and what not?”

“It doesn’t matter to me what you believe. The fact is, only those Unconnu trusts might ever control her, and only for the time it takes her to win their trust. By then it’s too late for them.”

Bowman frowned with the effort of digesting Denaren’s explanation. Then he nodded slowly. “You mean, like the Queen?”

“Yes.”

“And you? Did you trust her?”

“Don’t ask stupid questions. I’m here, aren’t I?”

“And being hunted by her now, by the look of you. Not such a stupid question, really.”

Denaren scowled again. “A pointless one, though. Let’s go.” He grabbed Bowman’s shirt and pulled him along.

Bowman knocked the man’s arm aside. “Piss off! I can walk. What do you think I’m going to do, run away? Where would I go?”

Denaren thought a moment, then nodded. “Alright,” he said and loped off.

Bowman followed. “But where are we going?”

“To unleash another of your friends on Kasina Nabir. Caylen.”

***





Chapter 23





Liberation

Bowman stood before her, jaw gaping, and stammered an idiot's greeting.

“My god, you ... you've…” was all he got out. Nine years and a woman had replaced the girl called Caylen.

She came up and threw her arms about him. The actuality of her warmth melted his hard shock; he softened against her. She kissed his cheek, his neck, crushing her body against his.

Bowman panicked and pushed her back. He had to derive some perspective on what was happening to him, get his head above the emotions flooding in. Caylen’s eyes were half closed like a cat’s that blinked contentment, and she smiled a lover’s satiated smile. As he looked, her face kept changing as though he saw her through water; a slight wave motion washed over her features so that she was never the same woman two moments running.

He walked away. He had to speak; it was either that or drown.

“Sometimes I think I’ve lost my mind. Other times I think, ‘No, not your mind, just contact with the world you stand in’. I knew a man who went mad once, he lived in another world. You’d look at him and he was okay, y’know? But he'd gone inside. You could hear him moving about in there, see his face at a window every now and then, when he looked out and recognized something. Is that what you see?”

She came towards him with her arms out, smiling. “I see a fool who talks and thinks too much.”

He slipped the approach and circled her. “So? Thinking keeps me alive; I’ve talked myself out of more tight spots than I care to remember. Conversation’s a good thing, Cornerstone of Civilization and all that. You should try to develop it. Not to mention your brother, who rates a conversation by himself. Do you know he's gone over to the Kasina?”

“Yes.”

“Yes? Is that all you can say?”

“Yes!” Her smile faded, she stopped following and crossed her arms.

Denaren stepped between them. “This isn't the time for squabbling.”

The Guard Captain’s uniform cut Caylen out of Bowman’s sight. The Outlander blinked and looked up at the soldier’s face.

It was true; the fighting had circled back on them. For some reason the battle noises were coming closer to the dungeon cells again. Most chilling were the several blasts of automatic gunfire they could now hear.

Caylen came around Denaren to Bowman. “We have to get Yalnita and Oyen, then go.”

Denaren moved to the door and went to speak, but another burst from Keemon’s machine gun - even closer this time – cut him off. He leapt into the passage and headed away from the sound, motioning frantically for the others to follow.

***

Bowman looked around. The night had turned to rain, sending the few folk who had business in such a bleak world hurrying by with eyes set on the wet-black cobblestones, as much for safety as for shelter from the slanting spears that soaked them.

This far from the Palace, an eerie peace reigned. It was as though the populace sensed the outcome of the uprising would have little effect on them personally. Their dreary lives would continue under new masters. Or the battle-scarred old ones. Fresh faces might appear at the windows of Imperial carriages as they crashed through the crowded streets, scattering people and pigeons alike. Or they might not.

Bowman and the other Rory hugged the side of an old bakery. In this, the last of the dangerously impoverished districts before the relative safety of the Palace-guarded docks, no one built verandahs. They were grateful for a rain like this, that would save their hides even as it drenched them. Combined with night, it was the perfect camouflage for skulking escapees.

A few paces ahead of them Denaren turned around and called, “all clear” above the noise of the rain. One by one the figures detached from the wall and joined him.

Caylen peered around the Guard to get a better view of the street leading towards the docks. “Where to now?”

“It’s easy enough. Go to the end of this street, turn left and you’re practically there.”

“You’ll have to use the owl call to bring Yalnita out; I made sure she kept low,” Oyen said.

Caylen reached out and gripped her adoptive brother’s arm. She looked up at him, blinking rain away, then buried her head in his chest.

“You’re sure you’re not coming?” said Bowman.

The Rory set his mouth and cupped the back of Caylen’s head with his hand. He bent low to sniff her hair before he answered. “No, Denaren and I stay. We can’t let our people down. We’ll follow when we’ve found them.”

Bowman was only just beginning to piece together the frantic events of the past twenty-four hours. It seemed life plummeted into the horizon again, with him impaled on its spear point. Oyen had asked for his trust. That was the only thing that stood out, the one straw he could clutch in the maelstrom, and hope it proved more substantial. He extended a hand to the Rory.

“Alright Oyen, until then.”

Oyen shook Bowman’s hand with an energy the Outlander hadn’t seen since the time they’d taken Journey Herb and ventured into the Origins together, to the Soul Gate itself. The handshake radiated warmth along both arms. Oyen looked like a man from whom the pall of illness has just lifted.

“Count on it, John Bowman, I will be there!” he said.

***

“Damn! What I wouldn’t give for my old bow now!” Oyen muttered. He’d left it, and the arrows crafted to match it, in the old wing of the Palace where the fighting had begun. He’d abandoned the weapon but a moment to help Denaren break through a door. When he turned back to retrieve the bow, a band of Keemon’s traitors burst into the room, cutting him off. Oyen and Denaren only just managed to carry their lives from the encounter.

The battle for the palace had been evenly balanced in the early part of the day, allowing the pair to escort the ‘Precious Outlander’ - as Denaren kept calling him - and Caylen to the rendezvous with Yalnita. They found a much different state of affairs on their return: most of the palace was now in rebel hands. They regrouped with Palace Guards still loyal to the fallen Queen and began to fight back.

During the course of the afternoon the shock value of the initial revolt wore off; the rebels encountered mounting resistance. It took several of Keemon’s machine-gun led assaults to break the loyalist back. By evening, the cop had exhausted all the ammunition he’d brought from Animarl, but with that price he’d pushed the loyalists to the City gates. Sheltering behind upturned carts, they traded crossbow bolt volleys with their attackers while Oyen and Denaren weighed their options.

One of the Guards leant back and pushed both feet against the limbs of a crossbow. His hands drew the ratchet into place. He passed the primed weapon to Oyen, smiling grimly. “I myself never learnt to shoot the hand bow. A patient skill, I’m told. Shoot straight friend, this is all we have!”

Oyen took the crossbow and grunted, then turned to Denaren.

“How long have we got?”

Denaren aimed, fired, slid back behind the cart. “If we stay, not long.”

“Yes, that’s how I see it. Our men are scattered all over the city. Keemon caught us sleeping!”

“Too true. But I’m loathe to give up Kasina Nabir to him just yet. This isn’t the way we’d planned things.”

Oyen nodded. How right Denaren was. They’d intended a quiet night-time exodus that included themselves, Yalnita, Caylen, the Outlander, and a select band of Guards. Now they were fighting for the right to leave at all.

He looked behind them towards the gates. On either side, along the city walls, rebels were pressing loyalist defenders back inch by inch. Whenever a rebel fell wounded, those behind threw him over the inner parapet and pushed on. Keemon had put his main efforts into this pincer move aimed at sealing the exit. He evidently wanted the loyalist leaders as much as victory itself.

Oyen looked back to Denaren. “We can't hold here. It’s time to go.”

Denaren nodded.

***





Chapter 24





A World Of Water,
A Face Of Light


I wish for you that moment when you look up 
and find someone watching you, as if you were a candle; 
as if you were the only light in a world of darkness.

- Anon.



Bowman crouched and looked out over the small boat's stern, watching the lights of Kasina Nabir melt away. Beside him, Caylen mirrored his vigil. Bowman looked at her, bit his lip. Somewhere back there her Rory brother sheltered under one darkness while another hunted him. The only one of the Rory who ever really took her in, who’d treated her as a true sister. Bowman had noted, when they'd said their farewells, the way she softened as Oyen stroked her hair. If any other man had touched her like that, I'd… he thought. Hell, what would I do? More importantly, why would I do it? He shrugged and turned back to the shore. Be quick, be safe, my friend. No Heroics.

Yalnita crouched at the midships tiller, steering awkwardly by the frost of stars drifting clouds kept smudging out. The last-quarter moon had just begun to climb above the sea's horizon. A fretful breeze blew their small sail into the roundness of hope, then spilled it into anguished waiting.

As they sailed out through the entrance of the bay, where the slips of land on either side curled round like lips that almost met, a Kasina shore patrol came alongside. Its leader shouted for the stranger's vessel to land, or be fired on. When Yalnita ignored the command he called for his crossbowers to fan out along the bank and take aim. From their vantage higher up, the open boat was like a beetle flipped on its back.

Bowman threw himself on top of Caylen. He thought again of his father - in his cups and reminiscing - recounting times he'd sheltered from strafing planes under barbed wire, there being nothing else in the bare land to hide him. You'd try to tuck your arse up underneath your helmet, but of course it wouldn't all fit in, and a nerve would start twitching, and you'd pray ‘Oh god not there anywhere but there let it be quick not there!’ The old man had laughed because he could, momentarily, drunk and miles and years removed from the horror of cringing under his raw spine as cannon shells thudded closer.

Bloody stupid really: barbed wire fence, what were we thinking? Only gave them a line to follow…

Bowman looked up from where he lay over Caylen. The patrol leader had raised his arm to give the signal to fire. As the arm came down a cloud bank drifted across the moon and Yalnita banked hard towards shore. The salvo went wide in the sudden dark, the bolts' staccato 'trop - trop - trop' in the water sounding several feet from the stern of their craft. Curses, shouts and furiously worked crossbow winches could be heard onshore, but it was too late for the Kasina. The fickle breeze lifted again and Yalnita slipped the little boat through the bay’s mouth like a rock pool fish on the ebb tide.

Later, the cloud vanished, the breeze dropped and they mostly drifted. Caylen sulked beside Bowman, saying how it wasn't right to run. She went on and on, getting no comfort from her thinking, and from him, no rise to her angry lure. Eventually he shifted close beside her. What might have maddened him at any other time seemed now a thing in need of comfort. Letting go hardness, he sighed, and pulled her head of icy hair onto his shoulder.

As he felt her rigid anger slacken, he leant back to the stars, and sensed a lightness in which he knew that every world had such a place, at the very centre of not-wanting, of just-being, with every innate need fully met, where the soul lulled in a gentle sea.

He closed his eyes, knowing that she’d done the same, knowing that for now there was no more that could be done. The harsh-edged morning would wake them in this nut-shell of a boat. So what? For now, it was the world, their world. It bobbed lightly whenever waves lapped up from the undulating sea and slapped reassuringly against its wooden sides. Above them, the infinitely perforated canopy of night rusted silver light flakes on the water.

***

When Bowman woke the two women were leaning over the prow towards land.

“Yes, now I see it,” Caylen said.

Bowman scrambled forward “See what?”

“Melen Darit, where I’m heading,” Yalnita answered.

“You’re heading? What about us?”

“I'm dropping you just short of there. I'll go into the city for provisions. It’s a long way home to Grealding and there's not much to eat in between.”

“What about weapons? Can you get us bows?”

“Weapons we already have,” said Yalnita, kicking back an old sail at her feet. Several short swords and knives glinted in the sun. “And there's some food to take with you, but I'll go into Darit for more, and for any information I can glean about what’s happened at the Palace.”

Bowman squinted to see the city’s outlines. It occupied a clifftop directly above the breaking sea, unlike Kasina Nabir’s placid bay location.

“What’s the story with this Melen Darit?” he asked. “Is it another Kasina city?”

“Not quite. The original settlers yes, but being just as close to Margun's Sword as to Nabir itself, there's been a lot of trade over time with the Eastern Rory. Some even say Daritians are in contact with Jindi living along the Sword. Anyway, despite the Kasina’s attempts to control them, they’re an independent lot.”

“So they’re friendly to Rory?”

“Perhaps, to Rory they know. Any strangers, however, are treated with suspicion. Which is why I’m going in alone; the three of us would stand out.”

"You mean I’d stand out…"

Yalnita smiled and without speaking turned the boat a quarter circle away from the city in their sights. A short hour later she left them on a rocky beach.

***

Bowman burrowed in the dune beside Caylen. “What's up?” he asked, and his gaze followed her nod towards the rocky outcrop where they’d first landed. Something moved about on the sand above the rocks. Sword grass partially obscured his view. He gently parted the razor-sharp leaves, and cursed.

A group of Kasina Guards were searching the higher shore, thrusting spears into the sand where Caylen and Bowman's footprints had survived the morning tide. A shout signified that one had found it. The others came running.

Caylen clutched his arm in futile anger, and his guts groaned. The Guards were rummaging through their cache of food and weapons. The unmistakable figure of Keemon strutted above the prize. The cop turned and shouted something to a Guard on horseback. The man gave a signal and a mounted troop came up.

Bowman rolled on his back and shut his eyes. “Well, that does it, now we're really fucked!. Two short swords and food for three days, no spare boots for the ten-day trek ahead of us. Checkmate!”

She kicked him. “Stop moaning. At least they haven't found us, yet! Let's get moving, it's over if we stay here.”

“Where? And how? Caylen, they've got horses, for Christ’s sake! Have a look where we’re heading: there’s hardly a tree to hide behind. We'll be spotted as soon as we start.”

“We're not going straight overland, we're going that way.” She pointed further to the West, to where dark clouds fell all the way to earth. “Through the Night Forest. You can't see it for those clouds, but it's there. From what I know it's just shadow and trees. If we can make it that far we've got a good chance, we can lose them in there.”

Bowman looked at the feature Caylen was talking about. He knew even less about it than she did. In fact, she'd just given all he knew in her description; that and what he could see: a smoky, grey-black pall that stretched skyward from the ground, and that supposedly cloaked a forest.

He looked back at the Kasina. One of them was already following the tracks that led away from the cache. Caylen was right, they had to leave before the Guards got here, even if it meant breaking cover.

“Alright. let's go.”

They scampered down to the bottom of the dunes and entered the plain. Coastal grass tussocks came to their thighs. The sound of surf died away, the salty breeze vanished and the sun blazed down. They crouched low and ran hard, but were never fast enough to outstrip clouds of voracious insects.

“They won't pick up our trail in this grass, not for a while,” Caylen said as they ran.

“What makes you think that?”

“The Kasina are lousy hunters. Good soldiers, but they can’t track.”

It took them several exhausting hours to reach the Night Forest. They slowed down as its mantle of grey cloud loomed. Drenched in sweat they tentatively entered the coolness and stood just past its perimeter. Fog drifted like visible current through the drowned trees. They closed their eyes and swayed like seaweed, catching their breath.

Bowman turned and walked back to the edge of cloud. After a moment Caylen followed. They leant against an old pine and looked towards the dunes. Several minutes passed while they rested. Then Caylen's head shot forward.

"What is it?" Bowman said.

She pointed."There." At this distance they could just make out the scribble a line of horses made as they plunged down the slopes, their hooves sending clouds of sand drifting. At the top of the dunes a tall figure lowered field glasses, then mounted and followed the excited force. Right across that distance Bowman felt the glinting eyes. He grabbed Caylen’s hand and they leapt into the forest.

A fair way in they stumbled across a path that offered welcome relief from battling the thick undergrowth. It opened to the sky like a lane of light pointing home. They crept along it, senses on full alert.

“I don’t like it.” Caylen kept saying. “A path in the Night Forest, this is supposed to be a place no one goes, much less uses regularly.”

Each time she said it, he asked, “Whose could it be?” but Caylen only shrugged.

They got the answer when Bowman tripped on a buried arrow. Its broadhead had gone into the ground after burrowing through the path’s carpet of leaves.

“What the hell?” he said, holding the shaft up for Caylen’s inspection. It bore red and blue bands over the last third just before the place fletching would be, but the arrow had been interred so long all the feathers had completely rotted away.

“Whose is it?” he asked her.

She shuddered. “Jindi!”

It was the third time he’d heard the name now. “Jindi? Just who are they? Not friends of the Rory, I take it?”

“Sometimes. Yes. Sometimes no. Best avoided, if you have the choice.”

He looked up from the arrow. “Doesn't matter, they left this here ages ago; they’re long gone,” he said, but it didn’t convince either of them. They went on.

The path meandered generally North - as far as they could tell by the position of the sun whenever it came out from cloud - the direction of Grealding. After a short time in its comparative light, they started sweating again. Bowman wiped his brow and tried for conversation.

“It’s so damn eerie here, so quiet, don’t you think?”

Caylen nodded, scanning either side of the track “Yes.” Then she pulled up and stiffened. Her eyes widened and she turned to him. “What was that?”

He stopped and cocked an ear. Something had changed. There was a tingling in the air, as before an electrical storm. His skin prickled, its tiny hairs stood proud. He hoped that was all it was: the moment before lightning cracks. But the line of clear blue sky above made that unlikely. He went to ask her what she’d heard, but a sudden commotion – not thunder – stopped him.

A scant hundred paces behind, horses burst through a curtain that had hidden them, as though a painting came to life when it was unveiled. Bowman went for his short sword, but before it cleared the sheaf Caylen kicked him sideways into the forest. He rolled, came up, and turned to face her. She ran at the lead horse brandishing her own sword and screaming. The beast shied, almost spilling its rider.

She leapt into the scrub opposite Bowman and kept running. Before the forest swallowed her, she turned and, in mid-stride, blew him a kiss. When she did, her face caught in a shaft of light, and it changed her. The moment of that kiss slowed for all the time it took Bowman to register the transformation.

He froze in the headlights of a truth too brilliant to behold. Something from his old world, a slice of his life there, had reached across and forced an image before his eyes. He was back in the pub where they had first met, he was looking up to see her looking back, as if she had been watching for a long time, waiting. His knees gave way, he fell face down in the undergrowth.

As he fell, two horses pulled up by the brush that obscured him.

“Brilliant, Unconnu! Another moment and we'd have had them both! Why choose to break out before we'd reached them?”

“The timing is difficult from horseback, Keemon, especially at the speed you insist on. Anyway, we'll have the girl soon enough, and he won't get far out here alone.”

A chorus of cursing voices in the direction Caylen took indicated her capture. Keemon ordered a detail into the bush to find Bowman, then he and Unconnu moved off to inspect their captive.

Bowman heard and didn't hear the tide of blood that roared in his ears. The horsemen searching for him passed at a trot. He let them go in one direction, then rose and ran in another, punching through the underbrush that tore at skin and clothing. When he finally fell into a pit that had been covered with small branches, the unintended victim of an animal trap, he lay on his back, chest heaving with more than exertion, and clamped jaws around his rushing breath. The Guards went back to the path, and came past him once more, crashing through nearby brush. Then he was alone.

It gave him time and space to think in.

Her. The grown-up, other-world Caylen. He thought back to the girl entering his room in Animarl, holding the book she'd brought as a gift, across her chest.

Caylen, Caylen, it wasn't possible, he was losing his mind - anything was preferable to what he'd seen in that blown kiss. In that shaft of light a face had formed that couldn't be. Not if he wanted the life he’d put together here in Animarl to last.

His mind flickered images of all the people he'd known, trying to fit the planes of each face to the pattern. None matched.

None but the woman, now presumably dead, whom he'd married in another world. And every impulse firing on his senses told him it was her.

***

“Call your men back, Keemon, it's almost dark, he won't get far at night. By morning he'll be hungry and half frozen, a good incentive to deal with us. Besides, we've got her, and he knows that. He won't leave her behind.”

“Your sentiment is touching, for an old crone, Unconnu. What makes you so sure he won't choose freedom?”

“You fool! What makes men like you so brash and blockheaded? He won't leave because he feels for her the thing they both call love. And the feeling is like-answered. Such attraction makes a powerful force, as substantial as any magic I can conjure. He'll return, count on it.”

Keemon laughed. “If it's that good why don't you bottle it?” He pointed to the tree where they’d tied Caylen. “Bleed her and put it in your little vials, you could...” his voice trailed as her look of scorn bit. He laughed again and turned to his Lieutenant. “Get them back, we'll start again at first light.”

***

He gouged his way up the side of the pit and out of it. He rolled in mud and rotting things to erase his colour, and his scent. He roamed about, searching for something he could fashion into a more effective weapon than the short sword he had with him.

Bending to a pool to drink, he caught sight of his wild visage. He let the hand of scooped water go and it shattered the mirror. As the waves subsided it was the face of Cenemis the Migril that he saw. He started and blinked, but the image stayed. His mind went hazy. He was there, and not there. He seemed, in fact, to be everywhere, and everyone, at once. He was Cenemis, the centre of his own story, who knew the mind of every thing and person in that story. Even as he looked, wings grew out of him, down and out, like arms. He shuddered and rose, shaking the last droplets of enchantment from his fingers.

Thereafter he spent the days laid up in the forks of tall trees, amongst the foliage, hacking at a sapling stave he'd cut and taken with him.

He tried as best he could to remember Oyen’s bow-making instruction. He'd lucked on a sapling of the right thickness, with even a built-in arrow shelf that a small branch, hacked off flush with the mainstem, provided. Less need to match arrows to the bow's strength, a little voice said.

His mind had thrown in heartily on the exercise; he was in full denial, and retreat.

He even managed humour at one point, remembering a one-liner as he set about his work: to sculpt an elephant, cut away everything that doesn't look like an elephant, he laughed, and, laying the mental template of a bow along the stave, took up his shortsword.

In one morning's mindless paring amongst the tall branches of an elm whose dense foliage pillowed round him, cutting off all sight and most sound of the forest floor, he had the bow roughly shaped and sized. He'd even managed to approximate its tillering, pushing the stave against two forking branches with his foot to see which limb bent least, and therefore needed further shaving. The sound of Guards thrashing the bushes below held no menace while he did this, and every time her face flew in and landed on a branch to watch, he saw it off by bending to the task and working faster.

That first night he came down and lit a small fire, beginning the weapon's rough curing. The next night he did the same, and a bundle of briar stalks joined the bow, him turning them over the slow coals like meat skewers, taking them off occasionally to be straightened, scraping the thin bark back to the stems (white as a young woman's arms) when they were done, then using a small, smooth stone to burnish them straight and brown, nut brown, as a summer's indolent outdoors wandering might effect on milky skin. No time for proper fletching, the little voice told him, so he split the shafts at one end and slid slivers of straight bark between, tying off the splits behind with threads worked from his shirt. At the other end, for broadheads, came flakes of slaty stone he picked up, shaped in the hand with a chipping rock and slipped into a slit like the fletch and similarly tied, the whole glued with still-setting pine resin.

While it lasted, the work went well, but by the third day of rejecting her his defences failed and the past intruded. Whenever he ran short of things to do, the past gate-crashed his solitude, taunting him with images of their once-settled life. One particular memory came to represent the whole loss: of times they drove in the country, for no better reason than to watch the scenery's rolling carousel. A peace like the quiet of dusk would descend and they'd feel no need for talk. She would sit beside him, softly singing almost-private little songs a child playing happily alone might sing.

He hadn’t realised how deeply she was woven into him, until now. Everywhere he went, she was. That was comfort, and he knew there was no other place for him to be, ever. It was simple, whole truth, unquestionable as the worth and warmth of winter sun on bare skin.

The knowledge of having been cast out from such a still centre drove his desperation for some hours until he fell exhausted before it. Alone and defeated, he surrendered. Each time the past returned he fell forward in great vomiting sobs, and it helped a bit, as if the hurt could never be erased, but might be emptied out a little, if the path of the throat be opened, the struggle abandoned.

That whole third day she mostly stayed away, as though she knew by then it was the manner of a man grieving. As for him, whenever possible he worked, rationalizing that while the pieces of his messy life to now floated down and coalesced, it was something to do, to stay away from accepting what he'd seen, to keep him sane. He was, for now, just another man in his workshop, making something out of it, keeping busy, placing one stone on another to enable the world of feeling to be more easily known.

But something else was going on, and by the time he'd notched nocks in the briar shafts, he saw it: just a string was needed now, some twisted strands of hemp or bark, spun like Oyen had showed him, and he'd do his best to have her back from those who’d taken her. Whoever she may be.

Once this penetration occurred, her face burned into him wherever he looked, and the only way to erase its accusation was to complete the task begun. A simple hanging spindle of rock and shirt strip; for string fibre, the inner bark of the silky ash; then tortuous spinning in the treetops, with Oyen's imagined laughter at his faltering efforts to goad him, and that third night by the little fire, plying the lot by hand, timber-hitching it to one end of the bow, in the rough notch; the other end a loop that took some hours, and several cursing undos, to achieve.

Somewhere near the middle hour of night he stood to appraise his efforts. Despite the knobs and imperfections it curved symmetrically to grip the string at both ends with a settled power. The arrows slid smooth along the shelf as he drew back many times, tempering the timber to his draw point by the mouth. It would do.

He ran to the top of the little bald hill that overlooked the camp of the Guards. The moon hung low and less than quarter full, a silver thumbnail print in the sky, beckoning.

He was ready.

***





Chapter 25





Circling The Moon


So long as the new moon returns in heaven a bent, beautiful bow, so long will the fascination of archery keep hold in the hearts of men.

- Maurice Thompson



“Captain, he's nowhere we’ve looked. And we’ve looked everywhere. Maybe he made a meal for some wolves, or maybe he’s just gone.” The Lieutenant wavered a moment, then plunged on. “It's been three days, sir!”

The cop smiled thinly but said nothing. He sauntered over to Caylen, tied to the hind legs of their worst-tempered pack horse. It wasn't as though she'd tried to escape, but Keemon salvaged small pleasure from his fruitless search for Bowman each time a new bruise showed on the naked woman. Every time she moved.

He squatted safe feet from her.

“What about it bitch, you going to call him in like the old crone says you can? You know he must be near dead out there by now, we got your food back on the beach. If you ask me, he's in trouble. You could save us all a lot of time.”

“He'll come without my calling, when he's ready. I’ll go when I am. And you'd better be ready for us!”

The cop sneered. “Oooh, don't talk that way, you'll give me nightmares!” He rose, kicking dirt at the horse's tail, setting off another round of bruising.

He walked back to the fire, looking over his shoulder at the spectacle of dust and kicking hooves. He laughed.

Atop the small hill, Bowman looked down on their camp and saw the kicks. He turned side on to Keemon's walking figure and raised the bow.

From some vantage in the camp below he liked to think it filled the outline of the sliver moon, and as he drew the silver line into a circle she was with him again, a girl in Animarl, scratching a stick of charcoal over paper as she whispered about a Rory secret of great power.

The sunrock ember impaled on the arrow tip fanned into a glow that traced an arc in the night sky it tracked through, and Bowman’s howl stopped Keemon in mid-stride. The cop looked up to see a shooting star that screamed like a swooping Nightjar as it fell.

“What the fuck was that?”

The Lieutenant by him squinted, in anger, in fright, pretending to newly adjust his eyes to the night.

“Someone's out there, sir. It must be him!”

“Your genius astounds me, Karel! Now take a detail, get out there and bring him back. The rest of you be on your toes. We don’t want him getting in close.”

Keemon looked over at Caylen. Her dark eyes glinted, with firelight or moon or thought, he couldn't tell. The animal they'd tied her to had gone calm.

***

Bowman descended the hill. He hadn't gone far when a figure appeared, walking towards him, and he raised the bow with its ready-nocked shaft. Hold it, the little voice told him.

“Who are you?” he demanded.

The figure came on up, into better light. Its hastily donned clothing hung loose, the hips dropped softly at each step in the manner of a woman carrying a pitcher on her head.

But Caylen's hands were empty, and she placed her arms around his neck and put her mouth on his shoulder, breathing softly down his back.

His mind began to whir; he flew one last time to the tried and true defence of talk.

“You got away! Did they let you go, or what? I was coming to get you, I…”

She slapped his cheek softly; he stopped.

“It was just time to leave,” she said.

They heard Guards coming.

“As it is now.”

***

Bowman paced, just inside the perimeter of the small knot of stunted trees they'd holed up in. Four days after their reunion, two days out from the Night Forest, they'd stopped here in the dying evening to peel a pithy sustenance from Paperbark trees.

“You can live indefinitely on this,” Caylen said, and he cracked a lame joke about it only seeming to be endless.

The Paperbark Moor was characterized by lack of the very trees that named it, an immense, rolling sea of wind-tossed grass, dotted intermittently with copses such as this. Deer, goats and starving travellers partook of the trees’ meagre food value, and wandering bands of Eastern Rory cropped its dead growth for firewood.

As they ate, Keemon's platoon came up. It hadn’t been hard to track the pair out here; the cop had guessed they’d jump from one sheltering copse to another, all the way to Grealding. It was a matter of checking them one by one, not so hard to do, with twenty mounted Guards at your disposal.

One of the Guards had come thundering into camp an hour before.

“Think I’ve found them, sir! A fresh trail.”

And so it proved. The passage of weary legs through grass was enough for even untrained eyes to follow. Keemon’s Guards spread out around the copse. A scout was sent in, and Bowman sent him out again, trailing a briar shaft from his bleeding thigh.

Keemon summed the situation with a scornful look, then went in where the man came out. Pulling up short of Bowman’s effective range, he spoke.

“Take it easy, Bowman, I'm here to make an offer. I'll give you to morning. That way the woman lives. It's you we've come for, but if we have to come in fighting, I can't account for what the men will do to her. Some of them have been a long time away from the bright lights of Kasina. They're getting kind of itchy for some bitchy, if you know what I mean.”

He waited for an answer.

“Go back where you came from and live yourself, Keemon.” was all he got.

“Alright, stubborn bastard, have it your way. We'll wait till morning, just the same. But first, we'll eat some of that deer our hunting party managed yesterday. Mmm! Can ya' taste it?” A short laugh. “In the morning, then, unless your stomach changes your tune.”

When he'd gone, Bowman went back to where Caylen lay. They were both too tired to even snarl contempt after Keemon.

“Are you alright?”

A smile. A nod. A hand squeeze, the black ring on her hand now, a half-jest proposal made on the journey from the Night Forest.

His unease grew as he saw how poor their chances were. Flight was now impossible; fight, at best, a symbolic delaying tactic. And Keemon's offer had been little more than a taunt: Caylen was expendable, no matter the outcome of the inevitable encounter.

“What will we do?” he asked the trees, as much as her.

She rose up and pulled him down. They lay on their backs, she with her eyes closed, he looking up. A patch of sky in the broken foliage showed early stars. Bowman’s mind wandered from the urgent present.

Someone told him once that people came from stars, that every molecule in your body was formed out of the dust of stars, and one day would be fused in a new star. But that only accounted for the body. What about the spirit? What about the will? What damn fool would come into a life like this willingly, anyway? Perhaps it was a kind of karmic penal colony. He must have been very bad last time, he decided, and caught himself smiling. He looked over at her and she was smiling back. She pulled him in close.

“This isn't such a bad way to die, together again. It feels alright.”

“I'm not afraid of death, just its manner, and what might come before it if those Kasina get us alive.”

She patted her short sword. “They won't have the pleasure of taking my life. That timing and decision rests with me.”

He looked at her in horror. Dying on your feet was one thing, but suicide? No, there had to be a way out of this, something they hadn’t thought of yet. He rolled on his back again and closed his eyes. Mostly for his own benefit he murmured, “We’ve got till morning to come up with a solution.”

“I think it’s unlikely they’ll wait till morning,” Caylen answered. He opened his eyes and turned to her.

She went on. “The more of them we can see, the more we'll kill. Kasina Guards aren't stupid, and Keemon, well, sometimes I almost respect something about him. He's very efficient. Evilly so. Efficiently evil?” She toyed with the definition, but nothing really did justice to the man, and she abandoned the attempt with a shrug.

Bowman leapt up. Caylen was right. Why would Keemon wait for morning, why would he give them any chance to get away? The Guards would be here when night fell, or soon after.

From somewhere out there would come the sounds that presaged attack: the betraying crunch of something underfoot, the creaking of a crossbow winch, naked metal brushing aside a branch, even the exaggerated breath of a man trying to impose order on his pounding chest.

He squeezed the night for sound, and, trying too hard, got only the coursing noise blood made in his own ears. He drew a deep breath and tried to still. He closed his eyes, loaded bow held low in front. As the dark grew, every sound stood out clear as a crisp star. The air sang something just below the reach of human ears, composed of all the tiny percussions movements make, and his skin stretched taut to net the slightest of these.

They'd be at the edge of the trees now, some might even be inching forward. But he'd hear them. The floor of the copse was covered in tree litter, and the still night's silence was his shield. No matter how good they were, one tiny sound was all he needed.

He listened to the wires of the air.

***

Long hours later the vigil was rewarded. Just on false dawn a twig broke, not a branch that cracked cleanly in the frosty air and fell, but a muffled break under weight. Bowman took three long jumps through fog towards the sound. Caylen followed.

Silently she questioned him, arching her brow and pointing with her chin. No, not there, he head-shook back. There, he nodded. He brought his bow up halfway, arrow nocked. She stepped away from him, holding her sword low and to one side.

The figure walked out of the fog at her, moving closer to get a better view. Caylen snarled and made ready to evade the flying bolt. As the Guard levelled his weapon he picked up Bowman in his peripheral vision, a ghostly figure swimming out of fog to his left. Instinctively he swung the crossbow around in the wraith's direction.

Too late. The briar shaft struck his left hand, crunching through small bones to pin it to the weapon he could no longer use, or even discard, while it spun him side on to the advancing woman. He shrieked and doubled over.

She came up at the moment he'd straightened and thrown his useless arm to one side in order to reach across his body with the other arm to grip his sheathed sword's hilt. The clumsy action brushed aside the leather armour plate covering his breastbone, and she took advantage of the sudden exposure to thrust her own blade in that window. Then she stepped back quickly, waiting for the shock and flooding loss to ruin him.

He staggered backwards, gasping, and sat slowly down like an old man lowering himself into a chair. He looked up at Caylen, his eyes went blank and he gradually keeled sideways.

As he sank the others came, preceded by their crossbows’ precious, single bolt.

Bowman found it hard, aiming in the fog, but even harder to see things coming; the first he knew he'd been shot at was a swift tunnel in the air beside his ear.

“Not him, you idiot, I want him alive. Just the girl.” he heard Keemon shout.

“Back, get back, go go go!” he shouted at Caylen, placing his body behind a Paperbark stump and flinging a hasty shot over the head of the nearest advancing figure. He grimaced; only five shafts left from the original eight. This might prove academic, though: Guards were flowing through the trees towards them now.

A tug at his arm - damn her, why hadn't she gone? “This way, they’re … yeeeow!” she yelped and rolled sideways, gripping the bolt lodged in her thigh.

Bowman booted her into a clump of ferns, then swung on her assailant.

The man dropped his crossbow and advanced with a two-handed sword held to one side in a low back sweep. He screamed as he came, the death scream of every soldier forced to lead a charge, the scream meant to simultaneously terrorize and vent terror.

Bowman's arrow punched through his throat, slashing the carotid artery and ending his bluff. The soldier spun away, clutching at the geyser in his neck with one hand while his sword traced a lazy half circle around his feet. He pulled his hand back to confirm the disaster, and went calm. Placing his sword's hilt on the ground, blade pointing up into his rib cage, he plunged home.

Other Guards were coming, peering through the fog, firing at Bowman’s legs. He retreated as their bolts slammed into tree trunks or went whooshing past.

He looked around, tried to count them. At least a dozen, far too many unless he could somehow bluff them back. He edged out from cover and felled the first one he saw, a man who, like his predecessor, had fired his crossbow and was now running forward with his sword.

Three shafts left. Another wounded Guard down made it two. Another, this time at a distance of a few feet, the arrow entering an eye socket and three quarters exiting behind, killing instantly.

The Guards pulled back, melting behind fog and trees like a receding nightmare.

Bowman bent to Caylen. “Can you walk?”

She put her hand up to him, hissing pain as he raised her. He held her with his right arm, the bow and final arrow in his other hand. He looked to where the nearest Guards had regrouped. At this distance, with the fog, the best they could see of the pair would be glimpses. But it would be enough to know the woman was wounded. All they'd need now was to figure on his stock of ammunition, and they'd be coming again. He could only wonder what was keeping them this long. He dropped the bow.

He nosed the hair behind her ear and whispered, “I’m sorry. For all of it, the fights, the fuck-ups, and now this. I’m sorry.”

She drew her sword.

He took it from her.

“Me first.” She said.

He kissed her, long and soft, blind and deaf to what the Guards were doing. It was just the two of them, they were at a station and her train was leaving, its whistle stirring everyone but them.

Then he placed the point of the blade under her ribs, at the entrance to the heart, and they drew breath together.

The voice behind him was deep, soft, quiet. “Not so fast, Pack brother.”

Bowman's eyes shot wide, he froze. The voice was unmistakable. It continued.

“That's my sister you're about to kill, unnecessarily, as it happens.”

The next crowded moment they were back on the platform in a sea of welcomers; a train had just pulled in. Caylen staggered past Bowman into Oyen's arms. Imperial Guards, their tattered uniforms echoing the fortunes of the Palace, milled around the pair.

“Oyen, you're a fine sight!” Bowman managed. Oyen grunted.

Moments later the loyalists struck Keemon's camp. The morning air filled with cries as those fortunate enough to gain their horses in time wheeled away from the rout. As the noise died down, Denaren came through the fog, sheathing his sword.

Oyen detached from Caylen to ask, “Did you get him?”

Denaren frowned. “No.”

“What..how..?”

“Unconnu, damn her! She got the two of them away!”

***





Part VI
Fall





Chapter 26





The Stars So Near

Caylen, her wound bound in Blood Moss, rested in the meagre shade of a Paperbark. Bowman managed to recover most of the shafts he'd fired and came to sit beside her. Then Oyen collected Bowman and they walked to the meadow stream they’d camped next to.

“I have to get water, come,” he said and handed Bowman a swag of empty water bladders. This was a menial task for Oyen to undertake; Bowman guessed they were about to talk.

They were halfway to the stream and still the Rory had tendered no explanation for the trip. Bowman decided to spark the conversation. “We lost Yalnita,” he confessed. “She went into Melen Darit for supplies, but Keemon found us before she got back. We had to leave.”

Oyen nodded. “Yes. That’s bad. She will have a hard time of it, making her way back to Grealding alone.”

“Alone? Surely we can go get her?”

“No. You must understand, John Bowman, she is only one warrior. The lives of all our people are at risk now that Keemon has the arms he sought, and a loyal following. Besides, Yalnita is Yalnita. Her journey home won’t be easy, but I am sure she will make it. In fact, I pity any who stand in her way!”

Bowman smiled; Oyen was more than likely right. Then he remembered the cache of guns in Animarl.

“But Keemon doesn’t have all the guns! He told me he left them in Animarl, for when he had enough Guards to go back and get them.”

“Yes, so our spies tell us. Even more reason to not wait here any longer than we have to. Keemon will be heading to Animarl for those weapons, now that it’s obvious you enjoy the protection of loyalists. We have to get there before him. We’ll leave today.”

“If Caylen can travel. You can’t leave her. At least, I can’t.”

“She will be alright, her wound isn’t as bad as we feared.” Oyen laughed and clapped Bowman on the shoulder. “She is a Rory, and will still ride better than you my friend, wound and all.”

“That won’t be hard! Damned horses, give me my own legs any day.”

“Ah! Spoken like a true Rory! Horses are no use on the Dragonspine. But out here, where the distances are long and flat, they are indeed a useful animal.”

They filled the water bladders and started back. Bowman wondered if the purpose of their excursion had been simply to announce the fact that their destination would be Animarl, not Grealding.

He didn’t really care. Now that he had Caylen again, nothing really mattered that much, outside of them. After the rough patch they’d endured, he was allowing himself the indulgence of feeling like the young man who’d once fallen in love with a beautiful woman, in a world made for their love, a still world at the centre of all the swirling constellations. That and the spirit-saving Way of The Bow; he’d be eternally grateful for the induction to that lore. Those were the two things that mattered now.

He pulled up just short of Oyen’s massive chest. The Rory had turned around to address him.

“There is another reason for heading to Animarl, rather than Grealding.”

“Oh?”

“I’m not sure how to say this, John Bowman,….”

“Just spit it out anyhow, Oyen.”

“Well, it’s about your gift.”

“Oh? Really?”

“Yes. Look, don’t make this difficult! We, Denaren and I, that is, we… we want to make use of your gift.”

“Oh no, forget it, Oyen! I am not going back to Dyall's Ford, ever. And why would you want the arms Keemon wants? You’ll only end up like him! Or worse. No, put it out of your mind. Here I am, and here I stay. I told you that once, remember?”

“And broke your word, as I recall.”

“No, I didn’t! I was forced to go back. Now I have a choice. Or at least I assume I do. You don’t intend holding your sister hostage, do you?”

“Really, Outlander, that is beneath you! Of course I wouldn’t do such a thing, and I wouldn’t force my wishes on you, either!”

“Good! Good then. Let’s just leave it! And don’t call me an Outlander. here I live, here I’ll die, I swear it!”

Oyen shrugged. “As you wish. Still, if we don’t arrive in Animarl before Keemon, I hate to think what will come of it!”

Bowman looked away. “What will come, will come, Oyen,” he said quietly. “We will do our best, and God help us beyond that.”

***

The loyalists made Twins Fall in four days, riding through the year's first chill; patchy snow now visible on the Dragonspine to their North.

They rode in a silence interrupted only when some signal from Denaren caused Guards to peel away and reconnoitre the rolling country. Every sense of the remaining riders pricked up when this happened, but their fears weren’t realized. The surrounding countryside seemed empty. Of enemies, at least.

Towards evening on the fourth day their destination began to form up ahead of them.

The feature that gave the landscape thereabouts its name comprised two ancient calderas, worn smooth by time's wind and water, and grassed over so that in the breezes that drifted unhindered by rock or tree they looked like wide, shallow dishes surfaced with fur.

When Bowman asked Oyen why it was called Twins Fall the Rory briefly explained the legend of two stars that were so alike they'd always bickered, until it got so bad they lost their grip on heaven and fell to earth.

As the band of loyalists and Rory got closer the soft rims delineated themselves in the sea of wavy grass. Denaren sent scouts around, and when they came back with nothing to report he had the Guards pitch camp just down inside the leeward rim of the easternmost caldera. As the twilight grew crisp they posted guard and lit cooking fires.

Caylen slid a half-hewn bow stave from its pouch, steadied a moment as she gripped it right, and hobbled over to Bowman. “Let’s walk while it’s not too dark,” she said. Stiff from the riding, he readily assented to the chance to stretch his legs. He picked up his stickbow and stuck some arrows in his belt. A sword was probably a more practical weapon for defence in the failing light, but Bowman had formed an attachment to the rough bow he’d crafted in his own dark hour. He wasn’t going anywhere without it, for now. Caylen took his hand and they went off.

They made their way along the rim, their hair and words tossed by the settling evening wind. Nest-ward birds whipped by. Bowman wondered where they’d roost in the treeless plain. Must be ground nesters, he mused. At least they knew where home was. Lucky bastards.

“Where do you think Keemon is right now?” he said.

Caylen shivered. “Don’t ask.”

“What, speak of the Devil?”

“Uh huh! Anyway, why think of him now? Let’s relax while we can.”

“I can’t help it, I can sense him! Denaren and Oyen seem to think he’s gone full bore for Animarl. Not me. He’s close by; I can feel it!”

The pain of her wound was still pre-occupying Caylen. “Yes, well, he’ll show when he shows.”

Twilight didn’t last long, being late in the year. They only managed a five-minute walk before they had to turn back. As the grey deepened to black the wind stopped altogether. A few night insects took up where it left off. The quarter moon poked over the Eastern horizon.

The fires of the camp were an easy beacon to home on. Bowman put his arm around Caylen’s shoulder and she reciprocated with her own about his waist. They gently picked their way through the knee-length tussocks.

“John?”

“Yes?”

“That ring you gave me. You say this Argilan character gave it to you.”

“That’s right, the old feller in Animarl. The same one you ran into, I suspect.”

“Yes, it sounded like him, from what you describe. And you say he gave you the ring to ‘find your way home’, or something?”

“That’s right. And it seems to work. It always points to Animarl, at least. Why?”

“Since I’ve been wearing it, strange things have been happening.” She stopped and held the stave out to one side of her body as she shrugged. “I keep seeing Home whenever I think about it, and I’m not talking about Animarl! You know what I mean, don’t you!”

He turned to tell her this was great news, that it meant the things he’d seen weren’t just happening in his mind, that the ring had a power of its own, and anyone could activate it. It was such a relief to know he wasn’t mad! He opened his mouth to speak but couldn’t think what to say first. He just laughed, and she shook her head, smiling.

Then something flowed up from the grass and plucked her away, and when he turned in its direction she’d been pinned down by a wraith. He went for his sword.

“Don’t even think about it, Sunshine!” Keemon whispered. To substantiate the threat he placed his pistol barrel to Bowman’s temple and thumbed the hammer back. He bunched the back of Bowman’s shirt with his free hand and pushed him in the direction opposite Denaren’s camp. “Just move.”

***

“They’re lovers, Oyen! And there’s no privacy for them here.” Denaren cast an eye over the Guards. “They’ll be along soon, you’ll see!”

Oyen scowled and turned back to the wall of night. Despite her Outlander origins, Caylen was a Rory; she knew better than to take a risk like this, no matter what state her heart was in. And Bowman - also an Outlander - had proved himself no fool since his return to Animarl. Neither would have stayed out there, away from camp, this long. Something was wrong.

He sighed. “Go back Denaren. I’ll wait for them here.”

***

“Just a little something to stop you clawing.” Keemon quipped, bringing the vial's open mouth to Caylen's.

Unconnu’s sorcery had kept the rebel camp hidden, just as it had allowed Keemon to flow through grass like the very air in search of his quarry. Now he had them both. Bowman, the key to Dyall's Ford, and Caylen, the incentive for Bowman to turn the lock. Keemon had sent word of the capture to Unconnu, who’d sent instruction straight back: secure the girl and bring the Outlander to me.

“Hold her still!” he snapped at the Guards pinning Caylen to the tent's centre pole. She thrashed and spat, but enough of the viscous fluid trickled past. A few minutes and strength left her, she sagged against her bonds.

He stood back, smiling, and ordered the Guards out. He liked the thought of her almost unconscious, but not quite; it was time for a little fun. He could sense the fear in her eyes. It excited him, almost as much as the thought of getting to Animarl, to the guns.

When they were alone, he moved closer, pulling her head back by the hair, and moved his open mouth down her neck.

She jerked away and twisted her head around to where she could see him.

“Fool, how long do you think they'll let you live? You're an Outlander, like me!”

He frowned, pulled back.

“You? An Outlander? I don't think so - you're just a Rory slut. As to my longevity, that will improve when I liberate a certain cache in Animarl!”

“A few guns won't save you from the Kasina, Keemon.”

The smile left him. “Who said anything about guns?”

“Idiot! You think I don't know who you are, what you've been up to? I know about the guns you smuggled through from Dyall’s Ford! They won't be enough; you'll need more.”

She saw his eyes widen. “Yes, more! That's what interests men like you, isn't it! And I can get you that. I'm your only hope of going back to Dyall's Ford and returning here.”

“You're bluffing, Caylen. Only that simple bastard Bowman can do that, and I've already got him where I want him.”

“Listen to me Keemon, we don't have much time, this drug's working fast.” She drew herself up. “There is no magic in John Bowman. It's the Ring of Return that enables him to travel between Dyall’s Ford and Animarl, the ring he gave me on the trip here.” She stretched the fingers of her bound hand out to show him.

“Yes, I saw that. I'll keep it as a fond memento when you're gone, my dear! But I'm curious, why would the fool give it to you?”

“It’s beyond your feeble comprehension, trust me.” The drug was seeping into every reach; she went on quickly. “What’s important is this: get me out of here alive, get me and Bowman to Animarl, and you can have the ring. You won’t need anyone then to get what you want!”

“Why don’t I just unburden you of it now?” Keemon said. He undid one of the bonds and snapped her hand up, gripping the ring between his thumb and forefinger. He held her arm with his other hand and started twisting the ring and pulling it towards him. It clove to the skin beneath and would not give.

She chuckled groggily, her head lolled to one side. “Welcome to your worst nightmare, Keemon: something that can only be given, not taken by force.”

He dropped her hand and stood back, looking at the ring with awe. Then her freed hand leapt to the cop’s throat and held it in a vice grip.

“Now come with me a moment and I’ll show you what the ring can do!”

Keemon grabbed her arm with both hands and thrashed. “Lethh goerth me you thukn bith.”

But she had him and wasn’t letting go. “First you need to see something, Keemon. I’m taking you Home!”

As soon as she spoke the word, Keemon's head drew forward into an opaque sphere, beyond which he emerged a few moments in another world, as Bowman once had done. And like Bowman, what he saw tugged at him. The known streets and easy faces, the familiar landscape he once strode high in.

The police armoury, and its obvious key.

She released him and he staggered back, rubbing his neck and gasping. When his breath returned he nodded slowly.

“Alright,” he said. Her head slumped on her chest and he smiled.

***

He felt no relief when Keemon freed him; the cop only ever acted in his own interests.

“How many times is this I’ve saved your arse, Convict? Well, it’s the last.” the cop said as he cut the ties.

“Where’s Caylen?”

“On a horse, like we will be soon. I hope your riding’s improved.”

Bowman thought back to his arrival in Kasina Nabir. “No, but I’ll manage.”

“Good, coz we’ll only get an hour or so start on Unconnu. Can’t wait for stragglers.”

“Why are you doing this?”

“You’ll find out, now duck your head,” Keemon said as he pushed Bowman through the slit in the rear wall of the tent. Outside the night was dark with cloud.

“This way,” said Keemon.

“Where are we going?”

“To our horses, dammit! Now shut up!”

“No, I mean after that, where are we headed?”

“Animarl! Now shut up and keep walking!”

Two Guards appeared ahead, strolling haphazardly towards them. They were taking turns to swig from a small jar. One of them recognized Keemon. He slouched to attention and saluted.

“Bes’ of the night t’yer, Captain!” he slurred. His companion stifled a laugh.

Keemon walked straight up, drew his short sword and sunk it into the man’s heart. The other Guard dropped back, aghast, then leapt over the twitching body of his partner at Keemon.

“Filthy Outlander!” he muttered, swinging the jar.

Keemon ducked and slashed his sword as the man lurched past. The Guard glanced down at his cut stomach as he careened into Bowman. Maddened with pain and outrage, he backhanded the jar into Bowman’s jaw, sending him sprawled on his back.

As Keemon came up the Guard dropped the jar and went to draw his sword. He had it half-unsheathed when the arc of Keemon’s blade slashed sideways at his neck. In the instant before decapitation he bellowed. The shooshing fountain of his severed arteries replaced the shriek. He wobbled a moment before his deflated body sank sideways and lay over the unconscious Bowman.

“Fuck, fuck!” Keemon swore as he bent to shove the body off Bowman. Then he snapped up as more noise broke the night silence.

The Guard’s bellow had alerted sentries; men were coming at a run. Worse, Caylen - slumped across one of the horses Keemon had waiting - was moaning in delirium. A few moments and they’d be found.

“Fuck! Double fuck!” Keemon cursed again. He looked to Caylen, back to the still prone figure of Bowman, to the advancing sentries, back to Caylen.

What the hell! he thought. Worst comes to worst, I’ll kill the bitch and burn the ring off her! He ran to the horses, leapt on the one carrying Caylen, cut the others loose, and wheeled away into the night.

Bowman sat up. His face throbbed and hot liquid trickled down one cheek. In his blurred vision he saw Keemon making off with Caylen on a horse. Sounds were coming closer. He heard voices. The little voice that had spoken to him from the bow he’d fashioned in the Night Forest was one of them. Go back for me, and get away, it said. Take food. Move fast. Be silent. Don’t be seen.

He did.

***

Word reached Unconnu of Keemon’s flight with Caylen.

The storm inside her building, she sent to see that the Outlander was still safely held. But they didn't find Bowman, only the empty tent he'd been left trussed in. The rough-hewn bow and arrows he'd been carrying when captured - source of much amusement to the Imperial Guards - had also gone.

This was all that could be told to Unconnu. The messenger who came back was white-faced in his fear of her.

***





Chapter 27





The Scattering

In a rage, Unconnu struck the loyalists that night.

By the time Denaren and Oyen regained the situation, half their men lay dead. Denaren called the rest in a circle.

The rebels had withdrawn to reload crossbows. Unconnu, having vented her initial fury, was in no hurry to complete the job. She had the enemy surrounded, with only grass for cover, and her own men would use that to advantage when they made their next advance.

Still, the loyalists were alerted now; subsequent attacks would carry a higher price. And every one of the Guards she had at her disposal counted if the Outlander was to be apprehended in the days ahead.

Not to mention Keemon. Her mind boiled with the images of things she had in store for him. Even so, she grudgingly admired the man’s resourcefulness, the blade-sharp decisions with which he cut his way through life.

What would Keemon do now? she wondered. That treacherous heart would seal the rout with little or no further loss. What would he do now?

She smiled as the answer hit her.

***

“They’ll cut us to bits out here if we can’t close and use our swords!” Oyen said to Denaren. He looked around at the bodies, and the bent figures of the fortunate tending the wounded. “Damn them, they already have.”

Denaren scanned the dark circle at the edge of his vision. “We have to get through them somewhere.”

Oyen snorted. “Easier said than done. I wonder how they slipped past our sentries?”

Denaren gritted his teeth. “In a word, Unconnu. Her sorcery again, damn her!”

“That doubles the case for leaving. Why wait around to see what she does next?”

They didn’t have to wait long to find out what that was. Summer had dried the grass well, and the chill Autumn night had not yet wet it with dew. Unconnu’s next assault began as intermittent crackling, then the gentle breeze brought acrid smoke to the loyalists. As the fire took hold, it draughted the smoke up and away into the night, revealing the steadily advancing waves of orange flame.

Behind the flame, salvos of crossbow bolts scythed through the grass, and the loyalists. Denaren yelled for his men to lie low. The fire and the rebels came on.

A lull in the breeze stopped them twenty yards out. Smoke began to stand in the air, and the rebels hung back, unable to pick a safe course through the murk.

Unconnu’s Lieutenant swore. “We had them, we damn near had them! If that wind comes back our way, we’re in trouble.” He turned to Unconnu. “Isn’t there something you can do?”

She scowled. “There are many things I can do!” She turned back to the fire and raised her hands to it. Her eyes closed and she stood as though pressed to an invisible wall.

As she did, morning broke in the East, its crimson sheets of sky smudged by the fire smoke. The loyalists, better able to see their smoky targets in the sudden light, rose and sprayed a steady rebuke out at the foe that had tightened round them.

One shot fired blindly by a loyalist who then ducked back behind grass to reload, caught Unconnu in the stomach, ending her spellcasting in a shriek. She sank to her knees and looked down.

The bolt had missed bone and gone cleanly through her. She placed one hand on the red hole in front, the other on her back, where a matching hole burbled red. Not allowing herself the luxury of a curse, she bent her powers to a new spell. In moments the bleeding staunched. She rose to her feet.

The Lieutenant regarded her in open-mouthed shock. He’d heard stories about Unconnu, many stories, but never been witness to the kind of event those stories got wrapped around.

“Are…are you alright?” he asked.

“No, you fool, I’m injured.”

What else could she tell him? That he would have to carry the burden of battle from here, she needing all her powers for renewal? She jerked her head towards the loyalists.

“Get on with it!” she said. Then she winced and turned away, looking for somewhere to rest.

But a new sound caught her ear; she turned to where it emanated in the East. A wavy line was descending the inner slope of the caldera-like water running down a wall. She squinted; it was hard to make out details at this distance, in such poor light. As the line reached the level of battle and swung in its direction, the low thunder of hooves became distinct.

The riders wore no particular uniform, no pennants flapped from bridles, no bugle sounded. But the equestrian mastery of the riders was unmistakable to Unconnu. Her eyes glazed and her mouth fell slowly open like that of a just-slaughtered beast, its spirit climbing the high air, its cabled brawn unwinding. The riders kept rolling over the hill like a herd migration that had turned to stampede.

Only one tribe could appear out here in such numbers, commanding respect like this from the horse, other than Palace Kasina. A foe Unconnu had no power left to fight. She shook off her torpor.

“Jindi!” she shouted to the Lieutenant. “Get me to a horse.”

Without answering he swept her up and ran.

***

“Where are the others?” Yalnita asked as she stepped back from Oyen’s bear hug.

After the joy of their reunion, Oyen looked suddenly distraught. “John Bowman and Caylen have gone missing! They just walked out and vanished!”

“Nobody just vanishes!”

Denaren spoke. “They did. We believe Unconnu had something to do with it.” He looked over her shoulder at the Jindi going around the bodies of the rebels, dispatching those who still lived. “How did you find us?”

She smiled. “A mounted troop? You were easy enough to track. We almost caught up yesterday, but night beat us, so we camped. Then one of our sentries saw the fire,” she tossed her head “and we came.”

“I’m ever grateful you did. We’d never have bested this lot otherwise. Quite the opposite, in fact!”

“You’re welcome. It’s just a shame we failed to bring Unconnu to the net as well.”

“You’re not the first to fail on that score,” said Oyen. “She slips through any net, from what we’ve seen.”

Yalnita frowned. “So where to now? Do we go after Caylen, John Bowman, or Unconnu and Keemon? And where did they all go?”

“Some of our men say they saw the crone heading in that direction. Alone. No one else escaped the Jindi attack.” Denaren pointed.

Oyen followed the finger. “That’s Animarl; has to be. Unless she doubles back. She could go to the Palace, I suppose.”

Denaren shook his head. “Unlikely, without the men she brought here. Her failure would be obvious; she’d lose face with any followers she still has in Kasina Nabir. And alone, in these parts, she’s vulnerable, no matter how powerful her sorcery. The only one she can count on, or at least could, is Keemon, and he’s gone missing too. Now she’ll either want revenge on the man, or at least she’ll want to know why he left. No, I think she’ll try to track down Keemon first before she goes anywhere.”

“Well, we know where he’d be headed,” said Oyen. “Same as it seems Unconnu’s gone. Same as we should be heading.”

“Perhaps,” Denaren said. “The only thing that worries me is if Caylen and John Bowman went to Grealding.”

“I doubt that,” said Yalnita. “They wouldn’t be well received. We all left that place on bad terms, and Caylen and John Bowman were at the heart of the trouble. Besides, they’ll be wanting to cut Keemon off before he gets more of his weapons. No, I think Oyen’s right: they’re all heading for Animarl, and so should we.”

***





Part VII
Homecoming





Chapter 28





Snowblind

They'd made a snow cave at Keemon’s insistence, and crawled in. Just short of Animarl, on the plain of few trees, with the blizzard building, fear and cold had overtaken him. He'd roped the horse under a rock ledge, and they'd spent a frenzied hour digging in the growing drift.

She felt no need of such shelter. No snowstorm could impede her reunion with Bowman. But Keemon held the whip hand, or liked to feel he did with the gun holstered underneath his shirt. Whatever, she thought. Her thigh was still healing, and the ride from Twins Fall had been tiring. She would save her strength for the confrontation she knew must come.

And He must come, too. This now became her silent mantra. It would take the three of them to do what must be done. She'd scoured the close landscape with her Rory-honed instinct, but he wasn't there. At one stage she could feel fever building in him, then it stopped. Just like that. What came next was a nothingness, as if the storm had whited out all signals.

And yet she knew he wasn't dead, it wasn't that. Only the connection had been broken. He'd been using that damned mind again, unable to sense her presence the way she could sense his. In time she'd change that, if she got the chance. But even in this world, chance was all the things beyond control, and she'd lost him. Given time, if she could reinstate the connection, there was no harm she could not undo.

But he'd have to meet her in Animarl first, of his own power and will.

He must come.

***

No one.

He wondered if the snow was early for Animarl, if it was usual to be this heavy, or was this light? Where he came from, snow was something rarely seen. Rain yes; rivet-driving squalls of the stuff at times. But this quiet smothering that blew off peaks and drifted around down here in the abandoned orchard's stick-figure trees, this busted-pillow billowing of searching wraiths, wetting and freezing where it touched while it choked the familiar outlines he needed to steer by, was something new. It unsettled him as surely as it settled over every known face.

He'd made Lake Mountain in a dream so soft he never felt his feet touch as he put them down, step by dreamy step. He sensed only that his chest pounded as the dream swept him up the mountain slope. The lake itself seemed to be a magnet for snow, the melty stuff vanishing as it settled on the mirror surface, and he'd trudged the way down through sludge and whitened bushes just to see it. But it had nothing to offer, only the eye that held a plate of snowy sky up for him to see, and from behind the subterfuge, eyed him mysteriously.

By the time he'd made the ridge again, everything was white, and he snapped out of torpor long enough to sandbag his predicament. He stuffed his failing boots with grass a fallen tree had sheltered. He ate the last of the food he'd scrounged from Twins Fall. He wrapped the Guard's cloak that he'd also liberated, tightly round him, covering the stickbow and shafts in the process. Then he blundered down the buried slope, praying for an entrance to the Falling Path.

Prayed like he'd almost never done: meaning it. Prayed to a god he knew all rational thought denied. Prayed and felt lost, deserted by reason, his mind giving up on him, its claws relaxing, slipping out of the flesh it anchored to, rising like prayer smoke.

Prayed and in that distracted state fell into the first of the entrances. The wrong one, not the one with the gnarled pine exactly thirteen paces away in the direction of the rim. But it told him he was in the right area, and his eyes hunted around as he light-stepped over the white ground, looking for the twisted branches that would point him home.

Then, when he found it, the drunken stumble along the freezing passage to Animarl, delirium building with the cold until he stumbled out into blinding light in the snow-drowned valley.

No one.

He looked up and saw the entrance to the Cave of Origins, a foreboding black cavity in a whitened skull. He’d found no sign in the snow, and guessed if Caylen and Keemon were here, they’d sought shelter inside the mountain. He tracked across the valley towards the Cave.

***

Trudging through snow to the Cave, they’d let the horse go to fend for itself in the valley. Caylen tied a rag, torn from her shirt, to the entrance.

“To tell him we’re here,” she said.

“We don’t need him!” Keemon threatened.

“Oh yes we do,” she replied calmly. “Remember, Keemon, this is something that can only be given. Your strength means nothing here.”

He turned away, his eye twitching. Caylen secured the flag and they went inside.

At first they found a small alcove that was reasonably dry and draught-free. Caylen kindled a small fire from sunrock, feeding it with dried bat droppings.

Keemon paced, thinking. Maybe this was the time to chance his arm, to kill her and get the ring for himself. Bargain be damned. Then again, if she was telling the truth – and he’d never really understood how you could tell that - he’d be left with a body and an unwilling ring. "Sure," she'd said, "You could hack it off, but it wouldn't work any more; it would be worthless to you. If it's not freely given, it's just another ring."

He’d have to wait for Bowman, as she insisted, at least for a while. Since she seemed sure he would come.

“What if he doesn’t get here?” he said.

“He will.” She sighed and sat back, closed her eyes. Of course he’d come. Where else would he go? Unlike them, he’d be on foot, but if he made Twins Fall ahead of the blizzard, if he managed to get to the Falling Path in time, he’d be here soon. She had made sure Keemon came overland, hadn’t told him about the shortcut underground, to give Bowman the chance to gain ground on them.

If he made it to Twins Fall on time. If he managed to negotiate the tricky warren of tunnels through the Falling Path. If he wasn’t sick, or injured, or re-captured.

But she knew he wasn’t, and knew he had. She could sense him again, as if being back in Animarl had re-established the connection. Now, if she could just focus, if Keemon would just be still, if the walls would just stop vibrating….

She looked up. Keemon looked back, wide-eyed. He looked at the wall behind her.

She could hear it now, a far-off rumbling that came closer and grew, that threatened to burst into their alcove like some god that roared and tore the walls down on them. Dust sifted from the ceiling and the floor jumped, throwing Caylen through the fire.

She leapt up, brushing coals off. “Yeeow, shit!”

“C’mon!” Keemon had her by the arm. He pulled her back towards the tunnel they’d entered the alcove from. When they got to it, she shook his hand off.

They looked both ways. The choice was easy. One direction offered a creeping wall of dust cloud, the other remained clear. They took it running.

Repeatedly, the ceiling ahead fell in or the floor collapsed into another tunnel far below. Walls, too, were coming down, more often than not revealing another passage beyond. The honeycombed mountain was recreating itself.

It forced them down side tunnels again and again and again. They ran like creatures in a regenerating maze that hunted them with each transformation.

They finally exhausted their options before a sheer wall of rock. Keemon pounded and kicked and gouged and swore at it. Caylen turned to face the rumbling that came steadily closer. Something tunnelled under the floor towards them.

“It’s herding us,” she said. She sounded reassured.

Keemon gasped in the thin, dusty air. “What! Are you crazy? What’s herding us?”

Caylen looked over at him and smiled. As she did a new hole appeared in the wall beside the cop. Beyond it, another tunnel, clear of dust and well lit, beckoned. She stepped past Keemon and through the hole.

“The mountain,” she answered, reaching out to draw him in.

***

Coming closer, he made out the strip of torn shirt that flicked about in the wind. When he got to it he bent and sniffed, to make sure – something he’d made a mental note to do more often since Yalnita smelt the blood-in-water when they’d found Boyle’s band – and went in.

There’d been some sort of commotion. Dust hung in the air and the rill was damming up here and there as it cut new channels. He could only see one clear way, a lightened passage dotted with landfall-blocked entrances on either side. He took it.

After he’d gone about an hour inside the mountain he stopped and listened. It was hard to be sure - rock was still falling and water gushed from the new ways it kept finding - but there seemed to be a regular sound amongst the chaos, of something on foot, following him. A sound, or something below sound, a subliminal presence his Rory training detected.

He turned around to run and found there were now two passages before him. One was bright, wide and airy; the other seemed to be an old way that had mostly caved in and offered dark seclusion. Choosing fear, he scrambled into it away from light, and lay waiting, an arrow nocked to his stickbow.

The sounds of pursuit became undeniable. Looking out from the darkened tunnel he saw a figure come into view. It was stooped, and he guessed it to be tracking him by the footprints he’d left. He stepped from the dark tunnel with his bow drawn.

“Freeze!” he said. The figure stopped and looked up at him. Bowman lurched back in shock. “God, Rain Dog!”

Bowman impulsively embraced the man. “Rain Dog, I can’t tell you how good it is to see you!”

The Rory smiled and pushed him away. “I’m likewise pleased. But you’re heading in the wrong direction, if it’s Caylen you’re after. They went that way.” He pointed to the better-lit tunnel.

“Trust you to be able to read sign in this gloom. I assume the other part of ‘they’ is Keemon?”

“From what I see of another man’s bootprints, yes.”

“Will you come with me, help me track them?”

The Rory smiled. “Did I teach you nothing? Ah well, let’s go!”

“Yes, let’s all go find Keemon and that Rory bitch!” a voice said. Rain Dog and Bowman jumped as though they occupied the one skin. Unconnu came up and stood by Rain Dog. She looked at Bowman. “But first, the little matter of a ring. Hand it over!”

Bowman spat between her feet and held his naked ring hand up for her to see. “I don’t have it.”

“What? Where… oh, of course, you gave it to her. Did you think it would be safer on her hand than yours? You fool!”

“You’ll never know what I think, Unconnu, unless I tell you. As to the ring, you can have this instead!” Bowman brought the bow up and went to draw, but a blinding agony in his stomach forced him back down, hunched and gasping.

“Don’t push your feeble mind where it can’t go, Outlander,” Unconnu said. She turned back to Rain Dog. “It will be quicker, and you’ll live longer, if you guide me to them. But I’ll find them anyway. Your choice, Rory!”

“How.. how did you gain on me like that, without me knowing?”

“Oh, Rory hunters aren’t the only ones who can track their prey! Now, do we go, or do you and this Outlander choose death, and leave a poor old crone to find her own way?”

Bowman’s wind was coming back; he looked up at her, his face still contorted. “You’re forgetting something, aren’t you? You need me to travel between the worlds!”

She laughed. “Idiot! The power to travel lies in the ring. Trust a fool Outlander to make that mistake. If only you could tap the power of your egos! At any rate, what makes you think my interest in the ring is the same as Keemon’s?” She came over to Bowman. “My interest is to ensure the infernal thing goes back where it came from! After I’ve made use of it, that is.”

Bowman straightened, nodding, piecing it together. “Of course, I am an idiot! How could I be so blind? That’s why Keemon brought Caylen here. She must have let him in on its secret, for whatever reason. And that’s why you wanted me. You knew I had the ring, and that ring is the only thing that threatens your power in Kasina Nabir, isn’t it, Unconnu?”

“Kasina Nabir?” Unconnu threw her head back and laughed. “My ambitions extend well beyond there, I’m afraid.”

“Such as Grealding, I assume,” said Rain Dog bitterly.

“Yes, exactly. The one place that holds me out, with that Mirror! But the Ring of Return, you see, allows those wearing it to enter Grealding, and any who are connected to the ring-wearer as well. That’s how Keemon got past the Mirror Guard.” She purred at Bowman. “Do you see now, my sweet little idiot Outlander?”

Bowman felt sick. “So, it was me.”

“Yes, well, you and Keemon. You’d make quite a pair, I’ll be glad to be rid of you both. And that’s what I intend doing now.” she said, pointing to the bright passage.

***





Chapter 29





The Ring Of Return

She walked up smiling.

“You came.”

“Yes. With company,” he said, dropping his things to embrace her. She looked behind him and smiled at her Rory brother. When her gaze came round to Unconnu they looked at one another with the expressionless gaze of someone who has been long condemned.

Bowman stepped to one side of Caylen to observe the Soul Gate. Someone had placed sunrock torches either side of the bank Oyen and he had knelt on, a seeming lifetime ago. They gave the usual murky light of such brands, but somehow managed to illuminate the whole cavern. More sorcery, thought Bowman. A canoe bobbed in the circulating current by the water's edge, its mooring rope around a small rock. Over by the wall stood Keemon, index finger hammer-drilling the deafened ear nearest the now silent Soul Gate.

Bowman nodded in the direction of the Vortex. “Why can't I hear it?” he said to Caylen. The Soul Gate turned and churned and whorled as usual. He could feel the cold of the place and sense its pulsing power coming through his feet; he was already soaked with its icy vapour. But the Thing itself was silenced, had been for the last few minutes of their journey here. No howling torment battered Bowman’s ears this time, and he could hear Caylen speak, plain as in a kitchen table conversation.

Unconnu came forward and looked at Bowman. “I silenced the Gate.” She exuded pride as she said this, though the effort of fighting the mountain evidently drained her; her face was a tight mask of struggle. She turned to Caylen and went on quickly. “You have something I want, girl.” She pointed to the ring on Caylen’s finger. “Give it up!”

Bowman stepped before Caylen, but she, in turn, slithered around him and put a restraining hand against his chest. “No, it’s alright, John,” she said and addressed Unconnu. “It’s not yours to demand, only mine to give.”

“Oh really?” the crone guffawed. “Then give, by all means!”

“No.”

“Perhaps you need persuading.” Unconnu extended her left hand out to the side of her body, palm up. A flame appeared, that quickly grew to a furnace blast extending several feet above her hand. She smiled placidly, like some madonna-figure about to bestow a blessing. Then she flung the flame at Rain Dog.

It flew towards him, flaring out sheets that grew and wrapped back into the steadily expanding centre. At first Rain Dog froze like someone who has turned around to see a wall of water bearing down on them. As it reached him it stretched either side and overhead, then advanced slowly, forcing him back till it pinned him to the wall. He cowered under the searing heat.

“Now, the choice is yours, my dear.” Unconnu crooned. “Your friend roasts, or you ‘give’ me the ring.”

Caylen watched Rain Dog’s torment briefly, then took hold of the ring with her other hand and slid it past the knuckle.

Sensing the exchange about to take place, Keemon yelled at her. “No, are you mad? Don’t give it to her. We’re all done for if she gets it!”

Caylen glared at Unconnu. “Take it and go to Hell!” she said and threw the ring in the canoe.

But Keemon acted first. Leaping into the canoe he reached down and grabbed the ring. It slipped easily on his right index finger.

“Well look at that, it likes me!” Keemon strutted the narrow confines of the bobbing craft, holding the ring hand out in ostentatious examination.

Unconnu ran towards him, shrieking. “Give me that, give me the ring now!”

Keemon pointed his revolver at her and cocked it. “Not so fast, crone! This belongs to me, after all the work I’ve done getting it. And don’t try any more of your tricks. You’re well stretched as it is, and bullets fly faster than spells.”

“Yes, let him have it!” Bowman said. He sprinted to the canoe and bent to slip the mooring rope free. Immediately the current started taking the little craft along the cavern’s periphery, but Bowman arrowed into the water and came up at its stern, kicking it out towards the Soul Gate.

Keemon leant and placed the gun close to Bowman’s head and spoke. “Bowman, you idiot! You're a Convict; always have been, always will be, and I've got your number in my pocket.”

Bowman's blurred close vision picked out hand, gun, the strangely trembling forearm. Only the ring shone clear at that range, as if it always stood at such a perfect distance and made its own image for the world. He dove under the canoe. Keemon fired, cursed, cocked the weapon and craned over the edge. “Where the fuck are you, Convict?” he muttered.

For stretched seconds Caylen watched the water. Then she let her breath go as she saw Bowman’s head come up, under the prow. As the canoe swung behind the Soul Gate’s black-mist funnel she saw Keemon manoeuvering to take aim again. She went to move past Unconnu to the water’s edge, to scream a warning to Bowman, but froze when a voice behind her said, “Step aside, little sister!”

The voice was attached to footsteps, the light, ‘sish - sish’ footsteps of fringed Rory hunting boots in full stride. It went on, “a dead witch has no power to burn anything!”

Caylen whirled as the shaft went past. Yalnita had snap-shot as she walked, and before Unconnu turned fully round to face her, she was dead, the arrow smashing ribs on both sides of her chest as it passed through, cleaving the heart. The crone crashed to her knees like a collapsing building, her mouth gaping, groaned the last of her life into the air, and fell face down on the wet floor.

The fire around Rain Dog vanished. He lowered his arms, peered out at the scene like some small animal about to leave its burrow, then brushed away the smouldering pieces of his clothes.

The cavern refilled with sound. As the canoe came past the shore, the reignited cacophony of the vortex tore at Keemon’s concentration, and he wavered in his aim. Before he could regain a balanced platform to fire from, Oyen had drawn on him. Keemon ducked and the shaft went by his head, so close he heard the fletching hiss above the din of the Soul Gate. Keemon fired four quick shots back, wayward shots, but they sent all the Rory scuttling for cover.

Stuff this! the cop thought. I’ve got all I need here, on this hand. I just have to say the word and I’m back in Dyall’s Ford. Let’s see their arrows follow me there! First I’ll take care of this little jerk in the water, he took aim at Bowman, now trying to tow the canoe out towards the Soul Gate, and then I’m going Home! As he mentally intoned the word Home, Keemon’s eyes glazed. The hand that held both gun and ring swung upwards till it pointed at the violently spiralling core of the Soul Gate.

Keemon stood frozen, a human signpost to the black water spout. Beneath his feet, he felt the canoe move in the direction indicated by his arm. With tremendous effort he managed to break the paralysis, but no worldly transportation occurred; he remained in the screaming cave.

And the canoe accelerated on its path for the centre of the Soul Gate.

Keemon’s face ran with sweat and sick beginnings of terror rolled in his stomach.

Bowman felt the canoe stop fighting him. It moved in the direction he’d been pulling, ground over his chest and crunched his jaw aside, pushing his head under. It went over the top of him before he had time to think, and the mooring rope caught and wound about his wrist, reversing the roles of tower and towed. By the time he extricated himself, he’d gone far out; the Soul Gate towered over him like a tornado. Charged with a panic that iron-banded his musculature, he thrashed for the shore.

As the current swept Bowman out of sight behind the spout, Caylen glimpsed the cop’s last moment: canoe and occupant shooting to the centre of the whirlpool, wide-eyed Keemon trying to rip the black ring off his hand.

She looked back to see Bowman re-emerge from behind the mist, thrashing and failing, and she wanted to drown out all the screaming in her head with another scream. Rain Dog, Yalnita and her brother stood, looking helplessly to one another. With seconds to act, seconds before Bowman’s life was swept from hers forever, Caylen leapt into the water, waving frantically to the others to follow.

With Keemon gone, Bowman faced his own fight with the maelstrom. No ordinary water this, and a greater foe than Keemon, one no trick could undo, nor strength of arm or purpose thwart its spiral will. As he surged and plunged within its black coils he felt things coming up from deeper down, un-guessable depths ascended to make their claim, colder currents that swirled around his feet and the chill, toothless gums of something sliding over ankles, biting him down.

He fought on, saying over and over to himself, that you live as long as you remain within the struggle.

But as he came by the bank and saw the chain the Rory had formed in the water - Oyen holding the shore, Yalnita next, and Caylen on its end, her arm stretched out to him - the black truth hit: there'd be at least an arm's gap between her seeking hand and his.

His life replayed, a selected viewing. Scenes of muted rage, a loser's life in the lost topography of the Great Southern Land. Never let the bastards grind you down, he'd learnt in school's abusive chaos, and then an image of his father's face came, lined and whiskered, with its own topography of benign melanomas from a life of carefree exposure. An old soldier's face, saying that you can’t undo what’s done, saying you should never look behind, saying that each moment’s where life’s launched from.

Saying if you must go down, go down, but by all means go down swinging.

So he swung. Swung and punched and kicked against the water's will.

Rain Dog saw the thrashing too, and, knowing from the solid shore that he alone could act to change things now, scrambled to where Bowman had dropped his meagre possessions when he’d greeted Caylen. I am not burnt, I am not crippled, he silently affirmed. Then he hopped down to the water’s edge and shouted to Caylen, and uttered a silent prayer, of all the shots you ever grant me, let this one be true. And then he threw.

Coming by the place he'd seen Caylen for the last time, Bowman began to sink, gulping mouthfuls of the chill that burnt his throat. His arms had stopped stroking, stretched out for salvation he could only pray was there, and could in this extremity, meaningfully pray for. He prayed for human flesh to once more anchor him to life. And none came.

Only bony fingers that slipped past his hand as one of the depth's demons emerged to lay its pincer claim. As it bit he fought back, bringing his other hand into the fray and twisting, but it followed where his arm went, never letting go.

Until at length his free hand slid down to the vice-like claw around his wrist, and he recognized the timber-string apex of his foe. He rolled back to face the shore from where the line of Rory extended into the water; to the last link where Caylen held tight the gnarled limb of the stickbow that had saved him, twice now.

***

A few night insects, moon a cracked-off plate sliver amongst the myriad stars.

“She's gone to the moon circle,” said Oyen, and Bowman went up the mountain where the Rory pointed. He found her in a ring of sunrock fires and had to wait until she drew him in. All the mountain's bare crown had been pushed up there to bathe in silver light. They trampled flat the dried grass of Autumn's death and cast their clothes on it, went down and held each other's face for the wholeness only lovers can embrace in pairing.

The cold mountain ground unnumbered bones beneath them; the ocean arced above them polished what was hers to keep, but they were content to lift the dark a little space and make the world over, join the dance.

Together they became the nuzzling blindworm of love, his push her drawing tide, until they cancelled one another out, fusing for a moment in the quicksilver stream a shooting star entrails, and then they pulled the coverlet of night above their heads and slept.

Funny how the touch of a human hand can absolve so much, thought Bowman as he drifted. Who cared if he didn't know who put what where? Who spattered the stars in their place, who painted that tree black against the sky on that hill line, who left the moon's pocked silver dish up there on the table of night? The Big Questions no longer really mattered, now that he'd been taken in by Love again.

She'd said yes. Not so much in words, but when, in the cooling afternoon, after he’d slipped the hastily plaited grass ring on her hand, he’d said, I have to go, will you come with me? she’d smiled. To the bitter end? He’d laughed, and she smiled even wider, and there was light at the back of her dark eyes, like distant starlight glimmering, that answered for them both.

***

Argilan found him stretched out on his back along a bench in the Feasting Hall, hands behind his head. No one else was there.

“Greetings, John Bowman!” The old man came and sat on one of the tables, left his legs dangling. He smiled at the Outlander. “It’s a nice day for canoeing, I believe. I had one, left it somewhere, can’t remember where. Doesn’t matter, I suppose.”

Bowman laughed. “Hello, Argilan, I wondered when you’d show. Here at the beginning, here at the end, huh? I was just taking a last look. This is the place I landed in with a broken wing, remember?”

“Oh yes, how well I do!”

“I’ve only just realised what memories are. They’re the things we construct meaning from, aren’t they? Even the ones we think we’ve forgotten, the ones we’ve conveniently put behind us; they’re what drive the story.”

“The story goes on. Always.”

Bowman smiled. “Even when we only want to rest a while. I’ve come to the end of this cave; now it’s time to go.”

“As I said it would be, John. Now the Gate is opened.”

“Yes. You found your ‘Key’ man, after all.”

“Yes.”

Bowman swung his legs over and stood. He held his left hand up to Argilan, pointing to the ring finger with his thumb.

“Lost the ring again, I’m afraid!”

Argilan snapped the outstretched hand up. “What you want is something that will always know where you are, even when your mind's off wandering.” He slipped the black ring on.

Bowman blinked, lost for words. He looked at the black band closely, at the myriad points of light that seemed to glint in it, far off somewhere in the depths of its stone universe. He began to murmur something he hoped would be appropriate.

“I…I thought I'd lost it.”

“Oh, it was never lost. It went on a journey to do something, and now it has come home.”

John Bowman’s eyes froze on the circlet of glimmerings. How signal stars had been for him, ever since the log truck smashed through the dream back in Dyall's Ford. The actual awakening came as an after-shock now, far along from the first impact. He stood somewhere and looked in front. There were stars in the tears. The world he'd made began to wash away. Behind him, he could sense light growing as the mountain thinned. Then the light itself dimmed as this dream finished melting, leaving just black night and its stars, so close now he felt kinship with them. One of the stars glowed warm like a lover’s smile, and he drew towards it. These and so many other things he wanted to tell Argilan, but there wasn’t really time for it; in fact he now realised there’d never really been any time at all. So he just said Thank You, and left Animarl without ever looking back.

*******

 










A message from the author:

I hope you enjoyed John Bowman’s Cave. You can subscribe to my email newsletter for updates on new releases. I won’t share your email address with anyone, and you can unsubscribe at any time. You can find the signup form at my author website:

https://www.erronadams.com/

or use your phone to scan this link to go straight there:

[image: image]

Best Wishes,

Erron Adams



cover.jpeg
John Bowman’s

CAVE

44
-

Erron Adams





images/00002.gif
Scan me





images/00001.jpeg
BRIGHT
STREAM





