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One

Sayana

Sayana woke up in a tree.

It wasn’t one of the tall, healthy trees that dotted the grasslands of the Tapestry. Shading you from the twin suns, inviting you to stretch out at the base and take a nice little nap. Those trees felt as if the only reason they’d come into existence was to brighten your day.

The tree Sayana was in clung to the edge of a cliff on a frigid mountainside, and only continued to exist because it hated everyone and everything. Its cracked and withered trunk extended out over a drop into white nothingness, and its bark was so black that it actually looked burned.

Sayana knew this because part of the tree was sticking up out of her leg.

She was on her back, suspended between two thick branches – one under her shoulders, the other under her thighs. The branches were close together, which was the only reason she was still in the tree. Well, that, and the snapped spike of wood jutting from the leg of her trousers. It was just on the outside of her left thigh, thick as her thumb, the wound clotted with dark blood – blood that was already starting to freeze from the raging blizzard surrounding both her, and the tree.

When her brain finally registered what her eyes were telling her, pain filled her vision with flickering sparks. Her breathing got very fast, and very ugly.

“Hogelun!” she yelled, voice cracked and dry. “Chimeg! Khun!”

But they were gone. She didn’t remember what had happened to them… but it had been bad. Very bad.

“Princess?” She twisted her head, trying to see if her araatan was anywhere nearby. Surely not even she could miss a gigantic lizard, as tall as two men, even in a storm like this?

But her best girl was nowhere to be found, and somehow that scared Sayana more than anything else. The thought of Princess lying hurt somewhere, in pain, not understanding what happened…

Sayana still had her ox-leather gloves on, but the cold made her fingers hurt almost as badly as her thigh. How was that fair? And how had she even ended up in this tree in the first place? She couldn’t remember how she’d got here, why they were in the mountains at all.

She lifted her head, abs burning, staring at the hideous spike jutting from the meat of her leg. It was an offshoot of the big branch under her thighs, and looked freshly snapped-off.

If she could free herself, shuffle back to the main trunk, she might be able to climb up onto the cliff. Giant emphasis on might. The wind and the howling snow was so severe that she couldn’t even see the top of the fucking cliff.

A massive gust of wind rocked the tree, and Sayana yelped as it made the branch pull against the inside of her leg. She could actually feel it scraping against the muscle. Dimly, she was aware that she was either going into shock, or deep inside it already.

Being a raider in the Tapestry meant that people shot a lot of arrows at you. The best way to remove one that found its target – and unfortunately, Sayana could speak from experience – was to snap the head off and pull the shaft out as quickly as possible. Of course, you had to have someone on hand to staunch the bleeding and stitch you up, or you died. That was pretty important.

Somehow, Sayana didn’t think a second person was going to join her in the tree anytime soon.

Since she didn’t plan on freezing to death, she was going to have to do this herself. She couldn’t roll to either side and let gravity pull the branch free. It was just too long. Gingerly, she lifted her left leg, trying to pull it off the snapped branch. This turned out to be a spectacularly bad idea. She screamed so loudly that even Father Sky and Mother Earth could probably hear her.

Fine. That wasn’t going to work.

Keeping her breathing steady, squinting against the freezing snow, she explored the entry point with her numb fingers: the place under her leg where the branch entered the meat.

Sayana fought with two sabres – a flashy form of combat that the other Rakada gave her endless shit about. There was a very good chance that the impact with the tree had knocked the blades loose, sent them whirling into the abyss. With her heart climbing up her throat, she felt her waist. Her right sabre… gone. Vanished from her sash.

She paused, briefly wondering if she should save time and just start screaming with rage now, then moved her hand over to her second sabre.

At first, her fingers brushed nothing but cold fabric. But then she felt the hilt. The blade was hanging, just barely stuck in the sash.

Finally, a break.

It took more than one try to get her fingers around the hilt, to coax enough feeling into them to pull the weapon. Carefully, so very carefully, she slipped the sharp blade underneath her leg, rested it against the hard wood.

Her first thought was to saw through it, but even before she started, she could tell that wasn’t going to work. There was no possible way she could get enough pressure. The bark had withstood a thousand winter storms, and it wasn’t going to give way to a piddly little blade.

Which meant what came next was going to suck.

For the second time, she thought of her araatan. Princess would have had her out of here in under ten seconds. She would have simply grasped the tree trunk in her giant jaws, and ripped it back onto the cliff, pulling Sayana with it. Or she’d have swung her giant tail, with its big knob of bone at the end, and given Sayana something to hold onto.

But her araatan wasn’t here. Her araatan was probably dead.

No. Absolutely not. Don’t do that.

She took two quick breaths, gritted her teeth, then leaned hard to the right. Her thigh shrieked at her, but it was just enough to leave an inch or so of wood at the base exposed. From the way she was positioned, she thought she had just enough leverage to get this next bit done. Just.

Fighting with two sabres might be flashy, but she’d done an awful lot of it over the past few years. Generally speaking, when she swung a blade, it went where she told it to. She took a quick breath, another, then whipped the blade at the wood under her thigh.

It bit deep, and she yanked it loose. Sayana had so little feeling in her hand that it was a miracle she didn’t cut her own leg off, or simply lose her weapon as it rebounded. Every single part of her soul was screaming at her to lean back the other way, take the pressure off the wound, but she didn’t dare.

It was probably going to take many, many swings to get even halfway. Then again, it wasn’t like she had anything else she urgently needed to get done.

There was another brutal gust of wind. For a moment, Sayana was in the grip of a giant, being shaken back and forth. Tiny, jagged shards of ice drove into her ears and nostrils, her eyes. She had a sudden urge to just stop, to go to sleep, to go into the dark, warm place at the edges of her mind and just stay there.

She didn’t. Screaming, she swung the sabre into the wood again. Fresh blood flowed from the wound, and Sayana was horrified at how good its warmth felt on her skin. When you welcomed the heat of your own blood, you were in some serious fucking trouble.

On her next swing, she almost lost the blade for real. She recovered, kept attacking the wood. A little more. Just a little more…

Beneath her, the tree gave a creaking, lugubrious groan.

It had clung to the mountainside for a long, long time, bearing the weight of tons of snow every year. But it simply wasn’t accustomed to having a raider crash headlong into its outermost branches, then send several jarring impacts through it as she tried to cut herself loose.

Sayana froze. Before she could process what was happening, the roots gave way.

The tree dropped a full foot before it came to a stop, bouncing her in place and sawing the inside of the branch against her thigh muscles. She was too terrified to even register the agony, was only dimly aware of her remaining sabre slipping out of her grasp and toppling away.

Pain be damned. She was going to have to lift herself off the broken bit, and get to safety. And she was going to have to do it right now.

She didn’t get the chance. The tree finally lost its long, bitter battle with gravity, its roots tearing loose from the cliff with a sound like old leather being twisted, and it fell. Taking Sayana with it.

The wind was so loud that she couldn’t even hear herself scream.







Two

Sayana

Seven days ago

Why were so many raiders dumb as rocks?

Sayana stared at the camp in the valley, rolling this question around her weary mind. It’s not like the job was hard, was it? It didn’t demand intellectual brilliance. If the palace tutors, who had taught Sayana when she was growing up, had given a lecture on How To Be A Raider – which, to be fair, she would absolutely have attended, because that would have been awesome – it would have lasted approximately five minutes. Be scary. Steal shit. Don’t do stupid things that will get you killed.

Apparently, the group of geniuses in the camp below forgot that last part.

This particular raider clan looked to have about fifty souls in it, with about twenty gers between them – the circular tents favoured by those in the Tapestry. Except instead of, you know, pitching their gers on high ground – where they could actually see threats coming – the raiders had made camp in the valley itself, surrounded by hills. Sayana was at the top of one, flat on her belly in the frigid dirt.

To make this particular choice of camp location even more special, there was a nasty-looking collection of boulders on a slope to Sayana’s left – boulders that were probably just a badly angled breath of wind away from toppling to the bottom, flattening the raiders.

Sayana could think of worse places to make camp – a nest of scorpions, perhaps, or in the middle of the Great Desert – but not many.

She stared at the rock pile for a few moments, wondering if the Weavers would take pity on her, and send the rocks tumbling before she actually had to go down there. Then she could pack up her stuff and go home.

“No?” she muttered. “Nothing for your humble servant?”

The rocks didn’t move.

Sayana briefly wondered if she should sneak over and get them moving herself, cut across to the other hill and do what the Weavers were apparently too lazy or smug to do themselves… but that just seemed like a lot of work.

She looked back down at the camp. Right below the boulders, three raiders in furs and dark green robes were playing shagai, idly throwing polished sheep bones. One of the three shagai players had a red slash across his face, which made Sayana even more annoyed. That was a Rakada thing. That was theirs.

It was almost as annoying as the clan’s name. They called themselves the Flaming Death Skulls, because of course they fucking did. What was it with raider clans and awful names? If it wasn’t the Flaming Death Skulls, it was the Brotherhood of Blood or the Screaming Weasels or the Endless Waves of Terror. The corner of Sayana’s mouth twitched; that last one was pretty good, actually.

She was north of the Khar River, the Baina Mountains looming to her west. The suns were setting behind them, the Large Eye and the Small, casting light that felt cold and pale. It was late winter in the Tapestry – a mild one, but still cold enough to cover the brown grass with crusts of frost, to sheathe the lakes in ice. Sayana wore a heavy cloak of yak hair over her deel and her leather armour, along with a thick hat jammed down over her ears.

She normally enjoyed winters. You had to be bloody careful, to be sure, with the temperatures this low, but the place took on a different kind of beauty. The grasslands were silent… but it was the silence of deep sleep, of stopped time. As if the world was taking a deep breath before starting again.

Sayana had planned on spending the winter warm and comfortable, hanging out with the other Rakada, playing shagai and drinking airag, occasionally taking Princess out to hunt for food. But could she do that? Nooooooo. Instead, she was here, after a night where she barely got a lick of sleep, staring down at a camp full of irritating morons with a silly clan name.

She scooted away from the crest of the hill, and down the other side. The thick, black braid that hung down her back had got caught underneath her, and she pulled it loose absently. When the camp in the valley was hidden from view, she stood, and began to make her way over to where Princess was quietly dismembering a horse.

Sayana was not a small woman. She was a shade over six feet, arms and legs corded with muscle. But she was dwarfed by her lizard mount. Princess was double her height, her thick body covered by shifting plates of scales. In the frozen dusk, the scales were a drab green, but when the araatan thundered through the sunslight, they glimmered in a hundred shades of emerald and indigo.

And Weavers, she could thunder. Fast as a horse at a full clip, with stunning amounts of stamina, that big tail with its torso-sized knob of bone at the end swishing the air. If you got in front of her, good luck. Eaten, torched, or simply smashed aside by that gigantic head. Pick your poison. And if someone had told Sayana that an araatan’s bite actually was poisonous, she wouldn’t have been the least bit surprised.

She came to a graceful halt at the bottom of the hill. At least, that’s what she tried to do. What actually happened was that her foot caught in a tiny, invisible divot clearly put there to fuck with her. She stumbled, going to one knee, wincing as a sharp pebble dug into her left hand.

Princess ceased chewing on the horse and looked in her direction. One of her eyes was a dark socket – she’d taken an arrow in it during a battle, only a few months ago. The yellow pupil in the remaining one gleamed with what Sayana could swear was mirth.

“Not a word,” Sayana told the araatan. “Don’t act like you’ve never tripped over your own feet. I’ve seen you.”

It wasn’t true. Princess was disgustingly agile, for something so large.

The lizard gave a low, rumbling growl, that big tail swishing through the air. Sayana rolled her eyes. “No, I don’t have another horse for you. You haven’t even finished the first one.”

Princess snorted, and gave the carcass a dramatic little shake. Sayana sighed, rubbing the back of her head.

It had been a bloody long winter.

The whole point of taming the giant lizards in the first place was so that she, and the rest of the Rakada, could live their best lives. The raiders in the Tapestry had been struggling to survive, a dying breed against a much stronger army. When the araatan had left the mountains for the grasslands, in search of food, Sayana had had the bright idea to tame them to use as mounts. Which had been an absolutely wild ride.

But they’d done it. That meant that the Khan – Sayana’s father, thankfully only by birth – should have left them alone. Abandoned his quest to move everyone out of the Tapestry and into his crowded, stinking city.

Anyway, after things calmed down, Sayana and her fellow Rakada had taken a well-deserved break to enjoy the results of their hard work.

It had been quite a restful eighteen hours, all things considered.

Turned out, Sayana’s dream of liberating the people of the Tapestry from the Khan’s rule was all well and good, but some of those people decided that, actually, they’d prefer to remain in city of Karkorum, as opposed to returning to grasslands which not only still had regular raiders, but now also had the kind that rode giant, ravenous lizards.

And since raiders still had to raid for supplies and food, especially with the winter creeping down from the mountains, they were starting to fight one another. Compete over who got to rob who.

A whole whack of those raider clans helped the Rakada win the day, fighting alongside Sayana and Princess. An enormous fire-breathing lizard evened the odds, but Sayana had still needed help to get it done. Those clans began asking the Rakada for favours. Asking for help with raids, so they didn’t lose so many of their own people if things got hairy. Asking for help in conflicts with other raider clans. Asking, quite reasonably, to be taught how to tame lizards of their own.

Before long, Sayana and the others were embroiled in an exhausting, ever-shifting web of alliances, favours, tiresome blood feuds. There was always someone pissed off at them.

It didn’t do any good just to say no. They’d tried that, and it brought no end of trouble. Which meant they’d spent the whole winter running around, putting out fires – ironic, given how easily an araatan could start one – desperately trying to deal with problems so that everyone would just leave them the fuck alone.

And the Khan might have stopped forcing people to move from the grasslands to the city, but he wasn’t just sitting there in a huffy sulk. He still sent his army after other clans, still had his troops show up at the least convenient times imaginable.

The Tapestry wasn’t peaceful. The Tapestry was fucking chaos.

Eventually, Chimeg and a few leaders from some of the larger clans came together in a loose alliance – a very loose one, constantly in danger of collapsing like a badly erected ger. But that only solved half the problem. There were plenty of holdouts causing trouble, including the Flaming Death Skulls.

Oh! And lest anyone forget, the two countries that bordered the Tapestry – Ngu, past the southern deltas, and Dalai, on the other side of the Baina Mountains – had taken a special interest lately. They were sending their own raiding parties, groups of scouts, probing for weakness. There were constant rumours of massing armies, troops poised to take the Tapestry.

It wasn’t the Rakada’s job to deal with invaders. No one could reasonably look at any group of raiders, bristling with blades and bows and bad intentions, and come to the conclusion that they were the ideal defensive force.

But it turned out that the Khan and his army of conscripts were completely useless at dealing with the scouting parties Dalai and Ngu sent. When those scouts started capturing and killing the nomads the raiders needed to, you know, actually raid, it fell to the Rakada to actually do something about it.

Sayana’s mouth twisted. On second thoughts, maybe the Khan and his army weren’t as useless as she thought. Why spend your time fighting your enemies when they could fight each other?

She really did hate giving her dad credit for anything.

Sayana climbed up Princess’s front leg, hands moving automatically to the scales that gave her the best grip. In seconds, she was on the lizard’s back, swinging her leg over the saddle.

It was possible to ride Princess bareback, but only if you were entirely comfortable with the idea of never having working thigh muscles ever again. The saddle she sat on was a wide stretch of oiled leather, with multiple handholds for when Princess was moving at a full clip. Fall off a horse, and you could roll to safety. Fall off an araatan, and you’d be lucky if you could still walk.

There was a safety tether – a wide band of leather with a metal clip at each end – and Sayana made damn sure it was secure around her waist.

She leaned forward, scratching a spot just below one of the grey horns that stuck up from the back of Princess’s neck. The lizard shuddered in pleasure, giving off a groan that Sayana had long since come to recognise as: you are my favourite person in the entire world. At least, that’s what she told herself it meant.

Tuya would probably know. If—

She shook her head. She was not, absolutely not, going to think about Tuya.

The eagle hunter had helped her tame Princess. Well, helped may have been a bit strong: Sayana had kidnapped her and forced her to do it. And in the end, when they’d triumphed, after she’d ridden Princess into battle for the first time, after she’d begged Tuya to stay…

A kiss on the cheek.

A whisper:

I will remember you.

And then Tuya was gone. Heading for the distant mountains.

Princess tensed, her contented growl lowering in pitch, and Sayana pulled her hand away, frowning. “All right, all right, bit much, was it?”

A shiver went through the araatan’s body, its torso shaking from side to side. Sayana hung on – she’d long since got used to the lizard’s movements, but there was something about this one she didn’t like. It didn’t feel like a shiver of contentment; it felt like Princess was trying to shake something off. Was she wounded somewhere? A cut Sayana hadn’t noticed?

“Last one, girl,” she promised. “Deal with these idiots, and then we’ll go home. I’ll find you a nice antelope herd to chase, how about that?”

When she’d first started talking to her araatan, Hogelun had given her endless amounts of shit. She has absolutely no idea what you’re telling her, you realise that? Hogelun had said. You’re just talking to yourself.

Then Sayana had caught Hogs murmuring sweet nothings to her own lizard, and had given her the most satisfying Cut ever, flicking her thumb off the underside of her chin so hard that her teeth actually clacked together.

Sayana took a moment to check her bones. She didn’t wear as many these days; when your primary method of attack was a gigantic lizard, you didn’t really need to wear human bones to scare people. But the Rakada did like to keep up appearances, and it’s not like they could call themselves the Bone Raiders if they didn’t in fact wear bones, could they?

Her main decorations were a necklace of bone chips, and several human ribs woven into the sleeves of her deel. All in place, but looking grey and tired. She really should get around to replacing them…

Maybe I can get myself a flaming death skull or two, she thought bitterly.

Ah yes. The Skulls. They’d refused to ally with the rest of the raiders, demanding tribute and territory. And they’d been doing what Hogelun called evil raider shit: rape and murder and mutilation. Fun times.

Chimeg had asked them, nicely, to reconsider. They said they’d think about it, and Chimeg had pointed to her own araatan – she had one of her own by now, they all did – and said that that was an excellent idea, because she would hate it if any fellow raiders came down with a bad case of cooked alive and then eaten.

Well, apparently, they didn’t think hard enough. The evil raider shit continued, as did the attacks on other clans. It was exactly the kind of behaviour you’d expect from people who spied a nice valley with a big pile of rocks on a hill above it and went, “You know, this is a fabulous place to make camp.”

Right now, the other Rakada were off tracking down a bunch of soldiers from Dalai who had crossed the border. Sayana had gotten back to camp too late to join them, so she’d decided to deal with one of the thousand tasks they were apparently destined to spend the winter doing. That particular task being the Flaming Death Skulls.

A single Rakada trying to take down a camp of fifty raiders would be a quick route to horrible death. A single Rakada and a single araatan would make it a quick route to horrible death for everyone else.

Sayana didn’t even have to kill that many of them; just find the leader, or leaders, and have Princess bite them in half. She didn’t know who the Chief of the Flaming Death Skulls was, exactly, but she’d figure it out. You could always spot the leader of a raider clan. They had a particularly cocky strut. Even Chimeg had it sometimes.

Either way, it was amazing how quickly a group of raiders reconsidered their life choices once the person in charge got eaten.

Kill the Chief, stomp a few tents flat, let Princess snack on a horse or two, go home. That was all Sayana wanted on this frozen evening.

She clicked her tongue, pulled gently on the grey horns to swing Princess towards the hill. The araatan moved reluctantly, and she sighed. “Come on, sweetheart. Who’s my best girl?”

Her best girl grumbled, but began to plod laboriously up their side of the slope. The lizard didn’t move like a horse; instead, it was a kind of heavy, rolling shimmy, those big claws chewing up the dirt, her head swinging from side to side, body swaying.

As they neared the top, Princess began to pick up speed. “There we go,” Sayana growled. She pulled her bow from her back, slipping arrows from her quiver. “That’s what I’m fucking talking about. Let’s do this.”







Three

Sayana

As Sayana crested the hill, heading down towards the camp of the Flaming Death Skulls, she let out a furious, air-shredding howl. A moment after, Princess erupted with a roar that shook the earth.

Sayana clapped her hands over her ears. She’d forgotten again. Princess liked to roar, and now all Sayana could hear when she tried to sleep at night was a high-pitched ringing noise.

She leaned back as the araatan tilted, as the camp below dissolved into a mad panic, raiders shouting, running every which way. Good. Panic, you stupid bastards. Sayana could practically taste the airag already.

Attacking anything while riding an araatan meant mostly just pointing it at whatever you wanted to destroy. Sayana had tamed Princess, but communicating which attack she wanted, when she wanted it, had proved beyond her. Not that it mattered very much. When you pointed a gigantic, hungry lizard in the direction of something you didn’t like, a claw was as good as a foot stomp was as good as a bite from those tremendous jaws.

The one thing she had worked hard to control was Princess’s fire breath. It was the most effective attack the lizard had, a wonderful combination of lethal and terrifying… but it was more trouble than it was worth. It made for a chaotic, smoky battlefield, and the flames would usually spread to inconvenient places.

Over the last few months, Sayana had patiently trained Princess not to unleash her fire unless she was explicitly told to. It was a mind-numbing, impossibly tedious process – and most mind-numbing and tedious processes didn’t almost get you burned to death, more than once. Sayana hadn’t thought it was possible to be both bored and terrified at the same time, but she’d learned a lot over the past few months.

She couldn’t see the Skulls’ Chief yet. As she and Princess reached the bottom of the hill, the three raiders who had been playing shagai – more disciplined than the rest, perhaps – formed up on Sayana’s right, pulled bows and nocked arrows. One of them, a man of about thirty with a jagged scar on his forehead, was actually smirking as he took aim at Sayana. After all, even if you couldn’t take out a giant lizard, its rider was an easy target.

It was so cute, how they thought they had it all figured out.

As the arrows flew, she smacked the wooden catch on the front of the saddle, and without even pausing for breath, threw herself off the lizard’s left side.

She’d messed this up the first few times, but she had it down cold now. The leather safety harness around her waist had a braided rope secured to the side of it, which took up the slack and pulled tight, letting her find her footing against Princess’s flank.

The movement left her hanging sideways off the lizard, the arrows meant for her sailing past overhead. A few of them thunked off Princess’s side, bouncing off her tough scales.

Archers in the Tapestry often used wooden saddles on their horses – ones that let them lean far over to one side, giving them a sturdier base to shoot from. The saddles had given Chimeg an idea.

Their Chief liked working with her hands, and she didn’t like the fact that they were so vulnerable to good marksmen when sat atop their lizards. Leaning over to one side on something the size of an araatan wasn’t much help, but if you could go further…

Chimeg called the device the Secured Release Mechanism, which was accurate but lacked a certain something. Khunbish referred to it as the Wondrous Rope Swing of Destiny, which Sayana quite liked, but was also quite a mouthful. Hogelun had refused to give it a name, on the grounds that she had yet to use it successfully and that it hurt her ribs, and that she would prefer to stay on top of her araatan and just murder anyone before they could shoot her.

Sayana simply called it the Drop Shot.

She bent her knees, absorbing the movement of Princess’s thundering advance, then nocked an arrow to her bow. She’d been surprised at how easy it was to fire when you were hanging off the side of an araatan in motion. It would have been fantastic if Princess could have turned just then, giving Sayana a look at the archers who had just tried to skewer her, but she hadn’t quite worked out how to communicate her wishes while hanging off the side of her mount.

No matter. She might not have found the Chief yet, but she had plenty of targets to choose from.

Her first two went wide, but the third struck home, punching into a stomach. Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted two more of them aiming at her, trembling with fear but tracking her with their bows.

She gave them the Cut, thumb flicking out from under her chin, then hit the second, smaller catch at her waist.

On the opposite side of the saddle, a heavy weight snapped loose with a distant clunk. It jerked Sayana upwards as it dropped down the lizard’s other flank. One of the scales found a gap in her deel, and she yelped as it scraped her side raw.

It had taken Chimeg a long time to perfect the Wondrous Drop Mechanism of Destiny. To her credit, she’d done all the testing herself – a process which had taken most of the skin off her legs and ribs.

The weight came to a stop with a thud, swinging against Princess’s flank. It was supposed to stop before it pulled you too far, but if you weren’t careful, your momentum would keep you going anyway. You’d end up desperately trying to stay on the lizard’s back, in an ungainly tangle of limbs, a tempting target for any archers who happened to be more alert than you were.

Sayana righted herself, taking in the chaos. Princess had pounded half of the camp’s gers flat, and they were more than a few shredded bodies lying around. There were several raiders still in the camp, weapons out, circling, just out of range of claws and teeth… as if they’d somehow find a miraculous opening.

There was a loud twang, followed by an impact that Sayana felt radiate up through the lizard’s body. Princess actually staggered, roaring in anger. Sayana grabbed hold of the saddle, eyes wide. What in the nine hells—

An arrow was sticking out of Princess’s side.

A very large arrow.

For a horrible second, Sayana thought it had penetrated, but it had jammed between two scales. The arrow shaft was thick, the fletching as wide as Sayana’s palm. It reminded her of the heavy arrows the army sometimes used, only much bigger.

Sayana bared her teeth, looking around to find the arrow’s owner – the elusive Chief, perhaps – but Princess got there first. The lizard turned with another ear-splitting roar, launching herself at a man over by one of the tents.

He was a big boy, holding a huge bow – the biggest bow, Sayana had to admit, that she had ever seen. It was taller than he was, and must have taken absolutely titanic strength to draw.

The problem was, it wasn’t exactly easy to load, even for someone the size of its owner. He was fumbling with it as Princess bore down on him, trying to get another one of those gigantic arrows into it. Halfway through, he decided that things hadn’t exactly gone to plan, and threw himself sideways, Princess’s huge claws passing right over his head.

Sayana supposed it was inevitable that someone would start shooting bigger arrows at them. Not that it was going to work: araatan scales were hard as rocks, practically impenetrable. Your arrow would have to be a lot bigger to punch through them, far too big for a single warrior to fire.

Sure, maybe you got lucky, got a shot at the eyes or the belly; Princess had, after all, lost her eye that way a few months ago. But that was trusting an awful lot to luck, not to mention gambling that the lizard wouldn’t flatten you before you got a shot off.

As Sayana was about to grab Princess’s horns to turn her, there was a high-pitched growl from somewhere beyond the tents, and a second araatan came into view.

With a rider on top of it.

“What?” Sayana spat. “Fucking what?”

But of course, she knew what.

She and the other Rakada, with Tuya’s help, had learned how to train the araatan. Could she really be surprised if other groups had decided to have a go themselves? They might not have Tuya to guide them, but at least one person – the smug-looking bastard on top of the new lizard who was very clearly the Chief she’d been looking for – had taken the initiative.

This araatan was much smaller than Princess – no bigger than a large ox. For a horrible moment, Sayana thought it might be one of Princess’s offspring. She’d had six, and for a long time after Sayana had tamed her, her children had tagged along. They’d been a riotous bunch, almost impossible to control, but they hadn’t eaten anyone. Well, no one important.

A couple of months ago, they started to break away. Vanishing for longer and longer periods, until one day, they simply didn’t come back. Sayana had taken Princess and gone out to look for them, but it was as if the bigger lizard could sense what they were doing. She was reluctant, resistant to Sayana’s commands.

In the end, Sayana had come to the conclusion but this must be a natural thing: the children leaving their mother, like birds leaving the nest. Maybe they were even headed back to their natural habitat, the tall peaks of the Baina Mountains.

The lizard in front of her now had green scales, so dark they were almost black. The bony knob at the end of its tail was broken, shattered in some accident, with only a few shards remaining.

Its rider, the Chief of the Skulls. He had a lustrous black beard, and actual flames painted across his bald scalp, as if he’d decided to embrace his profession with all of his heart. He spread his arms, yelled a challenge to Sayana. Unfortunately, his buddies started cheering right at that moment, and his words were lost in the noise.

“Pardon?” Sayana called down at him. “Didn’t catch that.”

His face creased in a frown. “I said, you’ve—” Before he could finish telling her, his beast let out another one of those high-pitched, snapping growls.

Sayana shook her head, pointing to her ear. “Mmm… nope. Sorry. Still nothing.”

The raider had mounted the lizard bareback, and he shifted uncomfortably as he raised his voice yet again. “I said—”

“Actually I don’t care. Mine’s bigger than yours, my friend.”

The raider who had shot the oversized arrow at her had reappeared, off to her right. He was miraculously unharmed, and was still trying to finagle one of this big arrows into his unwieldy bow. Sayana snapped her fingers at him. “No.”

Amazingly, he stopped, gawping up at her.

The Chief didn’t attack immediately; with his fellow raiders cheering him on, he began to circle, moving to Sayana’s right, looking for an opening to attack. His lizard snapped and snarled, shot out a little flame jet of its own. Barely enough to set the grass on fire.

Sayana had to work very hard not to roll her eyes. The smart thing for the Chief and his mount to do would have been to circle around the other way, get between her and the hills. That would trap her in a circle of enemies, which was a half-decent strategy. Instead, she had the hills at her back.

She’d worked bloody hard to get Princess to like her, even harder to allow the lizard to have her as a rider, and she felt a certain ownership over the process. It was the kind of thing that she would never dare expressed to the other Rakada, because they would laugh in her face, but it was still annoying to see other people doing it.

Seeing this other idiot riding an araatan? Enough was enough.

“Look,” she called down. “In a second, you’re going to be an actual Flaming Death Skull. You do understand that, yes?”

A few more arrows split the air around her, going wide, and the little lizard let out another roar.

“Don’t get me wrong,” she said. “I’m still going to kill you, because you’re a dick, but there are quicker ways, you know?”

He grinned even wider, and flicked her a Cut of his own. Unfortunately, it wasn’t a gesture made for men with beards, so there was an awkward moment where his thumb was caught, and he had to pull it free.

Right, then.

Sayana didn’t call the fire breath with a voice command. Princess flat out ignored those, because she was a choosy bitch. Instead, Sayana made her hands into fists, and started tapping rapidly on the sides of the lizard’s two grey horns.

Underneath her, there was the familiar swell, the little shudders that meant that her araatan was about to unleash hell. Princess reared back, the shudders growing in intensity, and the flame…

Didn’t come.

Instead, the lizard—

Coughed.
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Sayana gave the horns another swift series of raps. Princess shook her head, side to side; she coughed again, sharp, ugly, as if something was stuck in her gullet.

For a moment, Sayana’s head was filled with horrifying thoughts of her best girl choking to death. It didn’t make sense. She’d seen Princess swallow horses whole; she didn’t even know if the lizard could choke.

“Come on now,” she said through gritted teeth, rapping the horns again. This time, Princess’s cough was followed by an awful, awful moan. It was the moan of an animal in pain.

Sayana freely admitted to not having the first clue as to how the araatan actually breathed fire – it wasn’t as if she’d stuck her head in the lizard’s mouth to have a look while it was happening. The lizard didn’t have an exhaustible supply of flame breath – it had to recharge over time – but the idea of it failing completely…

More arrows ripped through the air around her, none coming close to taking her out. Thank the Weavers these idiots weren’t decent shots. Sayana released another furious howl, and pushed hard on the horns. Princess growled, and surged toward the smaller lizard and his rider.

The araatan only got ten feet before she was brought up short, a hideous tug coming from down on her right side. It nearly knocked Sayana right off the saddle, would have done so if the safety strap hadn’t been there.

She twisted round – another of those big arrows, it had to be. But Princess was…

There was something around her leg.

While Sayana had been focused on the other lizard rider, the Death Skulls had been busy. They’d circled around behind her, getting between her and the hill. They had a rope: a thick, braided cord, strands as wide as a man’s wrist. Heavy enough that it needed three of them to handle it. Somehow, they’d looped it around Princess’s rear right leg. Its other end was secured to a thick wooden stake, driven into the ground a short distance away.

As if sensing what was going on, Princess kicked her back leg. The rope strained, giving off an oily creak… but held.

Sayana’s first instinct was to get down there, cut the rope. She even found her hand moving to the release mechanism of the Drop Shot. But you could only use the mechanism once before it had to be manually reset, and even if she did get down there, the Skulls weren’t going to helpfully stand around and watch while she sawed at the thick strands.

Laughter reached her, and without looking, she knew who it was. That smug bastard on top of the smaller lizard.

She was about to tell Princess to move forward again, thinking that maybe the araatan’s strength would be enough to snap the rope. But even as she did so, the raiders managed to get a second length of rope around Princess’s other leg.

And all at once, Sayana understood.

They knew she was going to arrive on her araatan – how could they not? They knew she’d attack… and they probably had some idea of how thinly spread the Rakada were, how much shit they had to deal with. Not like it was a secret. Which meant it was a good chance only one araatan would show up.

Their own was far too small to pose a serious threat to her, but it wasn’t supposed to. All it had to do was distract her.

For a horrible second, she wondered if they’d somehow killed Princess’s fire, too. But that made no sense at all; it was just the worst timing in history.

Fine. Sayana was going to do three things in very short order. She was going to break out of this ridiculous excuse for a trap, she was going to have Princess bite the other lizard rider in half, and then she was going to show every raider in this camp what a skull actually looked like. She might not be able to get them flaming, but that was a minor detail.

Sayana gave them all a vicious smile, using her legs to get Princess to twist from side to side, straining the ropes even further. The lizard was starting to get anxious, Sayana could tell, and as soon as she got out of this—

Oh.

Oh, shit.

The rock pile.

The big collection of boulders clinging to the hillside, right above her head.

She knew what she was going to see, even before she looked. Two raiders, trying to push them loose.

Trying to start a slide that would land right on top of Princess.

The lizard was tough. In Sayana’s first ever encounter with her, she’d driven Princess off a cliff, fifty feet onto sharp rocks. Princess had somehow not only survived, but had crawled away to hide in a cave. Surely the rocks wouldn’t be enough to…

But while Princess might have survived that fall, she had been badly wounded. If the rockslide hit, it might not kill her, but she wouldn’t survive unscathed either.

And this time, there wouldn’t be a convenient cave to hide in. She and Princess would be surrounded by raiders wielding sharp steel. And a man with arrows big enough to penetrate, if only he could get a clear shot.

The Flaming Death Skulls could say they took down not only a Rakada, but one of their araatan too. It was the kind of thing that would rip through the Tapestry, destabilise the already fragile alliances between the raider clans. Not that it would matter much for Sayana, because she would be very, very dead.

Move!

But no matter how hard she tugged at the ropes, no matter how much Princess fought, they couldn’t break free. The ropes were just too thick, and when Princess twisted around to snag them in her jaws, she couldn’t quite get to them – the angle was just too awkward. And the smaller araatan was still there, circling, snapping at Princess’s ankles.

Princess knew something was wrong – something beyond just being unable to move. She roared, which was a sound that commonly made grown men shit their pants. But Sayana had gotten to learn the sounds of her lizard well, and she could sense the panic in this one.

The two men trying to get the boulder loose were shouting at each other, frantically pushing on it. They were clearly having trouble, but that wasn’t going to last.

“Don’t stop, girl,” Sayana said, pushing hard on the horns, knowing it wouldn’t make any difference but doing it anyway. “Don’t—”

A sound reached them. It cut through the chaotic noise of the camp, choked off the raiders’ triumphant laughter.

It was a chittering snarl – like a rat fighting for its life, furiously vocalising as it tried to bite its attacker’s face off. Only this chittering was much louder than any rat.

Every raider in the camp looked round, identical what the fuck expressions plastered on their faces.

Another araatan stood on the crest of the hill directly opposite Sayana. He was a male: a scrawny, twisted thing, with janky legs and a snout that was much longer than most other lizards’. His scales might have been yellow, but that was only the best guess; most of his body was buried beneath a thick layer of dirt and grime.

His name was Sponge Bath. He was a vile, bad-tempered, unpredictable shit, and Sayana had never been so glad to see him in her entire life.

In the dusk, his rider was nothing more than a vague shape. But in the sudden silence, her voice carried across the valley. “I will use your blood to cook my onions!”

Despite everything, despite the absolute shitshow she had walked into, Sayana’s face cracked in a smile. She didn’t have the faintest idea how Sponge Bath and his rider had found her, or what she was even doing here. Didn’t care much either.

“Khun!” she shouted.

Khunbish let out a high, warbling howl, and sent her scruffy mount thundering down the hill towards the raider camp. She had the skull of a ram jammed over her head, as a helmet; she’d found it a few weeks ago, and somehow managed to not only squeeze her head into it but get it to stay there during raids.

It wobbled as she rode, her wild eyes blazing from its sockets. Sayana was quite sure that if they could only find an enemy with a big enough head, Khun would immediately try to use their skull as a helmet too.

Panic detonated among the Death Skulls, feet tangling up, weapons shaking, urgent commands shouted and ignored. Sayana actually saw it spreading, like a wave rolling through them, as they watched the scariest, snarliest araatan they’d ever seen come thundering towards them.

“We shall feast upon your ears this day!” Khun yelled. “We shall listen to the sounds of eternity as it whispers to us in the—”

Sayana never got a chance to find out what eternity planned to whisper. Sponge Bath was moving too fast, and he lost his footing on the steep slope. His skid became a tumble, and Khun vanished with a peeved squawk. Mount and rider crashed to the bottom of the hill, out of sight beyond the line of tents.

The panic in the Death Skulls paused. The Chief and one of his men exchanged a puzzled glance, as if they didn’t know what to do next.

Sayana stared in horror, but before she could say anything, Khun and her araatan shot back up, the raider somehow still attached to her saddle, ram’s head in place, swaying as the creature climbed to its feet and shook itself like a dog.

Which was when two more lizards appeared on the hilltop.

Unlike Sponge Bath and Khun, neither of them paused to announce themselves. They simply came over the crest at speed, giant shapes heading straight for the camp below.

Tuya had once told Sayana that the araatan used to have wings, soaring through the skies above, hundreds of years ago. The Chief’s araatan – Chimeg had never named her – clearly still had ambitions in that direction. The lizard had thin, bird-like legs, her scales a shade of brilliant green.

The other araatan was among the biggest that Sayana – or anyone as far as she could tell – had ever known. Princess was huge, but Tooth Monster was absolutely gigantic. Fitting, given that his rider was a beast herself.

Hogelun was still working on the finer points of riding an araatan, and in chaotic moments – like this one, funnily enough – she tended to ride with her arms out to the side, like she was balanced on a beam. Even in the dusk, Sayana could pick out her gigantic shoulders, which were as round as muskmelons. The shape of her shoulder-mounted human skull, which she called Tiny, was just visible in the dusk.

Khun was, thank all the Weavers, finally heading in Sayana’s direction. Sweeping aside any raiders in her way, her lizard still chittering. Sponge Bath was hard to handle at the best of times, but Sayana had seen how vicious his bite was. Those jaws could snap shut hard enough to crack bone; they would make short work of the ropes.

But in that instant, the dirt-crusted lizard suddenly veered off to the right, distracted by… actually, Sayana had no idea what had distracted him. Khunbish’s scratchy voice echoed across the camp. “No! Bad beastie! Bad!”

Hogelun and Chimeg had reached the bottom of the hill, and were heading straight for her. The Skulls were properly panicking now, caught between three giant lizards, clearly trying to decide if they still wanted any part of this. The idiot on their smaller lizard was barking commands, but his mount seemed like it understood what was going on more than he did. It was looking left and right, snarling, hunting for an exit.

Chimeg’s araatan outpaced Tooth Monster, reaching Sayana a few seconds before they did. And as she did so, Princess twisted, and tried to bite the long-legged lizard’s head off.

The unnamed lizard twisted away, nearly throwing the Chief off his back. He bared his teeth, growling, nostrils flaring as Princess went for him again, straining against the ropes.

“Stop it!” Sayana smacked the back of her lizard’s neck.

“Get her under control!” Chimeg shouted at her.

Sayana had never quite understood why Princess hated Chimeg’s lizard, but she did. Whenever they camped, the Rakada had to keep the two of them apart – it was either that, or a titanic lizard battle in the middle of the night.

It made no sense, especially given how Tooth Monster and Sponge Bath had no issue with the Chief’s mount at all. And it wasn’t as if Princess hated all other lizards – hells, Sayana had actually seen her curled up with Sponge Bath once.

Before she could get Princess under control, the boulders on the hillside gave way.

Sayana felt it rather than heard them move: a rumble that rolled up through her lizard’s legs, growing louder by the second. She twisted round, without wanting to, and stared in horror as the biggest of the boulders tumbled towards her. Behind it, the whole pile gave way.
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Hogelun

Hogelun had been having a truly excellent winter. The best. No question.

She’d specifically decided it was going to be that way. The twenty-four previous winters were just a rehearsal for this one. That irrational fear of lizards she’d had her entire life? Of all sizes, not just araatan scale? Well, she was riding one now, bitches.

And it wasn’t just that. Hogelun was the clan’s cook, and she’d decided that now was the time for the most delicious stews ever, going the extra mile to hunt down special herbs and the plumpest antelope, not just settling for whatever she found while she was riding.

For the past five years, she’d kept her scalp shorn, mostly because Erhi liked it that way (and she wasn’t going to think about Erhi, was she? No she was not). This winter? This winter she was letting it all hang down.

Well, fine: her stews still weren’t quite as good as she would like, mostly because she’d forgotten that herbs didn’t usually grow in winter, and any antelope they came across would be scrawny as shit. Her hair was technically longer than before, but it was a thin, peach-coloured fuzz, stubbornly refusing to grow longer. Itchy as fuck too, but you know what? You had to start somewhere.

And when she saw Sayana in trouble, trapped – somehow, Hogelun couldn’t quite work that out at a distance – below what appeared to be a giant, unstable rock pile, Hogelun knew exactly what to do.

The old version of her would have hung back, let her Chief give her orders. The new her was decisive and clear-minded and didn’t question herself, not for anyone, not ever. The new Hogelun got shit done.

Gers, cookfires, raiders: everything went flying as she and Tooth Monster stampeded across the camp. Somewhere distant, Khun was howling. Hogelun was dimly aware of Chimeg shouting a warning, off to her right. She ignored it, feeling a bit bad about doing so, because some old habits died hard.

Fuck it: save the day first, apologise later.

Hogelun urged Tooth Monster on, pushing hard on the thick horns that stuck up from the back of his neck. For such a gigantic beast, Toothy was surprisingly quiet – he never roared or snorted or really made much of any noise at all. But he liked to huff when he got going, mouth open, purple tongue visible behind his sabre-sized teeth.

Toothy always did what she told him to – something she was privately amazed at – but what she had in mind wasn’t going to be much fun for him. If he’d been able to understand the plan she had in her head, he might possibly have had some objections.

The Chief was still yelling her name. Too late now, Hogelun thought, pulling her araatan sideways and tracking him in a wide arc, coming around on Princess’s left flank. Had Sayana gotten her stuck in a hole or something? Why wasn’t her beast moving?

As she got closer, Hogelun saw the ropes. She spat a curse through gritted teeth. Clever bastards, this lot. Very clever. Very—

She didn’t see the smaller lizard until it had clamped its jaws around Toothy’s leg.

It wasn’t nearly strong enough to stop the bigger araatan. But it did slow him down. “Get off!” Hogelun shouted, as if the smaller beast would let go and whimper like a kicked dog. Toothy was stumbling now, trying to shake his attacker loose.

Chimeg came out of nowhere. Or rather, her fire did.

Most araatan shot flame in a huge, expanding jet, but not hers. Her araatan shot tumbling balls of the stuff, giant gobs of burning liquid. The one that hit the smaller lizard was big enough to envelop it completely.

The beast yelped, liquid flame washing over both it and its rider, and it quickly let go of Tooth Monster’s leg. An instant later, Chimeg’s araatan scooped the smaller lizard up in her jaws. Literally lifted it right off the ground, flames and all, and crunched down. It would be wrong to say that the thing got bitten in half, but it wasn’t going to be latching onto one of its brethren anytime soon.

“Thanks!” Hogelun shouted.

“Hogs!” Chimeg yelled. “Stop! We have to—”

But there was no time. Sayana’s smaller araatan wasn’t going to be able to withstand the barrage of rocks – at least, not without getting seriously injured. Toothy, though? Toothy had scales like iron shields and legs thicker than any tree in the Tapestry. Toothy was a mountain with feet.

Sometimes, his size was annoying: he had to eat far more than the other lizards, and if there was a narrow path (like the closely packed trees leading into the main raider camp, west of here) then he simply couldn’t go inside. Today, though? Today, his size was his power. Those boulders would smash into his side, he’d give a few groans of displeasure, and amble off somewhere for a snack.

Hogelun reached the bottom of the hill just as the first rocks gave way, as they crashed down towards Sayana and Princess. She turned her lizard hard, pulling on his horns. In the camp around them, the other raiders – Hogelun couldn’t remember the name of their clan just now – were scattering, deserting the burning camp.

There was an instant where Hogelun thought Toothy wasn’t going to obey her, that he would just keep right on going. He was big enough that getting him to stop took more time than she would’ve liked, and it was just possible she’d pulled back too late.

But then he slowed, his big feet scratching up huge clods of dirt. He came to a stop on the hill, higher on the slope than Sayana and Princess, directly in the path of the rockslide.

Hogelun barely had a second to catch her breath before the first boulder smashed into him. The rock was the size of an ox, and it hit Tooth Monster so hard that he actually skidded. The lizard let out a grunt, the sound almost drowned out by the crunching bang of the boulder bouncing off his scales. The impact vibrated his entire body, rolling up through Hogelun’s lower back. But she hung on, and so did he, both of them still upright.

And look at that: Khun and Sponge Bath had, for once, done something smart. Sponge had closed his jaws on the thick rope pinning Princess in place, jerking it back and forth. Not for the first time, Hogelun marvelled at these beasts. It was one thing to steer an araatan onto a hill and bring him to a stop; it was another to get a lizard to bite down on exactly the thing you needed him to.

At any moment, Princess would be able to make her escape. Hogelun let out a triumphant yell, smacking her lizard hard on his back. “Yes, Toothy. Just hold on, boy, hold o—”

The second rock came screaming at her head.

Hogelun ducked, yelping. The rock missed her by perhaps the length of a hand. She actually felt it whip past.

Shielding Sayana and Princess, using Toothy’s body as a wall, was a good plan. It bloody was. Although now that she’d put it into effect, Hogelun would admit that it had a few key shortcomings.

Had all the rocks been the size of the first one, it would have worked perfectly. But some were smaller, moving faster as they bounced down the slope. The first hit left Tooth Monster slightly tilted, which meant when the second rock arrived, it didn’t hit a wall that it could deflect off.

Instead, it hit a steep ramp.

A moment later, the rest of the barrage slammed hard into Toothy’s side. Hogelun flattened herself against the saddle as rocks whirled overhead, the bigger ones driving her mount further down the slope.

Toothy decided at that moment that he’d had quite enough of this shit. He began to move, trying to get out of the path of those boulders. Problem was, the impacts had nudged his back left leg off the surface of the slope, and as he tried to move, he began to tilt.

For a few seconds, both the legs on the lizard’s left side pawed helplessly at the air. He sent out a peeved groan, as if this was really rather unfair.

He was going to topple onto his right side. And what was waiting below? Sayana, and Princess, pinned in place.

This might not have been such a good idea.

Hogelun clawed at her safety harness, fighting with the catch. Weavers, her breath was burning her throat to ash from the inside. If she could get loose, leap out of the way somehow…

The fucking harness was stuck. Her fat fingers couldn’t work the catch. From Princess’s back, Sayana stared at her in total, befuddled horror.

Hogs couldn’t speak, couldn’t breathe. Her fingers had been replaced by chunky blocks of wood, her guts frozen solid.

Tooth Monster now had all his weight on his right legs. As gravity took him, both of those legs collapsed. The ridge of Princess’s spine rushed towards him, and Hogelun screamed.

The two araatan came together with a thud that Hogelun felt through her whole body. She fell off the saddle, the safety harness catching in a jerk of tight leather and tangled limbs. She was so convinced that she was about to be crushed that every muscle tensed, waiting for the pain.

It didn’t come.

She’d been yelling so loudly that her throat felt like someone had lit it on fire. She stopped screaming, the noise choking off with a gasp, and cracked open one eye.

Toothy hadn’t crushed Princess. Not completely, anyway. Toothy was lying at a forty-five-degree angle, Princess propping him up. The bigger lizard had squashed the smaller one into the dirt; Princess’s legs were splayed, and she squirmed and grunted as she tried to wriggle loose. Sayana was nowhere to be seen.

Hogelun was still in her harness, hanging off the saddle, half upside-down. She’d stopped perhaps a foot from Princess’s back; if Toothy had landed a little differently, she would have been crushed to a paste.

The last of the rocks flew past overhead, bouncing into the smoky camp. Both lizards were still trying to scramble away, Tooth Monster pinning Princess. The movement jerked Hogelun in her trap, swinging her from side to side, ripping the safety harness away from her even as she tried to get it loose.

Sayana: stumbling away from her araatan, half turning as she realised that the lizard wasn’t coming with her. Hogelun would have gasped with relief, if she’d actually been able to catch a breath.

All at once, Princess found the right angle. Either Sponge had bitten the ropes in two, or frayed them just enough for Sayana’s lizard to get free. With her front feet clawing at the dirt, she started to winkle herself out from underneath the crushing weight.

Only: Tooth Monster hadn’t found his feet yet. If Princess got loose, then he would fall all the way – taking Hogelun with him.

And still, she couldn’t undo the stupid harness. Chimeg’s fabulous invention. She hated the fucking thing, hated using it, hated swinging like a child’s toy and trying to shoot stupid arrows. And now, naturally, it was going to get her killed, it was—

Her fat fingers found the catch, fumbled at it, nearly slipped, got it, yanked it back. And just like that, she was free. Toppling out of the saddle with a yelp, right onto Princess’s back. She found her feet, and leaped right off the smaller araatan. Broken ankles? Fabulous. Let’s do it. Much better than dying because a giant lizard fell on you.

She was saved by the way Princess had been squashed into the dirt. The twenty feet from her back to the ground became more like ten. Hogelun landed hard on the rucked-up earth, rolling, exploding to her feet, eyes wide as she ran. An instant later, Princess scrabbled free, the big, bony knob at the end of her tail swinging wildly.

Tooth Monster’s huge body was no longer supported. With a pained roar that Hogelun felt not just in her bones but in her fucking soul, he crunched onto his side at the base of the hill.

Princess was going nuts, roaring and snapping, shaking her head from side to side like a dog. Sayana was trying to calm her, hands out, making a series of guttural barks. Hogelun barely registered any of this, didn’t even register the burning ache in her lower back, the agony in the knee she’d landed on when she fell. Right then, all she could do was gape at Tooth Monster.

The lizard was lying on his side.

And he wasn’t moving.







Six

Hogelun

Of all the Rakada’s araatan, Tooth Monster had been the easiest to train.

When they’d come across him, Hogelun had managed to mostly get over her fear of lizards big and small. Hard not to, really, with Princess around. But it had come roaring back when they’d found Toothy, curled up in a sparse grove of birch trees in the eastern part of the Tapestry.

Something had told her that this was the one. This enormous animal, with jaws the size of the horse she’d been riding. She didn’t know what had guided her hand, but she’d been only a little surprised when Toothy accepted her presence, her offerings of butchered antelope.

She had to work up a staggering amount of courage to touch him, to place her hand on his snout when he bent down to sniff her… but she’d been able to do it in under a week. Not even Princess had been tamed that fast.

(Sponge Bath, predictably, had taken over a month, but that’s because Khunbish thought it was a good idea to begin each training session with a ritual dance.)

When Hogelun finally mounted Toothy, carefully clambering up his leg and onto his back, he’d accepted it with a resigned, amiable grace. Since then, he’d done everything she asked of him, every little thing.

And now he might be dead. Because of her.

Because she didn’t think. Because she ignored her Chief. Which the old Hogelun would never, ever have done. But no, she just had to take matters into her own hands, didn’t she?

With a huffing, rumbling belch, Tooth Monster shifted. Big tail thumping on the dirt, front legs pawing the air. As Hogelun sank to her knees, shaking, he levered himself to his feet.

“Hogs.” It was Chimeg. “You OK?”

“Sorry, Chief,” Hogelun murmured, eyes never leaving her lizard. As much as she’d berated herself for not listening to Chimeg like she should have, she didn’t feel capable of doing it right at this moment.

She got off her knees, stumbled over to her araatan. Trying to look everywhere at once, to see if he was hurt. But he was up on all fours now, dipping his huge head, turning his eyes on her. Giving her a reproachful look.

He let her get close, let her place a hand on his lower jaw. “Weavers, boy, I’m so sorry. I thought you could… I thought it would be enough to…”

Toothy didn’t interrupt. He waited until his mistress had stopped speaking, then let out a rumbling, earthy breath. Hogelun circled him, checking for more injuries, but couldn’t see any – just a few broken scales where the rocks hit him. He’d taken one hell of a tumble… but he was OK. He was OK.

Hogelun wiped her face. “Boy, if I ever do something that stupid again, you have my full permission to step on me.”

Tooth Monster considered this, signalled his agreement with a thundering belch.

Hogelun turned her attention to the rest of the world. She still felt guilty – actually, that wasn’t strong enough, she felt like a complete shit – but she should probably find out what happened to everyone else. Somehow, Sayana had managed to calm her lizard down, her hand on Princess’s snout, the lizard still giving out angry huffs.

The Chief was watching, arms folded, her araatan snuffling in the background and sending an evil look at Princess. Behind them, the entire camp was on fire, and there was no sign of any other raiders. They’d all done the smart thing: coolly assessed the situation, and left to find less unstable employment. Or, more likely, ran as if someone had set fire to their backsides.

Hogelun really, really hoped they would chalk this one up to experience and move on with their lives. 

Toothy still had his saddle on, the straps of the safety harness flapping against the seat. Hogelun pointed with a trembling finger. “That fucking thing nearly killed me, Chief! What’s the point of a safety line if it doesn’t keep you safe?”

The Chief just stared at her.

The Hogelun from last summer might have stammered an apology, tried to make amends. There was still a part of her that wanted to do that, that was horrified at how she’d just abused her Chief’s creation. But she’d been working on that, telling herself over and over that what she wanted mattered just as much.

So she squared her shoulders, and met Chimeg’s eyes. “Sorry, but it was stuck. The catch, it’s too… we have to be able to pop it loose quickly.”

“If it was easier to get off,” Chimeg said, barely able to inject any energy into her voice, “you might fall when you use the release mechanism.”

“I don’t like using your swingy, droppy, whatever the fuck it is, I’ve already—”

Chimeg cut her off, gesturing to Tooth Monster, who still looked a bit dazed. “What in the nine hells was that?”

Hogelun caught a breath, licked her lips. “Princess and Sayana, they… they were in trouble. I thought if I got between them…”

“And do you not think maybe we could’ve all worked together?” Chimeg rubbed her eyes with the heels of her hands. “Sponge was already going at the ropes. Probably could have got them loose before the rocks hit.”

Crazy thing was, she didn’t sound like she was tearing Hogelun a new one, as she definitely would have done in the past. She sounded like she barely cared.

Hogelun didn’t quite know what to do about that. More and more lately, their Chief had been… Hogelun’s exhausted brain struggled for the word, couldn’t find the right one. Listless? Defeated? Hogelun often caught her staring at nothing, long periods where she just… sat. Chimeg used to love her embroidery, but she hadn’t touched a needle and thread since they’d started riding the araatan. The rope swing/harness thing was the closest she’d come to actually being engaged.

With a satisfied chitter, Sponge Bath came to a halt nearby. Before he had even come to a stop, Khun was scrambling over the top of his head. She bounced twice on the tip of his nose, which he didn’t seem to mind at all, then backflipped off. Tried to, anyway; the araatan turned its head at the last moment, which sent her into a wild spin.

She landed hard, sending up a cloud of dust. Before Hogelun could ask if she was all right, she bounded to her feet, shook herself, raising her fist in triumph. “A magnificent battle!” she shouted, to no one in particular. “A victory they will sing of until the demons feast on us at the end of time!”

She finally appeared to notice Hogelun, as if she really thought she’d been alone up until that moment, and threw her arms around the bigger Rakada. She forgot to turn her head to the side, which meant that Hogelun was nearly skewered by the pointed snout of her bone helmet. 

Khun let go and doffed the skull, tucking it under one arm. “I will create a song of your heroism, one that will be sung throughout the land. Those who do not know it by heart will die.”

Behind her, Sponge Bath was busy gnawing on a burned corpse.

Hogelun badly wanted to tell Khun to back off. She was still reeling from how she’d almost gotten her araatan killed. She didn’t have the heart to say so, though: out of the four of them, Khun was the only one who seemed to be enjoying herself

Which was insane, because she’d lost the most out of any of them. Hogelun couldn’t help but glance at the leather pouch strapped to her chest. The empty leather pouch.

Sayana was walking up, looking significantly worse for wear. Khun spotted her, and gave her a cheery wave.

Chimeg jerked her chin at Princess, who was currently standing at the edge of the camp, giant purple tongue flicking in and out of her mouth. “She going to be OK?”

For a long moment, Sayana just stared at Chimeg. Like she didn’t know who the Chief was. Then, she blinked, did it again, squeezing her eyes shut. “Fine, I think.”

“She is strength in the wilderness.” Khun tapped the nose of her helmet. “She whispered to me in my dreams last night, you know. Her voice smells like summer roses.”

“Right. Look, how did you all find m—”

“Hello?” Hogelun spread her arms, looking pointedly at Sayana. “You’re welcome?”

She actually saw what she said rattling around Sayana’s brain. Even she would admit that the younger Rakada had been pushing herself mighty hard lately. Her braid, which she normally took such good care of, was a ratty, dirt-crusted mess.

“Right, yes,” Sayana said, after a moment. She smiled – or at least, forced the corners of her lips to move upwards. “That was quick thinking. Thanks, Hogs.”

Chimeg let out a barely disguised sigh. She gestured at what was left of the raider camp, now conspicuously empty of any raiders. “Sayana – is it even worth my asking why you tried to deal with these idiots by yourself? Why you didn’t wait for us?”

“I mean…” Sayana winced. “You could ask? But I think both of us know you’re not going to like the answer?”

“That’s not the point. If—”

There was an incoherent yell, on Hogelun’s right.

The four of them looked over. One of the raiders, the one who had been on top of the smaller araatan, was sprinting towards them. Blood gushing from a wound on his forehead, waving a sabre wildly, as if he was trying to attack the air.

Hogelun had absolutely no idea how he’d survived when his lizard hadn’t. She also didn’t know what his plan was here. Apparently, it was something along the lines of, I know these four just completely destroyed my camp and scattered my clan to the winds, but I’m pretty sure I can still scare them off if I try really, really hard.

Chimeg slipped into a combat stance, spear in hand. As she did, her araatan came out of nowhere. The lizard hit the approaching raider with a giant swipe of her clawed foot, sending him tumbling across the dirt. It was a glancing blow, and he somehow managed to spring to his feet, still with that wild look in his eyes. He actually turned in the direction of the araatan, as if planning to take her head-on.

Hogelun knew it was over even as the Chief’s araatan opened her mouth. She’d seen it before, knew what came next: the arcing ball of flame, the hideous screams. Still, it wasn’t as if they attacked first…

Chimeg’s araatan stopped. Shook her head. Instead of shooting out a burst of fire, she gave out a series of hacking coughs.

Hogelun frowned. “Is Birdy supposed to be doing that?”

“Birdy?” Chimeg said.

“Well, you hadn’t named her, so I thought I’d—”

Birdy – or whatever she was called – gave up trying to breathe fire. The raider was almost on her, and she rewarded his bravery by lunging forward and biting him in two.

Every one of the Rakada winced, Chimeg actually letting out a little disgusted grunt. Hogelun understood why. They might never turn the lizards on anyone who didn’t really, really deserve it, but Weavers, it was hard to watch sometimes.

Sponge Bath, who had finally noticed the commotion, quickly zipped in and stole the top half. “Oh, that’s just nasty,” Sayana muttered, as he trotted off with his prize.

Hogelun decided she didn’t need to watch the rest. “Is yours OK?” she said to the Chief, over the loud chewing noises.

“Must have used up all her breath,” Chimeg said, although she couldn’t keep a worried look from flickering on her face.

“It’s not just her.” Sayana’s expression was unreadable. “Princess was…” She cleared her throat. “She was the same.”

“You’re saying yours couldn’t breathe fire either?” Hogelun asked. “Should we not be worried about that?”

She looked around at the others, but the only one to answer was Khun, who poked her in the chest and said, “You mustn’t worry about these things. Your brains will cook inside your skull, and then where would we be?”

Sayana shook her head. “Look, how are you all here?” Her eyes found Hogs. “Weren’t you supposed to be tracking down—”

“Oh.” Hogelun snapped her fingers. She’d clean forgotten. “Yeah, another bunch of those Dalai fuckers. Sent ’em packing.” She sniffed. “They ran the second they saw us.”

Sayana looked as if she was having trouble keeping this straight. She had a nasty scrape on her forearm; Hogelun didn’t even think she’d noticed. “But… why didn’t you just go back to the camp? Why did you come all the way over here to—”

The Chief spread her hands. “Sort of a good thing we did, no?”

“Too bloody right,” Hogelun said, a little hotly. “We did get back to camp.”

Chimeg sounded like she’d taken a mouthful of spoiled airag. “Oktai’s called a council.”

“He has?” Khun said.

Hogelun cocked her head. “You were literally standing there when he told us.”

“Was I?”

Oktai was the Chief of a raider clan called the Black Hands – a part of the loose alliance Chimeg had made. A scheming, traitorous bastard at the best of times, but as it turned out, reasonably good at organising a bunch of disparate clans, and getting them all pointed in the same direction.

“He told us where you’d gone,” Chimeg said to Sayana.

“How did he know…” Sayana closed her eyes, shook her head. “Never mind. Why’s he called a council?”

“No idea. But he specifically asked the Rakada to be there. All of us.”

Sayana pinched her nose. “And we care about what Oktai wants… why?”

“Sayana…” Chimeg said.

“You came all the way out here, to find me, to fetch me back… because of Oktai?” She saw Hogelun’s expression, and softened. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m really glad you did, but I don’t get it. What’s so important about this council that we all have to be there? Why do you even need me?”

“Did you get hit on the head or something?” Hogelun asked. “The only reason we have Toothy and Princess and all the rest is because of you. Well, you and Tuya, but you know what I mean. You’re the whole reason all the raiders came together.”

“Maybe you haven’t been paying attention Sayana.” Chimeg’s voice was a low murmur. “There’s a lot going on right now. There are more raiders in the Gün than ever, and most of them seem to hate each other. Not to mention those idiots from Dalai and Ngu looking to sneak into the Tapestry.”

Hogelun had been trying not to think about what they’d seen at the raider camp, in the dense trees of the Gün. Get any number of raiders together in one place, and there’d always be a chance that things would go violently wrong. It had almost happened multiple times in the past, but so far, there’d been no more than a few small arguments.

Lately, though, there had been a nasty energy to the place. Too many muttered conversations, too many weapons being sharpened. Too many sideways looks at the Rakada as they strode through the camp. 

“And your father the Khan, of course,” Khunbish told Sayana, absently chewing on the collar of her deel. “Making all sorts of trouble.”

“Thanks, Khun,” Sayana said, deadpan. “I’d totally forgotten.”

“You are very welcome. If you need reminding again, please do let me know.”

Hogelun puffed out her cheeks. She still found it amazing that Sayana was the daughter of the actual Khan – something the woman had confessed to them a few months ago. Illegitimate daughter, to be sure, raised by indifferent surrogates in the palace, one of probably a dozen… but still. Kin.

Not that she cared. Sayana was a Rakada, like her, and always would be.

Erhi sprang to her mind again. A picture of her crisp and clear, as if she was standing right there. Hard as Hogelun tried, the bitch wouldn’t stay gone.

She shook her head, in a way which made Khun give her a strange look. Didn’t matter. Erhi wasn’t one of them any more, and Hogelun didn’t actually give the tiniest shit where she was.

The Chief trudged over to her araatan, climbed onto her back. “Let’s go,” she shouted down, as she seated herself on the saddle. She turned her head, taking in the destroyed camp, the fires and squashed gers. “Unless you’d like to jump up and down on this place a little more.”







Seven

Erhi

Everything was wet. Every part of her. Deel soaked through, face and neck spattered with dirty water.

It wasn’t like being caught in the rain, out in the Tapestry, where you got drenched but felt good afterwards. Rinsed clean, the suns warming your soaked skin. No, this was the kind of wet you got after a long, hard slog through mud. Claggy, heavy. Sweat mingled with slick dirt.

Erhi knelt on the floor of the barracks, huffing white vapour into the frigid winter air. There was one particular bit of mud that she hadn’t been able to shift no matter how hard she scrubbed. It had been laid down days before, and had dried into a thin, impenetrable crust. She didn’t have a scraper, just the useless horsehair brush the indifferent quartermaster had given her.

She slowed her breathing, concentrating on each individual movement. She’d always been good at focusing; you couldn’t become both an archer and a healer unless you were skilled at blocking out everything around you.

She dipped the brush in the bucket next to her – only to find nothing in it but a few drops of filthy water. That meant another trip to the barrel near the mess. How had she let it get so low?

She closed her eyes briefly, then stood, knees popping, the space between her shoulder blades waking up with a nasty little jab. A frigid gust of wind, shooting through the barracks courtyard, snapped at her deel.

Nobody looked at her as she humped her bucket across the courtyard. It was full dark now, sporadic torches throwing flickering light on groups of huddled, listless soldiers. One of them was playing with his sabre, twirling it, and clearly needed more practice. It slipped through his fingers, bouncing off the hard floor. The sound reached Erhi as a dull, muffled thud.

She considered herself deaf, but had always been amused at how most people jumped to the conclusion that she couldn’t pick up sounds at all. She usually didn’t correct them – it was amazing what people said when they thought you couldn’t hear what they were saying.

She’d been deaf – well, hard of hearing anyway – since birth. She grew up in a world that was muffled and soft, with just enough perception to figure out what was going on around her. She could hear people speak, although it took focus to understand them. Something, by the way, that she’d gotten exceedingly good at.

Not that she had to do it as she passed the soldiers. She knew what they were talking about already.

Erhi was used to being casually left out of things, and had long stopped giving a shit. She was very good at digging out the information she needed to survive. The number of people in the Khan’s army who could use sign were very few, but Erhi had gotten to know them. Didn’t like them very much – they were all simpering weaklings, content with their lot in life – but one or two of them were fully hearing. They’d told her some interesting things.

The rumour was, the Khan was planning some kind of offensive, a strategy to strike back against the raiders, or Dalai – no one knew for sure. Rumours that his alchemists were working on a way to call down lightning from the sky, that he had a magical sword, that he’d gone to a camp, deep into the mountains, to mine for a special ore that would make the lizards obey him. She’d even heard stories of a weapon – something specifically designed to destroy an araatan.

Of course, no one in the army knew anything these days. Certainly not the rank and file, of which Erhi was – to her teeth-grinding dismay – a member.

She glanced up at the brass dome of the palace, at the top of the hill above them. Lit by torches, glowing defiantly against the night.

All she wanted to do was finish cleaning that damn floor, and then see if she could convince someone in the mess to give her a late meal.

She huffed an exhausted breath. Who was she kidding? There were two mess workers who had a rudimentary understanding of sign, and she hadn’t seen them in days. That would be her reward for finishing the job: trying to convince an equally exhausted cook she didn’t know to give her food outside of meal hours.

She’d have to speak, too, which she hated. She always got the volume wrong, always mangled her words – something which had led to her being mocked mercilessly when she was young. No thanks. Not unless she absolutely had to. She could write, of course, had learned ages ago, but there was no guarantee the cook could read.

She made her way over to the water barrel. Heaved the heavy bucket, shoulders giving off a twinge as she filled it.

As she turned to set the bucket down, to get her freezing hands a better grip on the handle, someone jostled her from behind. A little bump, no more, but she was in just the wrong position. She made an attempt to catch the bucket, but before she could blink, the freezing water was all over her front. Dripping onto her boots, into them, soaking through the knees of her trousers.

She stood, breathing through her nose in quick bursts, still clutching the bucket. The soldier, along with his friend, didn’t even stop. Didn’t even look in her direction.

If something like this had happened to Erhi when she’d been a Rakada, if she’d been in some camp or other and some idiot had managed to soak her while she was in the middle of a job, she would have had him on his back in under three seconds. She used to keep a pouch on her sash with her potion ingredients, several of which were actively poisonous unless treated just right, and before this arsehole could even blink, she would have had one of them between his lips. Something that caused death by explosive diarrhoea, perhaps. And then Hogelun would have hit him in the nuts for good measure, and given how hard Hogs could punch…

Erhi spat. Hogs was the reason she was here in the first place.

She would rather not have changed sides on her clan, but she had no choice. How was she to know that it would go so badly? That wasn’t the deal Erhi had made – Hogs was supposed to go with her, they were both supposed to be safe. She couldn’t do anything for Chimeg and Sayana and Khun, but Hogs…

Hogs had found her while she was trying to escape, in the aftermath of that last battle. And instead of trying to stop her, or fighting her, which Erhi could at least have understood, Hogs had just… walked away. After Erhi had sacrificed everything for the two of them, Hogs had rejected her.

And it meant that when she’d found the Khan’s army, returned to Karkorum…

She was on her own.

If she’d had Hogs with her, the two of them could have helped each other, had each other’s back. Carved out a place for themselves. Instead, it was just her: the turncoat, the traitor, lost in an army which didn’t even recognise what she’d given up to be there.

She didn’t have her pouch any more. Her commanding officers wouldn’t let her get anywhere near a potion bench. They had received her requests – fortunately, the higher-ups could read – with blank stares and indifferent shrugs. Didn’t matter that she was a trained healer, or an absolutely lethal archer. She’d been a raider, and she’d turned on her clan, and that told them all they needed to know.

They’d shoved her into a dark corner, like a piece of furniture they might need one day but didn’t feel like looking at. Everything she’d done, all she’d sacrificed, and they didn’t even have the energy to give her a proper no, let alone give her what she deserved.

It was all Hogelun’s fault. All of it. If she’d just come with Erhi, like she was supposed to…

Late at night, when sleep wouldn’t come, Erhi often wondered what she would say to Hogelun if their paths ever crossed. She would lie in the dark, staring at nothing, examining the thoughts from every angle. Sometimes, she’d imagine Hogelun begging for forgiveness. Other times, it was just stupid incomprehension, an inability to understand why Erhi had done what she had done.

She never hurt Hogelun in these fantasies. Not physically, anyway. But in each one, she finally turned and walked away, leaving the other woman broken and weeping.

That was what kept her going, more than anything. Hogs, and the other Rakada. Not dead, not even injured, but alive and well, watching as she took everything from them. If she couldn’t have her place high in the army command, the high honours she’d been promised, the honours she was owed, then she should at least have that. The thought was like an ulcer in her mouth. One she couldn’t help touch with the tip of her tongue, even though she knew it would sting whenever she did. Even though she knew it would never heal.

She couldn’t stomach the thought of going back to kneeling on that sodden floor. She dropped the bucket, knowing the captains would punish her for it later, and not caring. Stomped off, heading for the entrance to the barracks.

The soldier on guard was a bored-looking older man with only one ear, standing with his thumbs hooked into his sash. She wasn’t supposed to leave the barracks, none of them were, but at this point she was less interesting to him than the dirt she’d been scraping off the floor. It would be the same no matter where she went. As long as she didn’t go near the upper city, which was guarded by incredibly twitchy soldiers with arrows permanently nocked in their bows, she’d be fine.

She still had a few sukhes, the coins they used in this place. She could head to one of the taverns on the western edge of the lower city, one of the gers that still served half-decent airag. But even as the thought occurred, her feet turned her in the opposite direction. As if she had no choice about where she was going. As if her body knew what she needed before she did.

Karkorum’s festering tent city was smaller and emptier these days. After the Rakada had gotten themselves some araatan to ride, some had risked leaving the city, heading back into the grass with the hope that the raiders would protect them. But plenty had stayed, out of fear, or exhaustion.

Erhi wasn’t sure if that had been a good decision, or a bad one, because she hadn’t been out into the grasslands in months, but she didn’t envy those living in the tent city right now. At least being a soldier got her fed. Here, all she saw were starving faces, dirty moons staring out at her from tent flaps. The ground underfoot was icy, crusty mud. Hardly any fires now; there wasn’t much wood to burn.

The deal had been a position high in the army command. For both her, and Hogelun. That was Erhi’s payment for ending that farce with the araatan. A place of honour, with all the fittings of rank that came with it.

Instead, her reward was a soaked deel. A freezing, muddy floor to clean. Superiors who didn’t even care enough about her to stop her leaving.

For the thousandth time, she wondered if she should leave. Go back into the grasslands, resume her life as a raider. But she’d be dead within a month. No clan would have a betrayer in their midst, and a deaf archer wasn’t exactly inconspicuous. At least here, she was still alive.

Temujin was in his usual spot, huddled at the end of a row of gers. He sat on two planks of wood, which shielded him from the muck. When she’d first met him, Erhi had been surprised at that: that no one had knocked him over and taken them for firewood. But then she’d smelled him, got a look at his eyes, seen the deep, shimmering madness in them, and she understood.

Some things just said: don’t touch.

He was a man of about fifty, with long hair and a scraggly beard, covered in filthy rags. Erhi still wasn’t sure if they were blankets, or a deel. He was preaching when she arrived, proclaiming to his audience – which was whoever happened to be passing by at the time, in this case one very harried-looking woman with her child – about the glories of Mother Earth’s will.

Erhi had no interest in any of that dog shit about the Weavers. She still couldn’t believe that she was here, even now, that this was where she’d chosen to go. She told herself to turn around, to leave before he noticed her.

And like every time, she ended up squatting next to him in the frozen muck. She had spent enough time with him now that she’d gotten used to the stench: a mix of rotting wool and spoiled meat.

Temujin broke off from his preaching – as far as Erhi could tell, he did it mid-sentence – and signed to her. Dirt-crusted nails dancing. “They still resist?”

He always knew, somehow, even before she said a word.

Erhi could have spoken to Temujin using her voice. But she despised the way she sounded, always had, and so she signed her reply. “Might as well ask the suns to rise faster in the morning.”

He cast those wild eyes upwards. “Father Sky never—”

Erhi frowned as she lost his words. Temujin could sign – she had no idea how or where he’d learned – but there were some movements that he mangled. Erhi could probably have read his lips, if there was enough light – lip-reading was bloody difficult, but she did a reasonable job in the right circumstances. It’s just that sign was so much simpler, if the other person knew it too.

“Again?” she said.

He nodded. Reset. “Father Sky never hears prayers anyway. Only the Mother listens to her children.”

“You know what I mean.” She shivered; now that she’d stopped moving, she was really starting to feel her soaked clothes. “They know what I can do. They know I can heal whoever they put in front of me. And they just…”

She trailed off. But Temujin didn’t interrupt, didn’t finish her sentence for her. Just listened, head cocked, not quite looking at her.

Once again, she found her hands moving. “They just keep ignoring me, no matter how much I ask. I don’t even know what I’m doing any more.”

Temujin just nodded, rocking slightly back and forth.

She’d come across him when she was on patrol duty. There’d been some talk about whether it was a good idea to send a deaf person out on patrol, but in the end her superiors hadn’t cared enough to stop her. She hadn’t argued – anything to get her out of those fucking barracks.

While walking the lower city, she’d almost tripped over Temujin. She’d cursed him out, flicked him the Cut… and he’d just smiled. His remaining teeth were almost rotted away, and she’d flinched from the smell of his body.

That cracked hand had shot out from his rags, and at first she’d tensed, expecting an attack. But it was nothing more than a lump of dried horse-milk paste. Food. This beggar had offered her food.

She hadn’t taken it – not even she would take food from a beggar. She left him be.

She was almost certain she’d never see him again, but to her surprise, he was in the same place on her next patrol through the lowest city. He didn’t offer food this time, but he did see her coming, raised a hand in greeting.

One day, she happened to be walking by while someone was arguing with him. She couldn’t even remember who it was, but they’d been upset about his constant preaching – at least, that was what she could make out when she’d listened hard. Said it was sacrilege to talk about the Weavers as if the two gods were at war. Erhi had put a stop to it. And for the first time, she’d had a conversation with this Temujin.

He was mad, certainly, utterly off his head… but she saw how carefully he watched when she signed. Nobody had paid her that close attention all winter. And she was startled when he signed back.

Little by little, she got talking to him. He never said where he was from, or how he’d ended up here, or even why he was so obsessed with Mother Earth. Erhi, who had once worn silks and rode on oiled wood saddles and fired handcrafted arrows from her longbow, had hated herself for visiting him. Every time she left, she swore she would never come back.

But over and over, she found herself here.

“One day, they will listen,” he told her, as they crouched together in the mud. “One day you will get everything you deserve.”

She scoffed. “Sure. And maybe Mother Earth will make me Khan.”

Those boiling eyes found her. She held his gaze for a moment, then looked away.

“The Mother heals us all,” he said. “The Mother sees all. She has higher hopes for you.”

And oh, she couldn’t help herself from wondering what that would be like. She had no idea whether the Weavers really existed or not, didn’t really care much either way, and it wasn’t as if either god strode the Tapestry dealing out justice.

But she was owed so much, had been given so little for her sacrifice, and it was nice to imagine her revenge. Nice to talk to someone who understood… even if he was nothing, a beggar, an anonymous speck of dirt in the Khan’s city.

“She has a plan for both of us,” Temujin told her. He barked a laugh, and resumed his preaching.

She sat with him, leaning her head back against sodden tent fabric, and closed her eyes.







Eight

Sayana

In theory, the Tapestry had plenty of forests. Trees could and did grow in the rolling grasslands, here and there, fighting for life under the scorching heat of the twin suns.

In reality, when anyone in this land mentioned a forest, there was only one place they could be talking about: the Gün.

It tumbled down from the slopes of the Baina Mountains like a green waterfall; a sprawling landscape of birch and poplar trees, running for miles into the Tapestry itself. One of the endless tutors Sayana had been subjected to while growing up in the palace had given her a lesson as to why trees thrived here and almost nowhere else. Something something something, cool air from the mountains, wind, Mother Earth’s will…

Until Sayana’s little araatan experiment had upended absolutely everything in the Tapestry, you didn’t dare go into the Gün. Unless you really liked the idea of your head going one way while your body went the other.

The place had been the main source of wood for the Khan and his army, a place for him to get materials to build his glorious new city. Every sabre hilt held by every soldier had probably started life here.

After Chimeg had brought the raider clans together, she’d picked the Gün as their base of operations. A dense, fertile forest, with clean streams made of mountain snow-melt, seemed like a good idea.

So they’d ridden up, and politely informed the local garrison that the place was under new management. And once Princess had eaten their commander, the negotiations had been really quite cordial.

The forest didn’t have a defined border. The trees just started to slowly appear, small groves of them dotted here and there. It was full dark by the time the Rakada arrived, but the raider camp had grown so big that even from miles out, the glow from inside the forest was visible.

Sayana was pretty sure she’d fallen asleep on Princess’s back more than once on the ride over here. She brought her mount to a halt half a mile from where the trees got properly dense. They all did. It was technically possible to ride a lizard through the trees, but only if you wanted to knock a lot of them over.

A meeting right now, a raider council, was the last thing Sayana wanted. Her desires at this point were more along the lines of food, booze, and a nap of about three days. But when the Chief, who hated councils more than she did, insisted she attend one… well, she had to take it seriously.

Sayana made herself take a deep breath; hopefully, whatever this was, they could get it over with quickly. She climbed down from Princess’s back, ignoring the very loud complaints from her aching muscles. That little bitch of a scrape on her forearm was whining in a particularly loud voice.

When they’d first started adding araatan to their clan, she and the other Rakada had to work out what would happen if they needed to leave the beasts by themselves. Araatan were decidedly not pack animals, and tame or not, they were just bad-tempered enough that the Rakada might come back to a very large corpse. Perhaps more than one.

Short of leaving each lizard at vastly different locations each time, which was annoying to even think about, much less do, there didn’t seem to be a solution. Worse still: while the Rakada weren’t exactly easy to kill, they were a hell of a lot more vulnerable without the beasts nearby. Sayana had lost more than a few nights’ sleep over it.

It turned out not to be a problem. The lizards didn’t exactly cuddle up, but as long as there wasn’t a passing herd of wild horses or something for them to fight over – and as long as Princess and Chimeg’s lizard had enough ground between them – they left one another alone. Sometimes they wandered off, but it usually wasn’t very far.

Princess lowered that gigantic head to nuzzle Sayana. Gave a little rumbling snort that sounded a little too much like a cough for comfort. It made Sayana think of what happened before, when her fire wouldn’t come. A problem she didn’t have the energy to think about right now.

“Get some rest, sweetheart,” Sayana muttered. “We’ll see you in the morning, yeah?”

Hogelun finished up with Tooth Monster, and strolled over, suppressing a yawn. The big Rakada still looked shaken from her tumble. “I fucking hate Oktai,” she said, to no one in particular. She pulled a torch from her sash, and knelt down to strike her flint, filling the grove with flickering light.

“Let’s just get this done.” Chimeg’s voice was a low monotone.

Khun materialised out of the darkness. The horns on her helmet were now garlanded with twists of bright flowers. Sayana had no idea where they’d come from.

“I will stay here,” Khun said. “Sponge Bath is going to tell me about the tiny people who live in his kneecaps.”

Probably for the best. Councils with Khunbish in attendance had a habit of getting very far off track.

They left her with the lizards, and the community of people who might or might not be living in Sponge’s knees, and ventured deeper into the forest. Above them, the sky was pitch dark, clouds covering the moon. The Gün was a little warmer than the rest of the Tapestry, but not by much: this far into winter, the air was icy cold.

The camp itself was a sprawling collection of gers in various states of repair, horses and campfires everywhere, the stink of cooked meat and sweat. Blood, too: didn’t matter whether or not raiders controlled the Tapestry, get a bunch of them together in one place, and sooner or later things got stabby.

The ground between the trees was a muddy, churned-up mess. It wasn’t flat, which meant that the raiders’ tents had to be pitched all over the place. The spaces between them were narrow, clogged with obstacles. The second time Sayana tripped over a discarded bow, she fantasised about going back to get Princess and setting fire to the whole place. It reminded her of the tent city in Karkorum, after her dear father decided to make everyone in the Tapestry move there.

She didn’t have to ask where they were having the supposed council. There was only one ger big enough for it. It was a little way into the forest, and there were still plenty of raiders milling around as the Rakada made their way over. The three of them attracted several sullen glances, more than a few muttered curses. Chimeg had to stop Hogelun from responding more than once, hand on her chest. Sayana kept her gaze level, refusing to meet anyone’s eyes.

As they reached the big tent at the rear of the camp, a raider came stumbling out of the flap with a knife in his chest. He looked at the Rakada, gurgled, then fell flat on his face in front of them.

Sayana put a hand on her sabre hilt, but nobody came after him. The noise coming from the ger was an angry buzz of wasps.

Hogelun raised an eyebrow. “Definitely after you,” she muttered to Sayana.

The air inside was exactly what you would expect when twenty or thirty raider Chiefs and their seconds packed into a tent. It hit Sayana in the face like a fist wrapped in a wet blanket, the air going from freezing cold to stifling hot in an instant. There wasn’t a lot of smoke – only a few torches lit the gathering – but the tiny hole in the roof was doing absolutely nothing to let it out. It hung around above everyone’s heads, thick and stinking.

Sayana and the others stopped just inside the entrance, taking in the other clans. Jackalborn, Black Hands, Eagle Killers – formerly Arkan’s Eagles, then just the Eagles after Arkan died, now with a new leader and an even worse name. Sayana spent a few seconds trying to work out why everyone was shouting, and what they were shouting about, and gave up.

For a brief moment, she wondered if they could just leave, slip away before anyone even noticed them. But then a raider to her left, a woman with a jagged scar running from jawline to above her left eye, caught sight of her.

And just like that, everyone in the tent was staring at them.

Amazingly, the place got even louder. Only now, everybody was yelling at the Rakada. Hogelun and Chimeg stepped in closer to Sayana as the three of them stood facing two dozen angry raiders, some who already had their sabres drawn. Sayana, who had no intention whatsoever of following the poor bastard with the knife in his chest, reached for her sabres…

And froze.

Her mouth fell open, all on its own.

The man stood at the rear of the tent, between two torches. He wore grey plate armour, simple but well made, over a fine silk deel. The fabric was a dull gold, glimmering in the fire light. He was in his fifties, with broad shoulders and a neatly trimmed beard, dyed black. Only his belly gave a hint of the rich food he ate, and the comfortable wagon he rode in as he travelled across the Tapestry.

His eyes met Sayana’s. They were calm, lazy even. A small smile bloomed on his face, a smile that made her stomach twist.

Etugen. The Great Khan.

Her father.

He was here.







Nine

Sayana

The Rakada just stared.

For Sayana, the noise in the tent had faded to a dull roar. She couldn’t look away from those languid eyes.

The last time she’d seen her father had been outside Karkorum, with Princess in attendance. She’d given him a simple message: stay out of the Tapestry, leave everyone the fuck alone.

And now he was here. In the middle of a camp filled to bursting with people who, by all rights, should want him dead.

Was he a hostage? Had one of these idiots somehow pulled off the greatest raid of all time, snatching the Khan from the palace itself? But no hostage would occupy the spot he was standing in right now. Not with all the sweet talk in the world.

For whatever reason, they’d let him in willingly. Without sticking a knife in his eye.

This was the man who’d locked her up in a golden cage. Who’d brought her into this world, then palmed her off to someone else, left her to be raised by grey nobodies who only cared about their position at court. She didn’t even know who her real mother was – she’d thought about tracking the woman down, many times, but found she just didn’t care that much.

This man had expected her to live in the poisonous, treacherous world of the palace, marry who she was told to, bear the right number of children, live in quiet, obedient agony. No fucking thank you. That was the whole reason she’d become a raider in the first place.

A piercing whistle shot through the air. Its owner had to make the sound two more times before everybody actually listened.

Oktai, the Chief of the Black Hands, stood near the Khan. He reminded Sayana of a birch tree, stick-thin and impossibly tall. He had a badly drawn hand on his face, and a comb-over so ridiculous it just had to be deliberate. His clan were milling around him now, trying and mostly failing to look dangerous.

“There you are,” he said, as if they’d merely been a few minutes late. “We were wondering where you’d got to.” He gestured to the Khan. “Sayana, your father would like a word.”

Sayana bit her lip, and had to work very hard not to bite through it completely. She’d told the Rakada of her parentage, but none of the other raiders were supposed to know.

A hand on her chest. Chimeg. Sayana looked down, and realised that she’d taken two steps forward, had actually gotten one of her sabres halfway out of her sash.

She took her hand off her weapon. If she didn’t, she was going to do something that would get every single one of them killed.

The Khan had men with him: three soldiers, in the black deels of the Khan’s Guard. Glowering at the assembled raiders. She hadn’t noticed them before, but there they were. None of this made sense. Three men? Was that all that was keeping her father safe? What was he doing here?

“Oktai,” Chimeg said. “Care to tell me why our visitor isn’t chained to a stake somewhere?”

“You know, Chimeg,” Oktai said, folding his arms. “You’ve led a clan for longer than I have. I feel like you can answer that one yourself.”

Cold, bitter laughter from the other raiders.

Oktai addressed the room. “I know none of us follow this man,” he said. Etugen looked at him then, faint distaste on his face, as if Oktai was a servant who had spoken out of turn. Oktai didn’t appear to notice. “But if the Great bloody Khan himself rides up out of nowhere and asks for a chat, it seems a bit impolite to say no.”

“Impolite.” Chimeg’s voice was flat.

“You might love murdering everyone who stands in your way and taking their bones and all that, but the rest of us have a code.”

Hogelun spoke up. “What code?”

Oktai waved this away. “Standards, then. Look – listen, point is, it was unusual enough that I decided we should hear him out, at least. Besides, kill him, and we really would have the whole army come down on us. No guarantee we’d have your lizard friends around to help out, neither.”

Which was enough for Sayana, thank you very much.

She didn’t draw her weapon, but she did push past her Chief, ignoring Chimeg’s angry look. “Well, our lizard friends are here now. And if you don’t tell me what you want, you’re going to get a very close look at them.”

The silence that greeted her remark told her that it probably hadn’t been as scary as she hoped.

The Khan raised a hand. Rings gleaming in the light. “Peace, Sayana. You would do well to listen to my proposal.”

“You would do well to remember who the fuck you’re talking to.”

He sniffed – just a little inhale, somehow audible over the hubbub. He hadn’t moved his head at all, but she couldn’t help feeling like he really was looking down his nose at her.

“You must all excuse my daughter,” he said, clasping his hands at his waist and giving the men around him a knowing smile. “I doubt I am the only father here, no?”

Every raider here had good reason to want this man dead. But it was impossible for Sayana to miss the reluctant half-smiles that sprang onto some of their faces, the small grunts of acknowledgement. Not to mention the sideways glances in her direction.

“Pretty sure you’re the only dad here who’s not a raider though,” said Hogelun.

A hot flush rose in Sayana’s cheeks. She wanted to tell Hogs she could speak for herself, only that would just make this worse than it already was.

“Say what you will about me.” The Khan’s voice actually dropped, a low murmur now, so that everyone had to lean in to hear. “But I love this nation. This land. I have sacrificed much to protect it from threats, to build it as a society where all can share in glory. Tell me,” he said to Sayana, before she or anyone else could interrupt, “is our land better, since you stood in my way? Is it more peaceful? Did you get everything you wanted?”

“I wanted you to leave me alone,” Sayana found herself saying. “To leave all of us alone.”

“To do what? Fight one another? Engage in petty squabbles? All the while, Dalai and Ngu gather their strength, probe our land for weaknesses, eye our resources. Daughter, I do not believe you foolish.” His tolerant, paternal smile said otherwise. “Do you really not see what you have done?”

Sayana forced herself to smile back at him. “You think Dalai and Ngu and whoever else can stand up to an army of araatan?”

“But you don’t have an army.”

As if his words were a command, the noise in the room suddenly shot right up again. And this time, they weren’t shouting at the Khan. They were shouting at the Rakada.

“You’re the only clan where every one of you has a beast to ride.” Sayana couldn’t tell who said the words – someone at the back of the room. “Maybe you don’t want us riding them. Maybe you want to keep them for yourselves.”

“That is not true,” Sayana shouted.

“What if we just take yours then?” shouted another voice, someone hidden in shadow next to Oktai. “Why should you be the ones to ride them?”

Sayana could swear it had actually gotten hotter in the tent, the air thickening into syrup. Before she could say anything, Hogelun’s voice boomed over the commotion. “First person who touches Tooth Monster gets to find out why he’s called Tooth Monster.”

The Khan looked unbearably smug, and not for the first time, Sayana got a sense of who he was. He might view this as beneath him, dislike standing in this dirty camp, but this was a man who was very used to getting exactly what he wanted.

Those politics and treacherous whispers she’d run away from? That was the water this man swam in. And the very fact that he’d managed to talk himself into the camp of his enemies, to stand before her unharmed, scared her more than she wanted to admit.

“You were supposed to get us araatan to ride,” a man spat at her. He had a broken nose, swollen and horrid. There was a wave of angry agreement at his words, accompanied by stomping feet and the nasty sound of metal on leather as weapons left their sheaths.

“No.” Sayana folded her arms. Tired she might be, but she wasn’t going to take this particular bucket of dead dog shit. “I said I would teach you how to get your own. And I did.”

“I lost another one of my clan today.” The speaker stepped into the light: an older Chief, a man with a grey beard and stout shoulders. Buri – that was his name, although for the life of her Sayana couldn’t remember what his clan was called. He was one of the Chiefs she actually quite liked – they’d shared some airag a few days ago, top stuff – but the way he was looking at her made her feel very small indeed.

Buri met her eyes. “He rode with me for more than five years. I never knew a better horseman. He didn’t want to ride your lizards, but he understood the change in the wind, so he tried. He listened when you showed us your way.”

The room had finally gone quiet. The old raider kept talking: “It tore him limb from limb. I watched it happen.” There was no emotion in his voice just a cold clarity.

Sayana wanted to say that it wasn’t her fault. How could it be? There were over three hundred raiders, and training lizards herself for every clan… hells, finding them, even… it would take for ever. Drain her dry. She’d tried to teach them, tried to explain what she knew, but…

But she was no Tuya. She didn’t have the eagle hunter’s talent with animals.

The Rakada weren’t the only raiders with araatan now; there were a few other clans who had managed to tame them, including the late lamented Flaming Death Skulls, apparently. But it was a vanishingly small number.

Chimeg’s voice cut through the uncomfortable quiet. “May the Weavers guide your brother,” she said to Buri. “I’m sorry that happened to him. But nobody here has a knife to their throat. We aren’t responsible for his death.”

“And yet he will not be the last.” The Khan turned to Buri, lowering his voice. “Whatever you may think of me, know that I grieve for your loss.”

It was the fakest display Sayana could remember seeing. She expected Buri to call it out, but after glowering at the Khan for a moment, he gave a small nod.

This wasn’t good. This wasn’t good at all.

The Khan turned back to his daughter. “That is why I bring you my proposal. All I want is peace in this land, and I believe we can achieve it together.”

He spread his arms, taking in the assembled raiders. “Become part of my army. Fight with us, not against us.”

The Khan waited patiently as the noise washed over him, practically basking in it. After a few moments, he raised his hand for quiet. They gave it to him.

“Protect this land,” he said, leaning on each word. “You can remain in your clans, but you will receive full military honours – with all the supplies and rations that come with them. Any crimes of the past will be forgiven, and never spoken of again.”

He slowly turned his head, as if he was looking at each and every one in turn. “And if your enemies refuse to join us? You will have my army at your back when you crush them.”

“Is he fucking joking?” Hogelun murmured to Sayana.

“I don’t know.” Her voice was barely there, as if she’d had all the energy sucked out of it. They couldn’t be considering this. There was no way.

Now the Khan was looking at her, speaking softly, as if it was just the two of them. “You became a raider because you wished a different kind of life for yourself. Because you wished to leave your mark in this world.”

He thumped his chest with a closed fist. “Imagine the mark you could leave as a commander. A leader of soldiers, defending your land from atop your araatan. Join me, and I will give you everything you desire.”

The noise rose again. “He’s right!” shouted one raider. “Ngu keeps sending scouting parties—”

Another Chief spoke over him, pointing at the Khan. “Why is any of that our problem? Let him take care of it.”

“What, let the Khan be the one to defend the Tapestry? What does that say about us, if we can’t even protect our own home?”

“Who cares about Ngu anyway? Swamp-dwelling rats, the lot of them.”

“No, no. We form an alliance, yeah? Against Dalai and everyone else. We’ll crush everyone who—”

“Weavers, you’re all idiots. It’s the pale men you want to watch out for. I saw one over by the Altai gap, come from the west. Who knows what they’re planning?”

The chaos built and built and built, crowding in on the three Rakada. Sayana squeezed her eyes shut, trying to sort through the mess, cut through this gnarled thicket of problems.

When she opened her eyes, her father was staring right at her.

She could kill him. Cross the ger, put a blade in his throat before his men could even blink. Problem was, she couldn’t say for sure that the raiders between her and the Khan would allow it.

Chimeg leaned over to her. Voice low, but enough for Sayana to hear her. “Say something.”

Sayana goggled at the Chief. “What?”

“You need to speak up.”

“I did,” she hissed back. “And you’re our Chief anyway, so why—”

“Because he’s your father. You’re the one they’ll listen to right now. So for the love of the Weavers, Sayana, say something.”

She was right. Chimeg might be head of the Rakada, but Sayana had brought them the araatan.

She opened her mouth…

… and had absolutely no idea what to say.

Tell the Khan to fuck off? Sure. Then what? Somehow placate the raiders who were considering his offer? And even if she did that, what were they supposed to do about Dalai and Ngu? About the clans who wouldn’t join them, like the Flaming Death Skulls? How did they tackle the thousand problems in front of them? Every time they dealt with one, two more sprang up in its place.

And all the while, her father stared at her. Patient. Silent. Waiting for her answer.

She didn’t realise she’d broken away until she was fighting with the flap of the tent, slapping at canvas which felt like it was fighting back, keeping her in this loud, stifling hellhole. She ignored the other Rakada shouting her name as she exploded into the night air, wind freezing the sweat on her cheeks and forehead. She doubled over, gasping, the laughter and jeers from inside the tent impossible to miss.

Sayana was aware of Hogelun and Chimeg coming out of the tent behind her, but all at once, she didn’t want to talk to them. Didn’t want to talk to anyone. She stumbled away, heading for where the Rakada had pitched their own ger, at the western edge of the camp.

She didn’t know if the other two were following her, and she didn’t care. She wanted oblivion. She wanted food, and enough alcohol to make her sleep the sleep of the dead.

She was so intent on getting to their ger that she almost ran headlong into Khun.

The older raider exploded out of the darkness, grabbing Sayana by the shoulders. Sayana was so jumpy that she got halfway into drawing her sabre out of her sash, convinced she was being attacked.

“Weavers, Khun,” she snapped. “What?”

“You have to help,” Khun said, in an urgent whisper. “You have to help me.”

Sayana rolled her eyes. She did not have time to help with Khun’s kneecap people, or the demons at the end of eternity, or whatever this was.

But then she saw the look on Khun’s face. It stopped her cold.

“Sponge Bath.” Khun was already hustling her along, pulling her by the sleeve of her deel. “He’s dying.”







Ten

Hogelun

Hogelun was quite proud of how much she knew when it came to araatan. Up to a few months ago, she hadn’t given much thought to them at all, beyond: be somewhere they aren’t.

She was pretty familiar with Toothy now. Not just his moods and what he liked to eat and things like that, but also his body. The way his scales felt when she clambered up his leg. How he swished his tail when he saw a herd of antelope. She hadn’t got around to cleaning his teeth yet, because frankly, that was going to take a little more confidence than she could muster at the moment, but she was determined to give it a try at some point. Wouldn’t do to have her lizard get a cavity.

One thing she knew nothing about was what to do when the araatan got sick.

Sponge Bath wasn’t dying, but the crazy beast was in a bad way. Normally, he didn’t let anybody except Khun get close to him, and anybody who tried was liable to get bitten in half. Now, they all gathered around him, at the edge of the forest, very much within biting range. He stood uncharacteristically still, breathing hard through his nostrils, occasionally rubbing his mouth against the dirt. As if he had an itch there.

“We were playing,” Khun said, voice still a harsh whisper. “I wanted to see if I could write the symbol for eternity in the grass. But he couldn’t breathe the flame, he… he kept coughing, and then I saw his…” She trailed off, gestured at the back end of her beast.

Like all araatan, Sponge had a sizeable knob of thick, weathered bone at the end of his tail. A big club, hard as rock. But Sponge’s…

It was crumbling.

Several chunks had already fallen off, like curds that had been left to dry in the sun too long. The chunks were black and desiccated, and the rest of the club was covered in a thin, black crust. It was like soot on Khun’s hands, smeared and chalky. In the exposed parts, the bone was a pinkish-white.

Whatever this was, it was in his mouth, too. The inside was coated with streaks of crusty black.

Hogelun had already taken a look at Toothy; it had taken her a good few minutes to convince him to open his mouth, but he was the same as Sponge. Not quite as bad perhaps, but still with small chunks of tail missing, and that nasty black bark on his purple tongue.

It was on Princess too. Sayana’s araatan seemed to feel it more than the others, and had already broken one of her scales by scratching her mouth against the dirt. Chimeg’s lizard as well – although of the four, she was the least affected, with only a few flakes of black on her tail.

“What is it?” Hogelun asked Sayana.

The younger Rakada didn’t answer. Just chewed the inside of her lip, studying Sponge’s tongue.

Hogelun ran a hand along her scalp. “Well, you’re the healer right?” she said. Ever since Erhi had left them, Sayana had been the clan’s healer – tried to be, anyway, because it wasn’t her strongest skill. “You must know a way…”

But why would she? She wasn’t a trained healer; the only trained healer was someone who Hogelun would have preferred not to think about, and of course, was thinking about now. A healer who had betrayed them. Who had almost gotten all of them killed.

The younger raider shook her head. “I could try some wolfclaw root,” she said.

“Does that look like the rot to you?” The Chief jabbed a finger at the unusually calm Sponge Bath. “Whatever this is… maybe they just ate something?”

Hogelun looked over to where Toothy was standing, his back to them. She hadn’t noticed before, but he wasn’t swishing his tail. Even when he wasn’t actively engaged in trying to tear something to pieces, that big tail of his was constantly moving. Not any more.

When had it started? That’s what really got to her. It couldn’t have happened since they arrived at the camp, which meant it must have been going on for hours now. Days, perhaps.

When had she last looked at Toothy’s tail?

Khun stepped around to the front of Sponge’s head. When he lowered it towards her, she hugged his snout, squeezed him tight. He was the smallest of the araatan but still big enough that she could barely get her arms around his face. Hogelun was pretty sure that if any of them tried to do that with any of the other lizards, they’d probably lose an arm.

“He’s dying,” Khun said, desperate. “We can’t let him die. He hasn’t told me his true name yet.”

“He’s not going to die,” Chimeg said, looking dazed. “None of them are. We don’t even know what this is yet, but I’m pretty sure it’s not fatal. Let’s—”

“Sorry, but you’re wrong there.”

Oktai stood at the edge of the torchlight. It gleamed off his bald head, which the comb-over failed to hide.

He leaned against a birch tree. “Saw a dead one this morning. Been that way for a week at least.”

Hogelun’s eyes narrowed. “That doesn’t mean—”

“Whole tail gone, not just the knobby thing.” Oktai gestured to Sponge, who was rubbing his snout against the ground again, digging an ugly-looking furrow in the icy soil. “Not to mention what was left of its tongue. Before you ask—” he raised a hand “—no wounds, nothing with the rot, just one dead lizard.”

He was wrong. He had to be. Hogelun couldn’t decide if she wanted to tell him this using her voice or the point of a sabre.

“Answer me this then, Oktai.” Chimeg adjusted her deel, pulling it tighter around her against the cold. “If you really did see this, did you not think we’d need to know? Why not tell us? Or anyone else?”

He gave her a contemptuous look. “You might find this hard to believe, but I do actually want this little alliance of ours to succeed. What do you think happens if I suddenly let slip that the lizards are dying?” He shrugged. “Didn’t even think much of it, until I saw your lot here.”

Princess had scratched her snout so hard that she’d drawn blood, black speckles of it dotting the scales. Her tongue flicked the air, and even in the dim light, it was impossible to miss the lines of black growth on it.

“And then it’ll be the Khan and his army swooping to pick up the pieces,” Oktai went on. “Or Dalai. Or Ngu. Or the pale men. Or all four, turning the Tapestry into a war zone.” He mimed blowing something into the air. “Everything we have? All gone. We’ll be back to where we started.”

His words knocked Sayana out of her trance. “You let my father in here.”

Oktai met her gaze. “Your Chief would have done the same thing. And I’m sorry, but I don’t give the tiniest shit if he’s your father. I might want to see his head on a stake, but I have the good sense to listen if he wants to talk.”

“Why now?” she snarled. “Why not wait until spring?”

Hogelun blinked: it was a good point. Winter was always hard, and this particular winter was running them absolutely ragged. The Khan could have been patient, waited until the raider alliance was even more frayed at the edges. That’s what she would have done – and Weavers knew, she wasn’t much for cunning strategy.

Oktai made a sound that might, under better circumstances, have been a chuckle. “You think he’s just been sitting around all this time, scratching his arse?” He took a step closer – and Hogelun didn’t miss the little sideways flick of his eyes, as if checking that no other raiders were nearby. “Heard he was working on a weapon,” he murmured. “For that lot.” Jerking his head at the araatan.

“What kind of weapon?” Chimeg asked.

“No idea. Just things I’ve picked up.”

“Convenient how you kept that to yourself all this time.”

Oktai threw up his hands. “You know, Chimeg, I really do wish you’d use that brain of yours sometimes. It’s pretty good, once it gets going.”

“I will find a use for your brain,” Khun muttered darkly.

He didn’t appear to hear her. “Anyway, I also heard he can’t get his weapon to do what he wants. Doesn’t work yet. That’s why he’s trying to make nice with us. Can’t beat ’em, join ’em, and all that.”

Hogelun couldn’t imagine a weapon that could take out an araatan – let alone four. Hells, to even put Princess in danger, those Skull Fuckers or whatever they were called had to lure her into a trap.

All at once, she got a sense of how Sayana had felt, stumbling out of the tent. Overwhelmed. Hemmed in. Alliances, weapons, rumours. A shifting fog, filled with enemies and hidden blades. And she didn’t have the first clue what to do about any of it.

Her eyes went wide. She looked over at Toothy’s crumbling tail, then at her Chief. “You don’t think…”

Chimeg shook her head. “Poison? No. Doesn’t seem like the Khan’s style.”

“Kind of does, actually,” Sayana said.

“Nah.” Oktai actually sounded jovial now. As if he was relieved to have shared what he knew. “Too slow, too many things that could go wrong. You might find a cure, or attack him before the poison works.”

“Does he know?” Chimeg pointed at Sponge’s blackened mouth. “About the araatan?”

“Not yet,” Oktai said. “Oh, don’t look at me like that, I’m not going to tell him. But he’s not blind.”

He cleared his throat. “It’s not a done deal, by the way. Bunch of us want to talk it over. Khan said he’d return in about ten days.”

“Where’s he going?” Hogelun asked.

“No clue. His Highness isn’t exactly in the habit of sharing travel plans with people like me.”

Hogelun sniffed, drew her dagger from her sash. Oktai put up his hands, but she ignored him, marching over to Toothy’s tail. She had no idea what do about the other raiders or the Khan or his mystical-weapon-that-may-or-may-not-work, but she could damn well help Tooth Monster.

“It’s bone, isn’t it?” she called back to the other Raiders. “It’s like hair. It doesn’t hurt when you cut it.”

“Hogs, what are you doing?” Chimeg said.

Hogelun ignored her. The bone knob was just level with her head – for once, Toothy was keeping still. She didn’t have the faintest idea if her little dagger was actually able to cut bone, but this seemed a good time to find out. “It’s not the whole tail, just the end. If we can scrape away the black bits…”

“And the mouths?” Sayana called up.

Hogelun ignored that, digging the tip of her dagger into the nearest bit of black crust.

Two seconds later, she was on her back in the dirt, blinking away stars, dagger lost somewhere in the darkness. If she hadn’t had her arm up, the bone knob would have crushed her skull. Her forearm roared with pain, a huge bruise already forming. And Toothy was growling at her now: the kind of growl that made you want to keep very, very still.

“Guess it hurts when you cut into it,” Sayana murmured.

“You want to make this alliance work so bad,” the Chief said to Oktai. “What do you plan on doing about it?”

Another shrug. “Nothing.”

He looked around at them. “I don’t know the first thing about how to heal araatan. I’ll try keep people from finding out, but this place, I might as well turn all the streams into airag.”

Oktai turned, heading into the darkness.

“If we go down,” Sayana snapped, “then so do you.”

A distant chuckle reached them. “Me and mine will find a way to land on our feet.”

Then he was gone.

Sayana looked absolutely miserable. Hogelun got to her feet, wobbling a little, then gripped her by the shoulders. “Please. I know you haven’t been a healer for long, but there has to be something you can try. Some way for us to figure out what this is.”

“Hogs, of course, I’ll do what I can.” Sayana shook her head. “But… healers get years of training. You could probably find a thousand people who know more than me. I’m not—”

She stopped. Snapped her mouth shut, and looked away.

Erhi. That’s what she’d been about to say, and Hogelun didn’t blame her. Erhi was a traitor, a cancer that had grown inside the Rakada, one that had almost killed them. But she was also a brilliant healer.

“Look,” Chimeg said. “Tomorrow, we’ll… we’ll talk to someone. Find someone who knows the lizards.”

“Yeah, well,” Sayana muttered, not looking at the Chief.

Hogelun winced. Wasn’t exactly hard to see what Sayana was thinking – they were all thinking it. Tuya. Their captive, their ally, a woman whose talent with animals bordered on the supernatural. And someone who Sayana had fallen impossibly in love with.

Long gone, of course. The rebuff wasn’t unkind, as far as Hogelun knew, but Sayana still took it hard.

Chimeg clearly decided to pretend Sayana hadn’t spoken. “At the very least, we might be able to get a direction, something to work on.”

She didn’t sound hopeful.







Eleven

Hogelun

Hogelun’s dreams had always been rather nice.

There was that wonderful one where she was an eagle, soaring high above the Tapestry. And an even better one, where she’d cooked a stew that never ran out, and every single person in the entire land had queued up for a bowl, all of them coming back for seconds, blissful expressions on their faces.

This dream, though? This one felt different.

The araatan was gigantic. Taller than the tallest mountains, wide as the entire Tapestry itself. Bone-white scales covered every part of it, and every step it took made the world shake. The bony lump on the end of its tail was the size of a city.

The araatan lay down. Rolled onto its side, with a sound like the universe tearing in two. Hogelun saw this from above, as if she was a bird.

The titan’s right eye gazed upwards.

And found her.

Before she could do anything, before she could even scream, the eye… changed. It became a pool. Water a deep, deep green, the green of a flawless emerald, the green of the forest at dawn, of the healthiest, richest grass. Cold pinpricks of stars reflected in the water. More stars than Hogelun had ever seen in the night sky.

And all around the pool: sand.

Bone-white dunes.

Even in the dream, Hogelun could feel the stillness. The quiet. As if this pool, this place, was the centre of the entire world.

When the voice came, it was in her head, her entire body, reverberating through her.

You can save them.

It was as if a rope around her midsection was suddenly pulled tight, yanking her up and backwards through the air. She couldn’t move, couldn’t even breathe, could do nothing but watch.

The pool, and the white dunes surrounding it, were at the centre of a maze of rocky canyons. Hogelun flew higher and higher, beyond the canyons – they were part of a vast, rocky plateau, surrounded on all sides by more desert. The Great Desert, had to be, beyond the Baina Mountains – and as if the thought had summoned them, suddenly she was soaring above their peaks, the desert vanishing into the distance.

Past the mountains and across the Tapestry, grass whipping past below her. She was heading south, that much she understood, but she was moving too fast to pick out any other detail, until suddenly, there were trees. She plunged towards them, flinching as their branches clawed at her.

The Gün, and the camp inside it, the raider camp, and there was their tent, she was going to hit it, she was moving so fast, she—

Opened her eyes.

Lay there, in the dark ger, not sure what was dream and what was reality.

Finally, she sat up. Sleep-fuzzy, turning the dream over and over in her head. She had a feeling she’d remember this one for a long time; she could still picture that deep green pool with its millions of cold stars…

She needed to walk. Her body felt twingy and uncomfortable, and she silently got to her feet, tiptoeing out of the ger so as not to wake Sayana and Chimeg.

She took her blanket with her, pulling it tight around her shoulders, jamming her fur hat onto her head. The night was frozen solid, the sky clear above the trees, and there wasn’t a single sound anywhere in the camp. Even angry raiders, it appeared, needed some shut-eye.

Maybe she’d go sit with Khun for a bit. It was the older raider’s turn on watch, and while Hogelun had no intention of discussing the dream with her – you didn’t discuss dreams with Khun unless you were really in the mood for a five-hour monologue, complete with interpretive dance and some incredibly unsettling noises – some company right now would be good.

The fire glimmered off to her right. But when she turned towards it, Khun wasn’t there. No, that was wrong. The older raider was there, but she was curled up on the ground. Asleep.

That wasn’t like Khun. She might be as mad as a hornet in a helmet, but she would never, ever let herself fall asleep on watch.

Hogs took a step towards her, and Khun sat up with an alarmed snort.

“All right?” Hogelun said, trying and failing to keep a note of judgement out of her voice.

Khun shook her head, peered at Hogelun, as if she didn’t know her. “I was…” She trailed off, running her tongue around her lips.

Hogelun crouched by the fire, poking it with a stick, sending sparks whirling into the night.

“I dreamed the desert was alive,” Khun said, still sounding like she didn’t quite believe she was awake. “A beastie the size of the world, and when it lay down, I looked into its eye and saw to the end of eternity.”

Hogelun stopped poking at the fire.

“A voice spoke to me, and then I flew across the mountains,” Khun went on, in a tone of wonder. “And then all the way across the grass, and into the forest.”

There was a very uncomfortable prickle making its way up Hogelun’s spine. “Khun,” she said, not daring to move. “What did…” She cleared her throat, aware that her heart was starting to thunder in her ears. “What did the voice say to you?”

It wasn’t possible. It couldn’t be.

Khun looked in the direction of the araatan, out of sight behind the trees. “You can save them,” she murmured.

Hogelun was still dreaming. That was the only explanation. She just hadn’t woken up yet.

There was a soft sound behind them, and both of them jumped. Sayana was coming out of the tent, shielding her eyes from the bright fire. “Sorry,” she said. “I… Is it my time on watch yet?”

“Did you dream?” Khun’s voice was uncharacteristically quiet.

Sayana rubbed her face with the heel of her hand. “Yeah, actually, it was really weird, it…” She stopped, her eyes narrowed. “What? Why are you looking at me like that?”

“You can save them.” Hogelun didn’t know she’d said the words until they were already out, pushed into the world as a stunned whisper.

Sayana’s eyes went very wide.

There was a grunting cough, and Chimeg squeezed out of the flap behind Sayana. She was suppressing a giant yawn, doing it into the crook of her elbow, and at first she didn’t realise that Sayana was even there. When she did, she came to a halt, looking first at the younger raider, then at Hogelun and Khun over by the fire.

“Uh…” she said. “What’s happening?”

But she knew already. Hogelun could see it arrive even before she finished speaking.

For a few seconds, the four of them just stood. Looking at each other in astonishment.

“OK, I’m sorry, did we really all just…” Hogelun could barely get the words out. “Did we all just have the exact same dream?”

“Not a dream.” Khun’s spoke right next to Hogelun’s ear, making her jump. “A vision.”







Twelve

Sayana

“We don’t get fucking visions,” Chimeg said.

“I’m getting one right now,” said Hogelun. “It’s a vision of you saying, We don’t get fucking visions over and over until the end of time. Oh wait.”

Chimeg gave her a dirty look. “You do know I’m still your Chief, yes?”

Hogelun had the good grace to look embarrassed, but she kept going. “Four people don’t get the same dream at the same time unless… no, Chimeg, unless it’s a vision. Right? Sayana, tell her.”

Sayana did not tell her. Sayana stared into the flames, slowly shaking her head.

Through some unspoken agreement, the four Rakada had rebuilt the fire, turning it into something that could at least attempt to fight back the freezing night. They sat around it now, the light flickering on their faces. The cold moon shone through the trees, bathing the woods in dim light. Somewhere off to their right, Tooth Monster grumbled in his sleep.

You can save them.

“You all know me,” Chimeg said. Sayana couldn’t tell if the exhausted look on her face was from lack of sleep, or trying to comprehend whatever in the nine hells this was. “I believe in the Weavers. Always have. I know more about the story of the Tapestry than anyone in this whole bloody camp. And do you know what isn’t in that story?” She jabbed a finger at the fire. “Visions. Not once. Not even the First Riders got them. Whatever this was…”

“Um… hello?” Hogelun pointed at Khun.

Khun glanced up, then back down. So far, the older raider hadn’t said a word. She stared into the fire, hugging her knees to her chest, dead still.

“This is different and you know it,” Chimeg said.

Sayana thought she understood. Khun might flit from reality to reality like a butterfly alighting on flowers, but whatever visions she had, they were never shared with the other Rakada.

“Who said what happened to us came from one of the Weavers?” Hogelun said hotly. “Maybe it was a demon, or…”

“It was Father Sky,” Sayana muttered, gazing into the flames.

Chimeg let out an exhausted sigh. “You can’t possibly know that.”

But she could.

Right after Erhi had betrayed them, Sayana had escaped. She’d ended up lost in the Tapestry, with no horse, no Princess, not even a weapon.

She’d come across a group of nomads, and they recognised her as a raider. An old man had stopped them from hurting her. An old man with black eyes.

When those eyes turned on her, Sayana had felt as small as a grain of dust on the wind. And when he had spoken to Sayana, his voice had reverberated inside her head, felt rather than heard. I think this one still has many miles to walk.

She had no evidence that the man was Father Sky, and even less that he was responsible for their shared dream. Vision. Whatever the fuck it was. But some things you just knew, deep in your bones.

“Move it along,” Chimeg snapped. Sayana looked at her, puzzled, but she was talking to someone just out of the firelight. There was a muttered curse, and whichever raider it was shuffled off.

An unnerving possibility occurred to Sayana. Were they the only raiders who had the vision? But if everyone in the camp had gotten it, or even some of them, this place would be buzzing.

“It can’t be a coincidence,” Hogelun said. “Our boys and girls get sick, can’t breathe their fire any more, they’re dying—”

“We don’t know that,” Chimeg told her. “You can’t trust a thing Oktai says.”

Sayana couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen Hogs this jittery. “You’re telling me,” the big raider said, “that our araatan get sick, and then on the same bloody night, we all get the same exact dream, showing us a giant lizard which turns into that pool thing, with someone saying we can save them? Who do you think them is in this case, Chief?”

Chimeg stared at her, simmering fury in her eyes, but said nothing.

Sayana hugged herself, pulling her blanket tighter around her. “We have to go.”

“You can’t be serious,” Chimeg said.

But she was. She didn’t think she’d been more serious about anything in her entire life.

It was just like when she had the idea to train the araatan in the first place: it was the same blazing need, the absolute certainty that she was on the right path. She hadn’t had this feeling for a while – ever since they secured the araatan to ride, she’d been too exhausted, pulled in a thousand different directions. Getting this feeling back, this absolute certainty, was like discovering a favourite knife you thought you’d lost years ago.

She had no idea how to solve any of the problems that faced them. The rogue raider clans, the Khan, soldiers from Dalai, from Ngu… she’d been chasing the solutions for months, and hadn’t been able to fix any of them.

But she was never going to get to any of those solutions without the araatan. Without the lizards, they were just another clan. The most terrifying and effective in the Tapestry, to be sure, but still only four women. If their lizards got sick, if they died, if Princess died…

Then it was all for nothing. All of it.

But now they had what they needed. Their araatan were sick, and Father Sky – for whatever damn reason – had given the Rakada a chance to save them. They would be insane not to take that chance. Everything else, every other little, irritating, unsolvable problem they had right now… it could all wait. It had to wait.

For once, she had a problem with a clear, simple solution.

The Chief was resting her forehead in her hands, running her fingers through her hair. “This doesn’t make sense. I know that place.”

Sayana raised an eyebrow. “You… know the pool we all just saw?”

“Don’t be stupid. I know those canyons. The ones around it.”

“How?” Hogelun asked. “You’ve been to the desert?”

“A long time ago, yeah. We did some training exercises with my old army unit. Camped there for a while.” She shook her head. “We must have explored all of it. It’s hard to miss – just this big set of rocks in the middle of the desert. There isn’t even a watering hole or anything. Definitely no pool.”

“It’s there,” Sayana murmured.

When she encountered the man with the black eyes, she had a strong sense that the other nomads around them couldn’t see what she saw. She had that same feeling now: that pool might not have been in the middle of the canyons when Chimeg visited… but it was there.

That idea – that a place could simply appear at will – was one she didn’t like at all. It was like putting on your boot in the morning only to discover a squirmy, spiny centipede inside.

Hogelun pointed north, towards the unseen mountains. “OK. So. Good. Even if we go a little bit off course, it won’t be that hard to figure out. Get to the desert, look for the big rocks. Easy as you can get.”

“Oh, sure,” Chimeg said. “Just a small matter of crossing a huge chain of mountain peaks, then riding through a desert that can cook you where you stand.”

“We’ll have the araatan,” Sayana pointed out. “They’re not too sick to ride yet, and the mountains are where they’re from, anyway. If anything can get us through, then Princess, Toothy, and Sponge can. And yours.” She squinted. “You really need to name her. This is getting stupid.”

“Birdy,” Hogelun said.

“No,” snapped Chimeg.

“Flamingo, then. Those legs look like—”

“No. And besides, we don’t even know if they’ll make it.” When she saw their shocked expressions, Chimeg spread her hands. “They are sick. You do remember that, yes? And we are asking them to march hundreds of miles.”

“We don’t have a choice,” Sayana said. “They don’t have a choice.”

“Yes, they do. We do. We figure out how to heal them. We do it here. There must be some herb or root or something, maybe even another healer in this camp we can use.”

Sayana decided not to point out what would happen if word got around that the araatan were sick. Possibly dying. “You know that’s not going to work,” she said quietly.

Hogelun reached across, wrapped her muscular hand around the Chief’s slender fingers. “This happened,” she said. “I’m sorry, Chief, but it did. We all got the same picture in our minds. And it happened right after our lizards got sick. You give me any other explanation, literally any that makes sense, and I promise I’ll shut up about this.”

The Chief stared at her helplessly. Looked away, into the depths of the fire.

“Khun?” she said, after a moment. “You’re awfully quiet.”

Khunbish lifted her head, and the bottom fell out of Sayana’s stomach.

Living with Khun had always felt like scratching a tiger behind the ears; an unpredictable beast, one that might decide at any second to see what your face tasted like. But Sayana had spent enough time around the woman to have seen most of her moods, and in all the time they’d spent together, she didn’t think she’d ever seen this.

Khun was…

Terrified.

That was the only word for it. It was the frozen terror of an antelope, watching a hungry araatan fill the sky above it. Her eyes were so wide they seemed to take up most of her face.

Nearly twenty years ago, Khun had lost her husband and son. She believed Father Sky wouldn’t let her die – not until she made something as pure and perfect as her son had been. None of them knew if it had really happened, but Khun truly believed she was immortal. Something which, just by the way, made her an absolute unholy terror in a fight.

To obey Father Sky, she’d chosen a dawn whisper, a tiny plant that took two decades to flower. But even when it was destroyed, after Erhi sold them out, she’d never shown fear. Despair, disbelief, rage… but terror? The very idea of Khun being scared of anything…

“What will I say to him?” Khun whispered.

Her hand moved to the leather pouch on her chest. The one that had carried the dawn whisper, all those years. The one that sat empty, but which Khun refused to take off.

Sayana’s mouth was very dry. “What do you m—”

The words came out in a rush, as if Khun couldn’t hold them in any longer. “I told him I would obey. I accepted his blessing, his immortality.”

Her stare seemed to reach a thousand miles. “And after all this time, he calls on us, and I have nothing. He will never let me die. Not ever. He will never let me see my family again.”

Sayana put her hands out, palms up. “What happened wasn’t your fault. If—”

“It doesn’t matter.” Khun was smiling now, tears flooding down her cheeks. “He’ll save the beasties, he will, but we’ll pay a price. His price. None of us will die before we reach the Eye of the Desert, but I don’t know what… what he wants…”

The Eye of the Desert.

The name settled into Sayana’s mind, made a nice little nest for itself.

“Please don’t make me go,” Khun whispered. Voice as fragile as the skin of ice on lake water. “Please.”

Nobody spoke. For a good ten seconds.

Sayana finally cleared her throat. “I don’t think we have a choice,” she said gently.

Khun knotted her hands in her lap. “Then we wait just a few weeks. A month maybe, no more. Just so I can find something. Show him I haven’t… that I haven’t given up.”

“I’m sorry,” Sayana whispered. The lizards weren’t going to last a few weeks. She had no clue how fast the sickness would progress – even thinking about it made her want to punch something – but they couldn’t hang around here waiting for Khun. And thought of making the journey without her was horrible. It would be like losing a limb.

Another problem she didn’t know how to solve. She made a fist, knuckling her forehead, hunting for the right words to say.

Hogelun got there first. The big Rakada took a deep breath, then reached out and grasped Khun’s hands in her own. That alone was brave enough; Khun wasn’t the kind of person you touched unexpectedly.

“Last time he spoke to you,” Hogs said, with a momentary glance at the night sky, “you were by yourself. This time, we’ll all be there.”

She gripped the older woman’s hands harder. “And I promise you, Khun – no, Khun, listen to me – I promise we’ll make him fix this. Whatever it takes. You, the araatan, all of it. Think about Sponge, Khun. Do this for him.”

It wasn’t going to be enough. How could it be? Getting through to Khun, on something like this…

“We can’t do it without you,” Hogs said. She paused, as if weighing her words, and then said: “We don’t want to.”

Tears were streaming down Khun’s cheeks. She sniffed, shook her head once more. “Swear it.”

“Swear… what?” Chimeg asked.

“Swear you will resist him. Whatever he offers you, swear you will turn it down.”

Hogelun forced a smile. “Whatever he says, we tell him to fuck right off. We’re fixing our araatan, and if he has a problem with that, he’ll have me to deal with.”

For a few minutes, no one said a word. Just stared into the fire.

Khun gazed at each of them in turn. “I do not know what happens next. Truly. But…” She swallowed. “But you have my knives, all of you.”

She brightened, just a little. “And Sponge, of course. He will bite anyone I tell him to.”

Sayana tried to think of what to say to Chimeg – the only one who hadn’t said whether she’d come with them. There were only four Rakada left, and she’d be damned if they separated now.

She took a breath, opened her mouth to speak, only for Chimeg to say, “All right. We go.”

“Really?” Hogelun said. “Are you…”

“Sure.” In the glimmering firelight, Chimeg looked old – far older than her thirty-seven years. There were lines on her face that Sayana hadn’t noticed before, thin rivers running from the corners of her eyes. “Let’s go to the fucking Eye of the Desert.”

Her fingers twitched, as if they held needle and thread. It had been a long, long time since Sayana had seen her with her embroidery. She couldn’t remember ever seeing the Chief so listless, so disconnected.

She badly wanted to reach out, touch her shoulder. Couldn’t quite get herself to do it.

“We’ll head out at dawn,” the Chief said, getting to her feet. “And we should try to get some sleep, at least.”

Hogelun looked over at Khun. “You go on in. I’ll take watch.”

But Khun wasn’t listening. The strangest look had come over her face.

“Khun?” Sayana said.

“There are four, but there should be five,” Khun muttered. “Does Father Sky speak to all of us?”

Sayana’s overworked brain was about to write it off as nothing more than Khun’s usual rambling, but the look on Chimeg’s face stopped her. “She’s talking about Erhi,” the Chief said.

Hogelun leaned forward. “What?”

“The archer, the poisoner, the betrayer,” Khun intoned. She snapped her teeth, as if Erhi was right there, and she was trying to bite the woman’s nose off.

Sayana’s eyes went wide. All at once, the fire didn’t seem to provide nearly as much heat as before. “You don’t think she—”

“No.” Hogelun chopped at the air, hand slicing through it like a blade. “Absolutely not.”

She looked around at them, firmly shook her head. “She’s not Rakada any more. She doesn’t have an araatan to save. We haven’t seen her in months.”

“Yeah.” Sayana couldn’t stop herself from drawing out the word. “But that doesn’t necessarily mean—”

“The fuck it does. And even if she got the same vision we did, whatever it was, there’s not a bloody thing she can do about it. She doesn’t matter. She’s gone.”







Thirteen

Erhi

Erhi stood at the end of the row of gers, staring at the place where Temujin should be, and wasn’t. Even the planks of wood had vanished.

He wouldn’t be out in the open on a freezing night like this, and even beggars needed sleep. All the same, she looked around frantically, her breath puffing out in rapid, panicked bursts of vapour. She had to find him. She had to.

The stumble from the barracks was barely a memory. The dream blocked out everything: the pool, the enormous araatan, the voice. She had woken in the dark, panting, eyes huge.

Beneath her deel and furs, she was soaked with sweat. Dripping in it. If she didn’t tell someone about what she’d seen, she was going to go insane. The beggar was the only person in Karkorum who would listen… and he wasn’t there.

There wasn’t a soul around. The line of gers opened up into a narrow plaza, the ground a frozen, churned-up mess of mud. A discarded spear, blade covered in rust, pointed at her from its place in the muck. The moon was out, bathing everything in an icy light.

What if Temujin had left the city? What if she had to keep this dream inside her for the rest of her life? The thought got her moving again, stumbling through the mud, ignoring the freezing water soaking through her trousers…

A hand shot out, grabbed her by the elbow.

Temujin’s mad eyes stared at her from the shadows. In the moonlight, his long fingernails glistened like oil.

Erhi’s relief was so instant and total that she actually gasped. Temujin pulled her to him, and the relief turned to revulsion: for a horrifying instant, she thought he was going to embrace her.

Instead, he simply led her into the shadows. There was a small building squeezed between the gers, made of actual mud and stone. A hovel, open at both ends: no wider than a few feet, utterly black inside. Erhi couldn’t even begin to fathom what its purpose was.

For a few seconds, she was blind. It occurred to her, far too late, that if he wanted to hurt her, take her clothing and weapons, she had served herself up to him.

Well, he could try. She tightened her fingers on the hilt of her sabre—

Sparks. Then: the flare of a torch. Erhi blinked, her eyes watering as they adjusted to the light.

The inside of the hovel was barely better than the outside, freezing and filthy. Temujin’s wooden planks made up the floor – most of it, anyway. To Erhi’s surprise, they weren’t alone. Two faces squinted at her from the other end of the hovel, groggy with sleep. A man and a woman, young, barely into their twenties. Suspicious, tight-lipped faces caked with dirt.

Temujin said something to them, but this one was too muffled for Erhi to catch. The occupants looked away, and the mad beggar squatted against the wall, in the exact same posture he used when she saw him during the day. He waved at her, gesturing her to get on with it.

Don’t tell him. Make something up.

The urge was strange, inexplicable, and she pushed it away. She didn’t even know what she wanted from him, or what she wanted him to say; she just knew that she had to get this out.

Her fingers flew, telling him about the dream. She was dimly aware of Temujin leaning forward, staring at her, but she couldn’t stop even if she’d wanted to.

When she finished, she let her arms drop. They ached, as if she’d pushed the muscles too far. Temujin said nothing, and for a moment, she felt a little stupid. She certainly didn’t feel better, or less panicked.

“Again,” he signed.

“What?”

She had never seen him look at her so intently. “Tell it again.”

So she did. She was calm now, remembering details she’d missed before. The glimmering stars in the deep green pool, the voice reverberating in her head. The way she had twisted and turned around the mountain peaks, as if someone was showing her the way.

She was about to get to the part where she flew into the forest when she realised Temujin was crying. Tears ran down his cheeks, tracking furrows through the dirt. And he was smiling. Disgusting teeth gleaming in the torchlight.

“So long.” His signs were hesitant, his fingers trembling. “So much doubt. But the Mother told me to wait, and watch, and she has rewarded me.”

That filthy hand clasped her arm again. This time, it didn’t shoot out, or grab on tight. The hold was hesitant, as if Erhi was a precious vase that might shatter if held too tightly.

He took his hand back, fingers moving rapidly as he signed. “Our long wait is over. Finally we can strike a blow against Father Sky. Strike a blow for the Mother of us all.”

Erhi’s hands felt like they moved on their own. “The Weavers… you talk like they’re at war.”

His lip curled, rotten teeth gleaming with spit. “All the Mother wants is to guide us. Shape the Tapestry in her divine image.”

He was signing so fast that he fumbled his words. Erhi had to ask him to repeat, and this time she could barely contain her irritation.

“Father Sky scorns her,” Temujin said. “Robs her of her power.”

“And she told you this? Told you herself?”

“Of course.” Said as if it was the most natural, obvious thing in the world. The two people in the shadows had crept forward, watching Temujin with rapt, reverent expressions. Erhi half expected them to drop to their knees.

It didn’t make any sense. The Weavers were… well, the Weavers: the twin creators of the Tapestry, the whole world. Had she ever heard anyone, any shaman, any believer at all, talk about them fighting? No. She felt like that particular bit of information would have left an impression.

“Why?” she asked, more out of confusion than any actual belief. Part of her thought she was still stuck in the dream. “Why do they fight?”

“He wishes to make her nothing.” The bitterness on his face was staggering. “To be worshipped as the creator himself. He has scorned her and spat on her and weakened her.”

Erhi stared at him. None of that made any sense. Why would Father Sky—

She didn’t get a chance to ask for more. “There were rumours,” Temujin went on. “Stories from the grasslands about sickened araatan. Rotting from the inside.”

She stared at him. The araatan… was something wrong with them? Was that who the voice was talking about?

“They belong to the Father, and he has summoned them home.” Temujin’s lip curled in contempt. “But he made a grave error. He forgot about you.”

“Me?”

“You used to be a raider. Your sisters ride the araatan. Even if they cast you out, you are still connected to them. You received the same vision they did.”

A thousand questions swirled in Erhi’s head. How did he know she’d been a raider? She’d certainly never told him – and she definitely hadn’t told him about Hogelun and the others casting her out.

Which meant…

“We didn’t meet by chance,” she said. Deep in her chest, anger began to pulse, a second heartbeat, quick and rough. “Did we?”

Another sickening grin. “She told me you would be our salvation. That I should seek you out, and make myself known. That I should wait, and watch, and that you would show us the way.”

He made a fist. Clutched it, trembling to his chest. When he signed again, his hands were trembling so hard she almost couldn’t understand him. “You are blessed. Everything taken from you will be restored. Every wrong, righted. We will find that pool. We will destroy it. We will vanquish Father Sky, and raise our Mother to her rightful place.”

This was insane.

Every bit of it.

It didn’t matter how vivid a dream was; it was still a dream. And she’d somehow convinced herself that this half-mad beggar might know what it meant. Was she that desperate? Had she really almost let herself be convinced?

She didn’t know how he’d found out about her past, but it didn’t matter. She could have told him she’d dreamed that the moon was made of yak cheese, and he would have found a way to twist it into some sort of prophecy. Some wild story about the Weavers fighting.

Destroy the pool? The one from her dream?

She had no idea what insane journey he wanted to lead them on, whatever cult he was a part of or what he wanted her for, but there was absolutely no way she was going to be a part of it.

“Sure,” she said. “I’ll just desert the army, no problem. We’ll leave the city, with no food or supplies or even horses. You, me, these two…” She gestured to the man and woman, who barely even looked at her.

Temujin just smiled. “I have more followers than you realise.”

“More mouths to feed, then. And somehow, you want all of us to cross the entire Tapestry, then the mountains, then the Great Desert, and somehow destroy… a pool.”

She shook her head. He was lucky she didn’t gut him where he stood. “Whatever you think you know about me, whatever digging you did, I don’t care.” She sneered at him. “If I were you, I would forget I ever—”

Red light washed across the hovel.

At first, she thought it was from the fire. That the torch had suddenly flared. Then she looked down, and exhaled in horror.

Temujin had pulled back the sleeve of his deel, revealing a wasted, bony forearm. And along that arm, there was a creeping tendril of red fire. To Erhi, it looked like a snake, winding its way across the beggar’s skin. No, not a snake: a worm. Wriggling, squirming.

The beggar made a fist. The fire flared, a thin line of orange glowing deep within it. As she watched, mouth slack, fragments of dirt and mud left the filthy floor and… hovered in the air. Slowly orbiting his arm.

Erhi took a step back. When she bumped into the wall of a hovel, a terrified yelp ripped its way out of her chest. Temujin smiled at her. Patient. Kind. To her right, the other two really had fallen to their knees.

He opened his hand, and the red worm-fire vanished. As if it had never been there at all. The dirt chunks fell to the floor with a soft, wet patter.

“Now you see,” he said. “I am the Mother’s chosen in this world. I shall carry out her will.”

Abruptly, he turned to the kneeling man and woman. Barked a command, telling them to make haste. The two reacted instantly, springing to their feet and scurrying away.

Temujin turned back to Erhi, smiling serenely. “Gather any belongings you need, and meet at the granaries in the eastern fields.”

Erhi stared at him.

The dream had been real. The red flame? Real. She’d seen it with her own eyes. Temujin clearly expected that to be enough, to ensure her unquestioned faith.

But Erhi’s entire adult life had been devoted to precision. To exact measurements. The arc of an arrow, fired from standing, horseback, over a hundred yards, two hundred, with a crosswind, at dawn and dusk. The precise dose of wolfclaw root or burdock in a potion.

You couldn’t fire an arrow or make a poison with faith. You did it with knowledge. Not because you believed; because you knew.

Erhi might have spent the past few months scrubbing floors and sharpening weapons and cleaning vegetables, but she had always been quick. Before Temujin could blink, she had his arm, gripping it around the wrist, ripping his sleeve back with her other hand.

He tried to pull away, but she wouldn’t let him. Just ran her fingers up and down his skin – sweaty, slimy somehow, and sickeningly warm. It occurred to her that the flame might burn her, if he summoned it, but she didn’t care.

The flame did not reappear. His arm was bare. She dropped it, all but pushing it away. “What the fuck did you just show me?” she asked. “What was that?”

“You dare—”

“Is it a weapon?” She got right in his face, close as she could while still being able to sign. “Do you burn people with it? What is it for?”

Oh, but he didn’t want to tell her. She could see it: see the spite and the arrogance on his face. She didn’t move, didn’t drop her eyes from his.

“It is a weapon,” he told her. “But not as you understand it.”

“Where did you get it? How?”

“It comes to me from the Mother.”

Which wasn’t any kind of answer. But as Erhi was about to press, a better question came to her. One that, in the circumstances, seemed far more important.

“This pool,” she said. “If it’s real…”

“It is.” He still looked like he couldn’t believe she was questioning him.

“Fine. If destroying it somehow helps Mother Earth… win, whatever that means…” She paused, working out how to ask the question. “Why should I care? What difference does it make to me?”

That was what it came down to, wasn’t it?

After all the magic tricks, and all the talk of a war between the gods, and dreams and visions and whatever else this weird night had served up: what was in this for her?

Temujin’s nostrils flared, a long, slow inhale. “I have shown you miracles—”

“You’ve shown me some pretty lights. Why should I help you?”

Temujin studied her. When he signed again, his movements were slow and deliberate. As if he was finally giving her questions the attention they deserved.

“Perhaps you are right. You have shown us the way. You have rewarded my faith in the Mother, and I thank you. But I cannot choose for you, or force you to join us. Someone with your skills would be welcome on our journey, but we will make it without you, if we must.”

He raised his chin, gesturing to the way Erhi had entered. “I wish you good fortune. And when the Mother rules the Tapestry once more, and considers how you turned away from her, I wish you her mercy.”

Erhi couldn’t give the tiniest shit about Mother Earth’s mercy, mostly because she still wasn’t completely convinced Mother Earth was real. But she was picturing that pool in her mind. Dark green, silent, reflecting a cold sky.

If Temujin was right, the Rakada had gotten the same vision she had. And if the araatan really were sick…

They might already be heading for the mountains.

She imagined arriving at the pool herself. Gazing on it. Imagined using Temujin’s red flame to destroy it.

And then she imagined the Rakada arriving there. Arriving to find that the only thing that could cure their lizards was gone. She saw their dismay. Their horror. Hogelun – it was always Hogelun – falling to her knees. Looking up at Erhi, and asking, Why?

And she saw herself saying:

Because you abandoned me.

She had a thousand more questions. It was a long, long journey, and there was so much she didn’t know. But when you got down to it, maybe she could have just a little bit of faith after all.

She looked up at Temujin, mouth set in a thin line.

“How do we start?”







Fourteen

Sayana

“I still think we could do it ourselves,” Sayana said. Shouted, really: the wind had picked up again.

“Yeah,” Chimeg shouted back, as her lizard clambered across a set of boulders. “Thing is, though… I don’t really care?”

Hogelun had managed to get ahead of both of them. She was on the ridge above, on top of Tooth Monster, both of them silhouetted against the bright winter sky. Somehow, she’d heard the exchange. “Sayana’s got a point, Chief,” she called down. “You know where that place in the desert is, so what are we doing?”

The Chief didn’t even bother to reply. Just urged her araatan on.

Sayana rolled her eyes, but said nothing. They’d been having variations of this conversation for the past three days.

The Chief might have been to the canyons before, but as she’d pointed out, there was quite a lot of stuff between them and the desert. And by stuff, she meant crevices, unstable mountainsides, brutal wind, freezing blizzards, untamed araatan (if there were any left in the mountains), roving groups of soldiers, who knew what else.

If they really were going to cross the mountains on this insane quest, Chimeg had told them, they were going to need a guide. Crossing the mountains at the height of summer was already a tall order. Crossing them in winter?

The words the Chief had used were fucking fool-headed. Sayana thought that was a bit strong, but Chimeg wouldn’t budge. She wanted a guide, someone who knew the mountains and the hidden paths through them. And unexpectedly, it was Khun who’d offered a solution.

“I know an old man who lives in the mountains,” she’d told them, as she closely examined an interesting stone she’d found. “The Weavers whisper secrets to him in exchange for sacrifices of his toenails. He will show us the way.”

That had been two days ago. They’d been lucky: they hadn’t run into anyone on their march north, not even a group of nomads. The further they went, the tighter winter gripped the Tapestry. The grass went from brown to crumbling to virtually non-existent, with long stretches of frost-crusted dirt.

They’d reached the foothills of the Baina. It was mid-morning, bright and clean, and the mountains were no longer dark shapes on the horizon. Now, they were jagged peaks and rocky hillsides, their uppermost reaches hidden in grey cloud.

Rockfalls lay in obstinate, impassible piles. Frothy, churning rivers of meltwater meant they had often had to make long diversions, zigzagging up a slope to get to narrow ridges that would let them pass through.

In the grasslands, snow didn’t stick, the trapped air melting it from below. Here, it was thin, but persistent. Sayana craned her neck up, watching as the wind whip-cracked a line of snow off one of the lower peaks.

Sponge Bath was far ahead of them. He and Khun never went out of sight completely, and the older raider did seem to have some idea of where she was going, but Sayana was worried about her all the same. She’d been quieter than normal, and thinking back to her terror on the night Father Sky had dropped whatever the fuck the dream really was into their heads, it wasn’t hard to see why.

None of them had had the vision again. They’d all been nervous on the first night of the journey, nobody really wanting to go to sleep. But it hadn’t come.

Princess came to a halt, shook her head, that big tongue flicking the air in a way that Sayana didn’t like one bit. You got familiar with the araatan, how they moved, their body language, and her best girl wasn’t doing well at all.

She kept trying to tell herself that Oktai was wrong, that the araatan weren’t dying. That they were just sick. But while the Rakada’s lizards had managed to make it across the Tapestry without too much issue, they were definitely slower. And their tails…

She didn’t want to look at Princess’s, did it anyway. The black crust had almost completely enveloped the knob of bone. Large chunks were missing, soundlessly dropping off as they went. In a way, they’d been lucky: the lizards’ stamina had held, and they’d found a decent amount of game on the way for them to feed on. But there was no getting away from the fact that the araatan were more subdued than normal. Even Sponge.

Sayana gave Princess a rub, underneath one of the flared scales on the back of her neck. A space she knew the lizard loved. Princess rumbled appreciatively, and Sayana allowed herself a little smile. Maybe their luck would hold. Maybe they’d find this guide, cross the mountains, roll up to this Eye of the Desert before anyone even knew they were gone.

As they started down a small valley between two hills, Sayana pulled level with the Chief. Or at least, got close enough so she didn’t have to shout – Princess and the Chief’s lizard still didn’t like each other.

“How does Khun know if he’ll want to come with us? Whoever this guide is?”

The Chief adjusted her fur hat. Her lank, black hair poked out from underneath it. “No idea. How about we get there, and find out?”

“Do you not think that maybe he might be a bit reluctant to help someone he hasn’t seen in all that time? What’s the plan if he says no?”

“He won’t.”

“Are we going to kidnap him then? Or—”

Chimeg shot her an exasperated look. “How is it that your solution to every single problem is, kidnap someone? Not everyone needs kidnapping.”

Sayana looked away, trying to ignore the flush creeping up her neck. That was how they’d gotten Tuya to help them train the lizards. Sayana, with the assistance of Hogelun (reluctant) and Khun (worryingly enthusiastic), had stolen into the city and snatched her up.

She’d been trying very hard to not think about Tuya the closer they got to the mountains. It was where the eagle hunter had trained, and when she and Sayana had parted ways, it was where she’d said she was heading. It would have been amazing if they knew where she could be found, because at least she might be halfway inclined to help them.

Sure, a voice inside Sayana’s mind said. That’s the only reason you want to find her.

She shook it off. None of it mattered anyway. The mountain range bordered the Tapestry on two sides, thousands of miles long. They could walk it for a hundred years, and never find Tuya. She had to put the woman out of her mind.

Around midday, they reached another small valley, this one with a fast-running river at the bottom. Khunbish made them stop and dismount, told them they were going to leave the lizards here.

“Better if we approach on foot,” she said. “Our man is the skittish type.”

“Is that a good idea?” Hogelun asked Khun. “Bit exposed, aren’t we?”

“Let’s just get this over with,” Chimeg muttered.

Sayana scratched Princess’s snout. The nasty scrape on her forearm was only halfway healed, and she winced as the scabs pulled. “Back in a minute, girl. You hear me yelling, come running, yeah?”

They expected the guide to be a long walk away, but within ten minutes they were gazing down the hill onto a wide, flat plain. At the centre of it sat a lone ger. There was no sign of life, not so much as a horse or a curl of smoke from a fire.

“Maybe he’s not in,” Sayana said.

“We will wait,” Khun said brightly. “I will tell you all about the purple lichen I found on the way over here. You will be enthralled!”

Before anyone else could say anything, she marched off down the hill towards the tent. Sayana gave Hogelun a shrug, and the other three Rakada followed.

“Who is he?” Chimeg asked, when they’d caught up with Khun. “Your man.”

“Gol!” Khun’s voice was a happy squawk. “Knows the mountains like his own fingers. When your father started making trouble, Sayana, the soldiers here let him stay. He keeps them from being eaten by the mountain ghosts.”

“So he’s sympathetic to the army,” Sayana muttered. That wasn’t a good sign.

“He’s sympathetic to whoever pays him tribute, she means,” Chimeg said.

Despite the easy walk, they were all breathing hard by the time they reached the ger. They weren’t nearly high enough for the air to be thin, but it seemed that way anyway, each breath burning as it went down.

Khun cleared her throat, then called out. “Gol? Your destiny has arrived!”

No answer. The wind had caught the edge of the tent flap, whipping it back and forth. It was the only sound. Beyond it, the interior was completely dark.

Sayana’s heart sank. How long, exactly, were they going to hang around, hoping for this mythical mountain man to show up? He clearly wasn’t here, had taken his pony and fucked off somewhere…

“Gol? It’s me.” Khun pushed open the flap. Sayana followed, more out of duty than anything else; perhaps they could at least wait inside for Gol to come back aaaaaand he was dead.

Very dead.

Skeleton-in-rags dead.

Khun stared down at the corpse, visible in the light through the flap. It sat against one wall, with a very rusty hatchet lodged in its skull. The interior of the ger had been completely cleaned out.

The older Rakada knelt down, gave the skeleton a shake. “Gol? Wakey-wakey.”

When he didn’t wakey-wakey, she turned to the rest of them and said solemnly, “I think he’s gone.”

“Well,” Chimeg said, to no one in particular. “Shit.”

“Everything all right in there?” Hogelun pushed through the flap of the tent. “Seems a little quiet. Are you—Oh. I get it, yep, that’s not good.”

There was no smell; the man had been dead for a long time, and the frigid air had taken care of the rest.

“We sure it’s him?” Hogelun asked. “Could be anyone.”

Khun pointed to the skull, which was missing its two front teeth. “He lost them when he was a boy. I think the ghosts took them.” She frowned. “Although I’ve never quite understood why ghosts always want teeth…” She straightened. “He was the only guide I knew.”

Chimeg chewed her lip. “Right. I think I might know someone else, but we need to go back into the grasslands, take a little detour so—”

At that moment, the four of them became aware of noises from outside the tent. The distant sound of hooves on dirt.

Sayana cocked her head, listening. That was a lot of hooves, and they were getting closer. Fast.

What in the nine hells…

Khun was jamming her enormous ram’s skull on her head. Sayana stared at her. “Where did you pull that from?”

The sounds were growing louder by the second, and there were human voices mixed in now, angry shouts.

She gave up trying to work out which pocket dimension Khun had stashed her bones in. The light from the open flap picked up glimmering steel as the Rakada drew their weapons. Chimeg’s spear. Sayana’s sabres. Khun’s knives. The thick stone head of Hogelun’s club was a dull, lethal grey. Tiny jiggled on her shoulder, as if excited to get into it.

They didn’t bother hiding. Chimeg didn’t even bother giving a command. The four Rakada just stepped out through the flap.

“Ah, fuck,” Sayana muttered.







Fifteen

Sayana

It wasn’t a full battalion, with hundreds of troops. In all honesty, Sayana thought that the twenty-or-so soldiers looked a little lost, as if they’d gotten separated from their brothers and sisters.

But they were all mounted, all had weapons, and they were clearly not in the mood to share some airag round the campfire and tell fun stories.

They were Dalaian, that much was clear. Sayana didn’t know much about the northern nation, but their armour was different from Karkorum military. They wore silver mail over padded coats, and the robes beneath were a bright scarlet. They were longer than the deels the Rakada wore, the skirts stretching almost to the ankles. The conical helmets were somewhat familiar, save for the two wide leather flaps on each side that met under the chin.

How had these soldiers found them? What did they want?

If Father Sky really did want them to make it to this mysterious pool, cure their araatan – which, naturally, were on the very far side of a distant hill right now – then he might have tried to make it a little bit easier for the Rakada.

It was like a bad joke. The whole point of taming the lizards had been so that numbers in a fight would cease to matter. And now, when they really, really could have used some araatan firepower, they didn’t have them.

The soldiers surrounded the Rakada and the ger in a circle of steel. They were all shouting in the Dalaian language, which none of the Rakada could speak. Sayana didn’t quite understand why they were holding back, instead of just attacking.

There was a momentary pause in the yelling, and Chimeg spoke. “Can we help you?”

The response was another barrage of incoherent, shouted demands.

The Rakada stepped in closer to one another. “Any ideas?” Hogelun muttered, brandishing her club.

“Working on it,” Chimeg hissed back.

Sayana didn’t get to hear what the plan was. At that moment, someone shouted in the language of the Tapestry. From the tone of his voice, he had clearly been trying to make himself heard for some time.

It was one of the soldiers, an angry face above an even angrier horse. He was yelling so loudly that a vein bulged out on his forehead, below the rim of his helmet. “Weapon ground!” he roared at them.

“I will eat your spleen,” Khun shouted back, in exactly the same tone, from beneath her jiggling bone helmet.

“Weapon ground!”

“What is he saying?” Sayana asked.

Chimeg shrugged. “Weapons on the ground, I guess.”

“Yeah, not sure I’m in the mood,” Hogelun said. She flicked the soldier the Cut, which was satisfying, but slightly pointless, because there was a good chance a Dalai soldier would have no idea what it meant.

“Excuse me?”

The words cut through the barked commands from the soldiers. Sayana cocked her head, tried to work out where they came from.

One of the soldiers at the back snarled something. His mount shifted as he did so, and Sayana caught sight of the voice’s owner. He was one of two men, both with hands bound behind them, riding bareback on an exhausted-looking horse.

They had darker skin than the people of the Tapestry and Dalai, and their faces were less rounded, more angular. The one who spoke was in his mid-twenties, she guessed, and despite the bruises mottling his face and an upper lip crusted with blood, he was…

Sayana liked girls, but even she would admit he was handsome as fuck. He had a prominent chin, and cheekbones that could cut rock. The large nose in the centre of his face would have looked out of place on most people, but it made this man look like a statue, towering above rapturous crowds. His hair was closely cropped, and he had a luxurious moustache, black as the deepest night, slightly curled at the edges.

It was his eyes, however, that sealed the deal. Even at a distance, even captured and beaten, there was an intense light in them. A curiosity.

The man behind him was much older, and looked significantly more beaten down. He was as wiry as the first man was muscular. A fabulous mane of white hair ringed a completely bald pate, matching his flowing beard. Both were now caked in dirt, and he too bore the signs of heavy feet and fists. Both men wore grey robes that resembled the Rakada’s deels, but without the high collars.

“Ah yes, “the younger man shouted. “You there! You, yes. Are you the renowned ladies of the bone?”

Sayana caught the Chief’s eye. Chimeg shrugged, clearly as confused as she was.

“Only I see that one of you wears a skull as a helmet,” the man continued. “It is very fetching!”

Khun actually preened. “Why, thank you! I think it really brings out my colour, you know?”

Before the man could say anything else, a soldier backhanded him across the face. Blood flew, and he almost toppled off the horse.

“Now that’s not very nice,” Sayana murmured. She tapped the blades of her sabres together, as if confirming they still worked.

“Throw weapons!”

“Are you sure?” Chimeg said.

“THROW WEAPONS!”

The Chief sucked her teeth. “Khun, you heard him.”

Khun grinned. Her arm moved in a blur, and then one of her knives was sticking out of the shouting soldier’s eye.

The old raider didn’t throw her knives often. She’d explained it to Sayana once, in a rare lucid moment, said they weren’t really built to fly through the air. Small as they were, they were too heavy, too unwieldy, and even with the best knife, it was difficult to hit a target consistently.

But then, Khun and natural law had always had a slightly unusual relationship.

“Well done, bone lady!” the moustachioed man shouted.

After that, things got rather confusing.







Sixteen

Sayana

It was generally a terrible idea to fight a mounted enemy on foot.

Which is why, when you did, you fought very fucking dirty indeed.

As one of the soldiers rode towards her with sword cocked back, Sayana bent down, scooped up a chunk of dirt and snow, and hurled it right at his horse’s face.

It would have been better to have a spare deel or another piece of fabric, something she could blind the animal with. But she’d settle for what she had. The horse shook its head, trying to get away from the irritating flecks in its eyes, and it unbalanced the rider just enough for Sayana to twist around to his off side.

She didn’t stick her blade into the horse’s flank. That was a good way to have it bounce off a rib, and even if she struck home, the moving animal would wrench the sword from her hand. Instead, she sliced at the saddle straps.

She didn’t have quite enough leverage to cut through, but it made the rider abandon ship as his saddle canted sideways. The smug bastard was quick, despite all that armour. He landed cleanly, both feet down.

The world around the ger dissolved into a whirlwind of dust and steel. There was a grunt and a thud as Hogelun’s club hit something soft and squishy, and of course, there was Khun, yelling… whatever it was she yelled during battle.

Funny: Dalai had been sending soldiers into the Tapestry for months, probing, looking for information, but Sayana herself hadn’t actually fought any. The other Rakada had, but for whatever reason, she hadn’t had the chance.

And as the unhorsed soldier almost took her head off with the first swing of his blade, it occurred to her that she probably should have asked Chimeg for some tips.

Tapestry troops fought with regimented, highly specific strikes, using their light, curved sabres to swiftly cut an enemy to pieces. Dalai clearly did things differently. The soldier’s heavy blade was much longer than Sayana was used to, meeting her before she could get her own up. The tip sliced the air, an inch from her nose.

She reacted fast, twisting, using the brief moment at the end of the swing to get inside his range. As she sprang up towards the soldier, she drove her blade hard up into his stomach—

—where it clanged hard off the mail armour.

She had two sabres, not just one, a fact she’d taken endless shit from the others about over the years. But one thing she’d worked out was that most enemies just weren’t used to fighting someone stupid enough to use two blades. Even as her first swing rebounded, she drove her second blade deep into the side of his knee.

It didn’t go in very far, but that was all right, because he still fell down. She ripped her blade free, dropped her own knee to his chest, and put her other sword right through his throat.

“A magnificent display!” the handsome prisoner shouted.

Sayana didn’t get much of a chance to enjoy her victory. She ducked as another soldier nearly cut her in two, rolling, mashing her nose against the ground and coming up spitting dirty snow.

The second soldier was a lot faster than the first, and stronger, swinging that huge blade like it was made of air. Sayana parried, shock waves reverberating up her arms.

Chimeg came out of nowhere, jabbing her spear at the soldier’s face. He flinched, not expecting the attack from the side, and Sayana drove one of her blades up into his armpit. She and the Chief didn’t even have time to exchange a look before two more soldiers were on them, forcing them backwards.

There were too many. It didn’t matter how fierce the Rakada were; twenty mounted soldiers against four raiders was only ever going to end one way. Sayana wished she didn’t know this, but she did, and it set cold dread into her veins.

For every soldier she and Chimeg took down, another came out of the dust. She had some idea that they’d reduced the enemy numbers, cutting them down by perhaps a third, but it just wasn’t enough.

She couldn’t let it end here. Not like this. Not in this barren little valley, with its abandoned ger, the grinning skeleton inside it.

But her swings were getting slower, her arms heavier. Cuts had opened up across her forearm – the uninjured one, which felt deeply unfair. One on her right side, too; shallow but bleeding freely, sucking her energy. Blood soaked Khun’s chest above her pouch, and for once, Sayana thought it might actually be her own.

The four Rakada managed to get the tent at their backs. They were all still alive, at least, but they were still outnumbered by more than three to one.

Princess would never know what happened to Sayana. Maybe the lizards would find their bodies, but then what? They didn’t know about the Eye of the Desert. They couldn’t heal themselves. They would die, along with every other lizard in the Tapestry.

That was bad enough, but Sayana couldn’t stomach the thought of Princess thinking her mistress had abandoned her.

To her surprise, the Rakada weren’t the only people being forced back against the tent. The two prisoners were there as well, hands unbound, trying to get behind the raiders.

“I freed them!” Khun shouted. Sayana knew better than to ask for details.

She felt bad for the prisoners. If they’d stayed where they were, they might have survived. Now, the soldiers would cut them down where they stood. They didn’t even have any weapons.

Well, she could change that. They could die fighting, at least.

As the Dalai soldiers began to box them in, she shouted, “Hey you! Pretty boy!”

When the young man looked at her, she held up her sabre. “Know how to use this?”

His evil smile told her all she needed to know. He caught her blade gracefully, gave it an experimental twirl. Gestured to the older man to get behind him.

“Tighten up,” Chief shouted.

Hogelun swung her club. Khun babbled incoherently, knives flashing, and Sayana raised her remaining sabre, both hands on the hilt. She still couldn’t wrap her head around the fact that this was how she died.

Princess, I’m sor—

The man with her sabre was dancing.

Kicking his legs in the dust, moving his arms, gyrating his entire body. Grinning madly as he faced down the soldiers.

It was the one thing – perhaps the only thing – that could have stopped the soldiers advancing. They paused, exchanging puzzled looks.

Sayana stared. Was this a distraction? A ritual in the face of death? Had he realised he was going to die, and completely lost his mind?

Chimeg raised an eyebrow. “Uh, what are you doing?”

“Dancing!”

“We can see that,” Hogelun said. “Why?”

“Every person has dancing in their hearts,” the man said, twirling Sayana’s sabre above his head.

He had a rhythm to his movements, a confidence. In a strange way, Sayana thought she could actually hear the music. Loud, aggressive, primal. Pounding drums, every stomp of his boots bringing them into the world, horns blaring as he spun his arms.

Sayana had seen plenty of dancing growing up in the palace, had witnessed the elaborate, choreographed routines at court to entertain the Khan. This, though? This was as far from those dances as an eagle was from a chick. Whatever song he was dancing to, it was joy. Pure, unrestrained joy.

Was this what music was like wherever this man came from? For a heartbeat, Sayana could see it – not just hear it. The man’s movements made her think of towering cliffs, forests with trees as thick as an araatan’s leg. Pounding waves, like the ones she’d seen in the Endless Deep.

She looked around at the others, wondering if they’d heard it too. The Chief had the strangest expression: a bemused smile, at odds with the blood on her face.

The man jabbed the point of the blade at the nearest Dalai soldier. “My friend! Will you be the one? Will we throw down our weapons, and dance together in a celebration of life?”

The soldier shook his head, as if clearing it out, and charged. The dancing man’s face fell, just a little.

Then he moved.

The transition from a dancing stance to a fighting one was instant and effortless. He dropped low, moving the blade at an angle Sayana couldn’t follow even as it was happening. The soldier went down, blood splattering the dirt, and then the dancing man was among the others and Sayana was staring open-mouthed, her wounds and her aching arms forgotten.

The man kept dancing even as he slashed and cut and dodged and weaved. He didn’t once break rhythm, and the whole time, Sayana kept hearing that wild, delightful song in her mind. As if just by dancing, he had placed it there.

“Should we…” Hogelun said, as the carnage unfolded.

Chimeg held up a hand. That absurd smile was still on her face.

The soldiers had absolutely no idea what to do with the dancing, whirling figure. He was beaten up, presumably exhausted and starved… but he was still smiling, even as he pulled a rider off his horse and put a blade through his throat. The dancing man gave the animal a hearty whack on the butt with the flat of his sabre, and it took off, wanting no part in whatever this shit was.

And just like that, it all went sideways.

The man could fight, and his movements had thrown his enemy. But Sayana actually caught the moment where he overextended himself – where confidence became arrogance, and where arrogance took him over the edge. Where he still believed they would all fall before him, even when they surrounded him on all sides, locking him in a cage of steel.

Now there was just the faintest edge of desperation to his moves, a raggedness that hadn’t been there before. One of the soldiers landed a strike across his forearm, glancing, but enough to bite deep. The man grunted, the smile finally falling from his face.

“Now?” Sayana asked Chimeg.

The Chief rolled her shoulders. “Yes. Now.”

Khun let out a howl as the four of them plunged back into the fray. They took the steel cage surrounding the young man apart, forced the remaining soldiers back, cut two more from their mounts.

The dancing man recovered, wiping sweat out of his eyes and grinning at Chimeg. “My thanks, bone warrior! That was—”

“Watch out!” Chimeg shoved him to one side and thrust out her spear, gutting the soldier that was about to plunge a huge blade into his back.

The movement left her off balance, leaning forward too far, back foot off the ground. Before she stumbled, the dancing man darted forward and caught her, hands around her shoulders, face inches from hers.

“Get off,” Chimeg snapped, pulling her spear back and shoving him away.

Sayana had almost forgotten about the older man. For a moment, she thought he’d run. But then she spotted him, digging in the saddlebags of the horse he and the dancing madman had been riding when the soldiers had arrived.

One of the soldiers ran at him. Before Sayana could shout a warning, he turned. Something was wrapped around his right wrist.

There was a sharp twang, and the soldier’s neck grew a thin, black arrow. He crashed to the ground, blood spurting.

“Whoa,” Hogelun said. Sayana just gaped. It was some kind of small, wrist-mounted bow. She’d never seen anything like it, and she immediately wanted one. Two, if possible.

The dancing man faced the very last of the soldiers. His opponent was bigger than the rest, not tall, but with shoulders as wide as a barrel. He swung his enormous sword like a hammer, big downward strikes. The dancer sidestepped each one with a quick flick of the feet, perfectly rhythmic, the song rising to a crescendo inside Sayana’s head.

“You deny the music inside you!” the dancing man shouted. “If—”

He tripped. Foot caught on a stone, stumbling. His opponent grinned, stepped forward to deal the killing blow—

Khun leaped onto the soldier’s back, and with a grin of her own, stuck one of her knives in his throat.

Before the soldier had even hit the ground, the dancing man recovered. He spun to face the Rakada. Thrust his arms out, chin tilted to the sky.

Silence fell. The only sounds were the wind, and the choked gurgle of a couple of soldiers who still didn’t know they were dead yet.

The dancing man remained absolutely motionless, as if waiting for applause. As if they hadn’t just saved him – twice.

“OK.” Chimeg said slowly. “And… who are you, exactly?”







Seventeen

Erhi

“Where did you get the flame?” Erhi asked Temujin.

They’d stopped to cool the horses, at an iced-over lake north of Karkorum. It was mid-morning, the grass brown and dead on the hills around them, crusty with old snow.

When she’d first seen the red flame, in that stinking hovel, she couldn’t have given a shit about where it had come from. She wanted to know what it did, what it meant for her – and why she was so important in the war of the Weavers. Something, just by the way, that still sounded ridiculous.

But they’d made good time once they hit the grasslands, and as their horses’ hooves ate up the endless miles, the mountains growing ever-larger in the distance, Erhi had started to wonder.

Temujin looked at her sleepily. He wore the same tattered rags he had in the city, and didn’t appear to be bothered by the cold. “I was dreaming,” he said. “The fires of ages were alight.”

Please. Erhi had dealt with Khun for years; that kind of dog shit didn’t work on her. “I asked you a question.”

He sighed, digging a fist into his left thigh. Whoever he was, he clearly hadn’t spent as much time on horses as she had. “I came across a dying man in the Great Desert. His lips had crisped away in the heat, leaving nothing but teeth. I gave him a sip of water, and he gave me his flame.”

Erhi shivered, despite herself. She refused to let the unease show on her face, carefully folding her expression into one of casual boredom. “So this man just gave you the power of a god? Just like that?”

A gust of wind snapped at the hem of her deel, a strand of hair tickling her face. She brushed it away, irritated. “She wants to beat Father Sky so badly, why not give her power to the Khan? Why you?”

Temujin said nothing. Simply stared at her. In the end, it was Erhi who looked away first, cursing herself for it.

She folded her arms, watching the male acolyte – that’s what he and the woman who followed Temujin were, acolytes – break the ice in the lake for the horses to drink. Neither knew sign, and Erhi didn’t remember their names. The man had a wispy beard that the wind gleefully blew around, and which failed to disguise a weak chin. The woman was the most anonymous little mouse Erhi had ever seen, a tiny slip of nothing, shuffling and obedient.

Still, they had their uses. They’d found horses, food, supplies, rushing around in a dash across the city to get what they needed. Erhi had wondered if her superiors in the army would send men after her, track her down. It was a risk, but something told her they might even be relieved she was gone.

The woman had found Erhi a bow, but it was badly made, and the strap kept digging into her neck. She adjusted it for what felt like the thousandth time. Forget where Temujin’s power had come from; a much more relevant question had popped into her head. She snapped her fingers to get his attention, then signed: “What happens if she wins?”

Temujin studied her, face a total blank. Erhi was aware of the man and the woman looking at her too; she chose to ignore them. No way she’d drop her gaze from the beggar this time.

“We destroy this pool,” she went on. “The araatan die. Father Sky… what, loses his grip? Gets wiped out? What does that look like? If Mother Earth is what’s left…” She gestured at the rest of the world. “What happens to this place?”

The morning suns were high in the sky, and had blessed the Tapestry with just the faintest hint of warmth. Father Sky’s eyes, the Large and the Small. Erhi shivered again, as if she was being watched.

Temujin bared his teeth – what was left of them anyway. “We have forgotten our Mother.” He lifted his chin to the sky, speaking the words along with his signs. “We invoke her name, we mutter prayers when we are in need, but we do not believe. You do not believe.”

Erhi lifted her hands to tell him to shut the fuck up, that she believed in the Weavers as much as anyone… only to let them fall to her sides. Truth was, she wasn’t sure what to say.

“She will walk the Tapestry once more,” Temujin went on. “In a form that people cannot deny. This world will belong to her, and her alone, as it always should have. All will worship. All will bow.”

It was the kind of nonsense Erhi would have scoffed at once. But that was before a god had apparently planted a vision in her head, right before she witnessed someone wield an inexplicable power. Now, it felt like ice water was trickling down the back of her neck.

It made her think of Khunbish, and that made her think of Chimeg. In a weird way, she wouldn’t have minded talking this out with the Chief. Chimeg pulling her aside, the two of them putting their heads together, thrashing out a way out of this strange situation…

Erhi grimaced, like she’d just tasted something soft and rotten. Fuck Chimeg. Fuck the Rakada. Who cared if Mother Earth came out on top? What possible difference could that make to Erhi? As long as the araatan died, as long as Hogelun and Chimeg and the rest saw everything they had turned to ash… who gave a shit?

She didn’t need to talk to anyone. She knew exactly how to play this. She’d follow Temujin, use him and his people to get what she wanted. And if this war between the gods really was what Temujin said… it wouldn’t hurt to be on the winning side.

Temujin was looking past her, frowning. She snapped her head around, just as the first raiders appeared over the hill to the south.

Her bow was in her hands before she could even blink, arrow nocked, but it was hopeless. There had to be twenty or thirty raiders. She didn’t recognise the clan: thick furs hid their markings. Not that it mattered. At best, she and her companions would be left without their horses and supplies. At worst, they’d recognise Erhi, remember her as the Rakada who had betrayed her clan.

Temujin was still beside her, watching the acolytes run towards them with their arms waving. As if they could possibly have missed a swarm of raiders. Her hands weren’t free to sign, but she jerked her chin at his arm. Surely he wouldn’t hesitate?

She expected more silence, or another inscrutable remark. To her surprise, he signed back, fingers moving quickly. “It cannot harm people on its own.”

What did that even mean? If it wasn’t fire, if it couldn’t do damage, then what was it? Why did he even have it? And if it could control the earth, then why didn’t he just launch a rock at the raiders?

Before she could wrap her head around any of this, the four of them were surrounded. Horses and sabres on all sides, smug faces leering down at them.

Already, she could see how undisciplined these raiders were. How badly their horses were kept, the rust on their weapons. If the Rakada hadn’t abandoned her, then these scum wouldn’t have dared approach. Let alone try to rob her.

Before she could stop herself, she was aiming an arrow at the leader: a big glob of a man, with wild hair and bulbous nose.

Temujin pushed her bow down. The female acolyte was back on her knees, pleading with the raiders. Erhi watched in disgust as the man joined her. This was who she’d fallen in with: submissive little weaklings.

Another question popped into her head, one she really should have asked earlier: if Temujin could demonstrate his power at will, that red flame, why did he have so few followers? Why was he only recruiting worms like these two? He’d said he had more, back in Karkorum… but where were they? Why were there only the four of them out here?

She didn’t get a chance to ask any of this. Temujin and the raider leader were talking now. Erhi stood where she was, watching carefully; trying to ignore her pounding heart, the cold sweat on her palms.

She caught muffled snatches of the conversation – Temujin telling the big man that they were travellers, pilgrims on a sacred mission. The man let him talk, eyes glinting with amusement, and Erhi turned away in disgust. She didn’t need to pay attention here. After all, she’d been a raider herself. Once.

These people wanted their stuff, and they were having fun pretending to listen to Temujin’s protests. She waited for him to show them the flame, to pull back his sleeve and scare them shitless. At the very least, it might make the raiders think twice about what they were doing…

But he didn’t. No matter how hard Erhi’s gaze bored a hole in the side of his head.

The raider leader waved in Erhi’s direction. In seconds, she, Temujin and the two acolytes were on their stomachs, blades pressed to their necks. Erhi bit down on the urge to fight back.

The frost underneath her melted, soaking through her furs and deel as the raiders ransacked their bags, led their horses away, stripped them of food and weapons. And still Temujin did nothing.

If they made it out of this alive, Erhi was going to cut that fucking arm right off him.

When someone ripped her bow off her back, she almost snapped. For an archer, getting your bow taken was like losing part of your soul. She twisted her head, squinting against the bright sky as a raider-shaped blob studied her weapon. Before she could blink, he’d thrown it in the muck in front of her. He didn’t say anything, but he didn’t need to. It was a poor weapon, old and bent.

In the end, the raiders just left, heading off in a loose group, following the curve of the lake at an unhurried trot. Erhi sat up, blinking. Her fingers were still bare, and she dug them into the muck where she sat, ignoring the freezing mud.

A hand on her shoulder. Temujin. Erhi didn’t give him the chance to say anything; in under two seconds, she had him on his back in the dirt, driving her forearm into his throat. She only stopped when one of the acolytes, the man, pulled her off.

She sprang to her feet. Enough was enough. She was going to kill him, kill all of them. She would probably die out here as well, with no horse and no food, but right then, she just didn’t care.

To her surprise, she found that the man was holding something out to her. Her bow. And the female acolyte was…

Erhi cocked her head. The woman was smearing dirt onto the shafts of the arrows. Fingers caked with it.

Temujin unfolded himself, scratched absently at his chest. Signing to her: “Fire into the sky.”

She stared at him.

To her astonishment, both acolytes were doing the same… only their eyes were adoring, expectant. As if he was about to perform a miracle.

In a daze, she took the bow and arrows. “Fire into the sky,” he said again, finally pulling back his sleeve. That strange red worm-flame dancing into life around his arm.

Before she could stop herself, she lifted her bow skywards.

Even now, months since she’d last fired an arrow, it was muscle memory. A lifelong practice. The arrow slipping into its place on the left side of the bow, the nock gripped between thumb and knuckle on the string. Amateurs held the arrow in place with curled fingers, but then, amateurs always thought they would be standing in a nice, stable stance to line up their target.

Erhi had been taught to move. Taught to fire from the back of a galloping horse. To fire while running, jumping, coming out of a roll. The thumb grip needed a fraction more time to lock the arrow in place, which meant you couldn’t fire as fast. But if you couldn’t get the job done with one arrow, you needed to practise more.

Now, though? Thumb grip or finger grip, speed or stability… none of it mattered. Not when she was being asked to shoot at a fucking cloud.

She loosed. An instant later, the red fire—

—leaped after her arrow.

Erhi nearly dropped the bow. Watched open-mouthed as the flame caught the shaft in mid-air, surrounded it with a corona of red light.

The arrow turned. It swooped down like a bird, flying parallel to the surface of the lake, the red flame reflecting on the ice. The raiders had seen it too, pulling up their horses in a panic, pointing and shouting. The leader, at the front, was twisting around to find out what the commotion was.

The arrow twitched, plunging towards him. It took him in the chest, toppling him off his horse.

Temujin caught Erhi’s attention. When she turned to look at him, it felt as if her blood had turned to thick oil in her veins. “Again,” he said.

Her heart beat in her ears. Far too loud.

A second arrow. A third. Both the same, both moving like birds of prey, shrouded in red, slicing into the panicked raiders. Each time, fresh flame sprang into being around Temujin’s arm.

By the time he, Erhi and the others reached the raiders, the ones left were a cowering mess. For perhaps the first time, Temujin’s eyes were calm. The madness still, as if it no longer needed to rage.

Even more questions boiled in Erhi’s mind. Questions about why he hadn’t used this power in the city. Why he’d kept it until now.

For some reason, she found herself thinking of the Khan. The rumours specifically: the rumours why he left the city, how he had gone to hunt for some ultimate weapon against the araatan. What would he do with this power?

If he really was searching for a weapon, maybe he should have been looking closer to home…

Temujin knelt so that he was eye-level with the nearest raider, a woman with green eyes and a hooked nose, perhaps fifty. She shrunk away from him, cringing, and froze when he put a hand on the side of her head. Erhi read his lips perfectly when he spoke:

“The Mother requires your strength.”







Eighteen

Hogelun

“Magnificent.”

The dancing man stood on the hill, hands on his hips, gazing down at the three araatan in the valley. Sponge Bath, naturally, was nowhere to be seen, but Tooth Monster and Princess were engaged in a tug of war over what looked like a mountain goat, low growls rolling through the rocks. Chimeg’s lizard eyed them from a distance, occasionally rubbing her mouth against the ground.

“Not bad, eh?” Hogelun said. “That one’s mine,” she said, pointing. “Toothy. Tooth Monster. He’s a sweet one, although… yeah, maybe don’t go say hello without me there.”

She’d taken a nasty cut on the forehead during the fight, and the damn thing wouldn’t stop bleeding. The blood she kept flicking away speckled the ground around her. She still didn’t know who the two men were – they’d all decided to get off the plain as fast as they could, in case any reinforcements were lurking – and they hadn’t had time for introductions.

Despite his bruises and his torn clothing, the dancing man’s back was arrow-straight, chin slightly lifted. “In all my life, I have never seen the like.”

“Spongy?” Khun called out. She still wore her ram’s skull. “Sponge! Here, boy! Come say hello!”

“So it is true.” The old man’s voice was a ponderous rumble, his lips barely moving at all. Up until this point, he hadn’t said a single word; just hung back, fiddling with that weird mini-bow thing on his wrist. “You have mastered them.”

“You could say that,” Chimeg muttered. The wind had picked up, blowing skirls of dust across the hillside.

“Wait.” The dancing man held up a hand. “You are… you are the leader of the bone women?”

Chimeg’s voice was flat. “That’s me.”

To Hogelun’s astonishment, the man reached out and took the Chief’s hand. He dropped into a deep bow, touching his forehead to the back of Chimeg’s fingers.

To her even greater astonishment, Chimeg didn’t immediately knock him unconscious. Instead, the Chief just stared down at him, an expression of total befuddlement on her face.

“Great Chieftain.” He let go, straightening up. “The stories I have heard do not do justice to your triumph. To master those creatures, to have them bend to your will… It is an honour. Truly.”

Sayana cleared her throat. “So, actually, I was the one who—”

“Uh-uh-uh.” Chimeg silenced her with a raised hand. “Don’t interrupt the man when he’s speaking.”

“Of all the wonders I have seen,” the man went on, “these lizards are perhaps the greatest. I salute you.”

“Not to be rude,” Sayana said, “and we’re super grateful for the help, believe me, but… who are you?”

“Where are my manners?” The man gave Sayana a slightly smaller bow. “I am Jaigadisha Bhagvatsinhji, the Yuvaraja of Sidhu.”

This clearly didn’t have the effect he was hoping for. The four Rakada exchanged puzzled glances.

“Perhaps you have not visited,” the man said, unperturbed. “It is a great and fertile nation, far to the north of the place you know as Dalai. A yuvaraja is… I believe prince is the word?” He looked to the older man, who nodded.

“Right,” Chimeg said. “I mean, not that we aren’t happy we could help, Yuvajara… Jagish…”

Hogelun didn’t even think it was possible for the man to beam wider, but he did. “Of course, I forgot that those in your land only use a single name. You may call me Jai.” He pointed to the old man. “And this is my father, the noble Arjun Bhagvatsinhji.”

The noble Arjun Bhagvatsinhji grunted.

“But there are only four of you,” Jai went on. “I had heard legends of a whole battalion of warrior women, freedom fighters who wore bones and rode huge beasts into battle against their oppressors.”

Sayana had taken one of the dead soldiers’ saddlebags, and was rummaging through it, tallying up their supplies and food. She looked up now, sweeping a stray hair from her sweat-stained face. “We’ll get to that.” She levered herself to her feet. “We’ve got a few questions of our own first.”

“Yes!” Khun stuck a finger up in the air, as if testing the wind. “What does horsemeat taste like where you come from?”

“Or,” Sayana said, overriding Khun with practised ease, “how you ended up here, and why you’re looking for us.”

And why you think we’re freedom fighters? Hogelun thought.

She decided not to dwell on that part. “The dancing thing,” she asked instead. “What’s that all about?”

“Ah.” Jai clasped his hands at his chest. “The answer to that is very near to me. I believe that every person in this world, no matter their station, has dancing in their hearts. We may turn away from our inner natures, and embrace violence, but truly, all of us have the ability to dance, to express our love of life.”

Which was about the maddest thing Hogelun had ever heard. She’d been in more fights than she could count, but it had never occurred to her to start one by inviting her opponent to have a little dance-off.

Jai held up a closed fist, as if swearing a solemn oath. “I live for the day when I face my foe, and the two of us abandon our conflict and join together in a dance. A celebration of our connection as men and women walking the same road.”

Hogelun happened to be looking at Jai’s father just then. Arjun met her eyes, and while his expression didn’t change one iota, he gave just the very tiniest one-shouldered shrug.

Chimeg frowned. “And you were looking for us because…”

For the first time, sorrow crossed Jai’s face. “That is an unfortunate tale,” he said. “Our land is embroiled in civil war. My claim as yuvaraja is disputed, and evil men vie for the throne. Worse, our citizens are beset by gangs of brigands: raiders who pillage and destroy those weaker than them. Scum, one and all.”

Hogelun and Chimeg exchanged a look, but said nothing.

“We heard tales from the south,” Jai told them, “of how a group of rebels brought peace to the land known as the Tapestry, taming giant beasts that make their home there.

“We too have sizeable animals in our homeland. Vicious mammoths, tigers that can bite a man in two, enormous birds who cannot fly but who can run you into the ground. We have come to learn your secrets. It could turn the tide of the war.”

He gestured to Arjun. “My father is a healer, and a scholar of some renown. He taught me your language, so that I may communicate in a more effective manner.”

Arjun grunted again.

“We have set off on a grand quest,” Jai told them, “and have seen many wonders. We hope to bring back many secrets to our people.”

He said this last with a flourish, actually stepping back into another short bow.

“Well.” Khun adjusted her helmet. “Sounds fine to me.” She stepped in close to Jai, who looked at her expectantly. “Now, the key is, and I always find this with Sponge, make sure they have a good supply of fresh mud at all times…”

Jai frowned, as if finally starting to realise what conversations with Khun were really like. “I am sorry, my dear lady, perhaps my language is not as good as it could be… what is a Sponge?”

Chimeg held up her hands. “Why were you two prisoners? How did that happen?”

“Yeah.” Hogelun leaned on her club. “I’d like to know that too, actually.”

“They surprised us as we slept,” Jai said. “Disarmed us and bound us. It is sheer chance that we stumbled upon you today; I believe the soldiers were lost themselves, and spotted this tent from the ridge. They had already beaten us severely for trying to resist.”

A trickle of blood ran into Hogelun’s eye. “It’s not really a good time for, you know, teaching you about lizards,” she said to Jai, as she flicked it away. “They’re sick.”

“Hogs,” Sayana hissed.

“What? Who is he going to bloody tell?” She turned back to the men from Sidhu. “There’s this pool, yeah, in the desert, and we think it can cure them. That’s where we’re heading.”

“They are ill?” Jai exchanged a look with his father. “But how has this come to pass?”

“We don’t know.” Chimeg had gone back to her more familiar self, clipped and stern. “But you’ll understand if whatever civil war you’re involved in isn’t our biggest problem at the moment.”

Arjun gave another grunt, this one a little different, drawn out and considered. He reminded Hogelun a little of her own grandfather, a man who had also spoken as if he’d heard that one day the demons of the nine hells would sear every word he’d uttered into his flesh.

“It’s even worse now,” Chimeg was saying. She jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “Supposed to be a guide back there, but he’s long gone. We’re going to have to find our own way.”

Jai absently stroked his moustache. “Perhaps it is not mere chance that we have crossed paths here today.”

“What do you mean?” Sayana said.

“In our land, we believe in three million gods. My father tells me that in yours, you only believe in two.”

“Uh, yeah,” said Hogelun. “Because three million is insa—”

“We did not pass through your desert on our journey here,” Jai went on, “but we did see it, far in the west, a great expanse of boiling sand. And we have been in the mountains now for many days, navigating our way through, even before we were captured.”

He placed his palms together below his chin, fingertips just touching his bottom lip, as if praying. “My father and I knew that crossing your mountains would be treacherous. We brought the finest of maps with us, put down by explorers ages ago. Cartographers of the highest order.”

“You have a map?” Sayana said, unable to keep the excitement out of her voice.

Jai’s face fell. “Alas: taken from us by the soldiers. Dispatched with a rider to one of their camps elsewhere, along with many of our supplies. However.” He brightened, and tapped his head. “I retain much of what I saw. You are in need of a guide, and now, fate has brought us together. Perhaps one of your gods, or one of mine, has a hand in this.”

“Meaning?” Chimeg said.

Jai drew himself up to his full height, which happened to be annoyingly tall. Taller even than Sayana. “We will join your quest. We will deliver you to the place you seek, and help you heal your beasts. Along the way, perhaps we will see even more wonders.”

Chimeg considered this. “One minute. Just need to confer with my colleagues.”

She jerked her chin. The four Rakada huddled up, moving a short distance away. Jai and Arjun watched patiently.

“What do we think?” Chimeg murmured. Her word was law, but she wasn’t one of those Chiefs who made big decisions without talking to her raiders first.

Hogelun was about to say something like, I’m good with whatever you want, Chief. She silently scolded herself. She had her own opinion, thank you very much, and she had a right to say it. Even so, she had to catch and kill a few butterflies in her stomach first.

“I think it’s a good idea,” she said. “If he really does know how to get over the mountains…”

“Mmm.” Sayana looked thoughtful.

“What? Not like we have a guide. Unless your skeleton man’s up for the job, Khun?”

“There is a spell,” Khun said, smiling in a way that made them all a little uncomfortable. “I will need seven bats, though. And—”

“Never mind,” Hogelun said, regretting everything.

“I just…” Sayana stole a glance at Jai, who was bent in conversation with his father. “What’s going to happen if we get in another scrap? The dancing thing is cute, but I don’t particularly want to save his arse every time.”

Hogelun was about to argue when Sayana puffed out her cheeks. “Ah, fuck it. An extra blade is an extra blade – I mean, we’ll have to give him a spare one, he can’t have mine.”

“If you can’t get the job done with one…” Hogelun said, grinning.

“All right,” said Chimeg, glancing at Jai. “Pretty sure he’d do whatever I told him at this point.”

“We will watch him closely,” Khun said. “If he leads us astray, I will have Sponge Bath eat his little toes.”

She snapped upright, sniffing the air, then without another word she strode off, heading for her lizard. Hogelun and Sayana exchanged a look, but said nothing.

“Not the most ringing endorsement,” Chimeg murmured. “But I’ll take it.”

When they told him, Jai clapped his hands together. “Wonderful. It will be my great pleasure to escort you through these peaks.”

As they walked back towards the araatan, Chimeg fell into step beside Arjun. “That thing on your wrist,” she said.

“A portable crossbow,” Jai chimed in. “My father’s own invention!”

Hogelun had never heard of a crossbow. But before she could stop herself, she wondered what Erhi would have made of it. How it would have changed the way she fought. How—

She grabbed those thoughts, smothered them, buried them in a shallow grave at the back of her mind.

“Pretty clever.” Chimeg scratched her chin. To Hogelun’s surprise, she looked a little more alert. “Perhaps you’ll show me how it works, later on.”

Arjun grunted.







Nineteen

Hogelun

Hogelun was starting to get seriously worried about Tooth Monster.

The mountains were natural terrain for the araatan. Steep slopes and big rockfalls that would have stymied smaller creatures were nothing to them. But as they climbed, Toothy was anything but steady.

The lizard kept pausing, flanks rising and falling. Shaking that big head, rubbing his snout against whichever rocky surface happened to be close to hand. His tail… half of the bone knob was gone now. The chunks had flaked away silently, and the last time Hogelun had looked, she’d seen the tiniest little crust of black on the flesh of the tail itself.

Tail rot. None of them had named the sickness, but that was what came to her mind. Did it hurt? Did Toothy realise what was happening? She couldn’t bear the thought of him being in pain…

Arjun rode with her. He’d needed a little help climbing up Toothy’s side, and Hogelun had been worried that the big lizard wouldn’t like two people on his back. But Toothy had barely noticed. And aside from the odd grunt when Hogelun tried to make conversation, the older man was silent. Chimeg had told Jai to ride with her, her bird-legged lizard forging a path ahead.

The empty plain had given way to a series of rocky hills, crowned with icy snow. The wind had stilled as dusk came, and before long, the lizards were nothing more than dark shapes in the dim light. On Hogelun’s right, Khun and Sponge Bath were shadows on the hillside.

Hogelun scratched Toothy’s neck. Weavers, she was tired. Bloody exhausted. She couldn’t even imagine how her lizard was feeling.

She raised her eyes to the peaks above them, black shapes against only slightly less dark sky. What were they going to do when the terrain got tougher? Or their lizards got sicker?

Worse: the araatan hadn’t had anything to eat for hours. They’d seen a herd of mountain goats as the suns were setting, scrambling on a distant hillside, but the animals were gone before any of the lizards could hunt them. Toothy could go a long time between meals, but he shouldn’t have to.

She looked south. From here, the plain where the guide’s hut had been was just visible.

Her eyes narrowed. “Anybody else see that?”

Nobody responded, and she had to put her fingers in her mouth and whistle to get their attention. “Down there. By that rock that looks like a rat up on its hind legs.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” Chimeg shouted back.

“It doesn’t look like a rat,” Khun said, from behind Hogelun on the slope. “If anything, it looks like Sayana’s face when she snores.”

“Rude,” Sayana said.

“I do not see anything,” said Jai. Then: “Wait…”

Hogelun wasn’t wrong. On the slope of another peak, far below the Rakada, there was a group of people. Large, it looked like, with twenty or thirty horses. It was impossible to pick out any details in the low light.

“More soldiers?” Chimeg asked Jai. “Looking for you maybe?”

“I do not know,” he said, squinting into the dusk.

“Are they following us?” Hogelun asked.

“Sponge and I will ask them.” Khun quickly bent down and began whispering in her araatan’s ear.

“They might be taking the same route we are.” Sayana sounded unsure. “Can’t really tell from here.”

She was right. Hogelun didn’t even think the group below was within shouting distance. And if they were hostile, it wasn’t like either they or the Rakada could do anything about it.

All the same, there was something about the group that made the skin on Hogelun’s arms prickle.

“Stay alert on watch tonight,” Chimeg said, pulling her out of her trance. “Let’s keep moving.”

Soon after, they lost sight of their followers, and the Chief called a halt – just as well, as by then it was way too dark to see where they were going. The Rakada and their new allies stopped in a cleft between two hills – Hogelun had been hoping they might find a cave of some sort, somewhere they’d be protected in case the weather turned shitty, but no such luck.

“Climbing down’s actually easier than getting up,” she told Arjun. “Careful though, he’s got this one scale on his leg that’s a little bit loose. Got this yellow edge, so… anyway, you’ll be fine. Just follow my lead.”

His answer was another grunt, this one with a hint of pain in it. She looked back to find him massaging his right leg, wincing.

“The cold is not good for my joints,” he said. “I will be fine.”

Inspiration struck. She tapped the release mechanism on the saddle, the one that let the Rakada (other than Hogelun, because absolutely not) hang off the side and fire arrows. “If you don’t want to climb, you can probably just hold on and lower yourself down.”

Sayana was already off Princess, busy lighting a fire with the wood they’d packed, shivering in the chill air. Khun was, of course, nowhere to be seen. Maybe she’ll find some food for the lizards…

As Hogelun dismounted, there was a laugh from off to her right. It was Jai, stumbling a little as he hopped down off the lizard’s leg, coming to a halt and gazing up at the beast. “Truly wondrous,” he said, to no one in particular.

Chimeg trudged towards Hogelun and Sayana, looking absolutely exhausted. “Should be enough space to pitch the ger. Hogs, get on that, and I’ll dig us a latrine pit. Sayana, you light the…” She trailed off as she noticed the embers flickering in the pile of wood they’d brought. Cleared her throat. “Right. Good. That’s… good.”

Behind Hogelun, Arjun was slowly lowering himself to the ground – he’d ended up climbing down the leg after all. Chimeg’s araatan was sniffing Jai, in a way that made Hogelun almost certain that he was about to be bitten in half. It didn’t happen, and Jai went on praising the magnificence of the beast.

“At least he seems happy,” Hogelun said.

Chimeg puffed her cheeks. “It’s like riding with a fucking bird twittering in your ear. Just question after question.”

“About?”

“Just…” Chimeg waved her hand. “You know. Us, the mountains, the araatan, all of it. Wanted to know about me.”

Sayana had her hands as close to the flicker of flame as she could without actually getting burned. “Tell you what, Chief,” she said. “You get bored of him, put him on Princess with me.” She studied Jai. “I’ll have him ride in front.”

“Oh, I’m sorry, Sayana,” said Chimeg. “Didn’t realise we were out here to find people to warm your bed.”

Sayana blinked. “Chief, I didn’t mean—”

“Forget it. Let’s get this camp up.”

She stalked away, massaging the small of her back. Hogelun was about to call after her, ask if she was OK, when Sayana said quietly, “Leave it, Hogs.”

“But—”

“She just needs a bit of space.”

She always needs space these days, Hogelun thought.

The lizards might not have had enough food, but the humans certainly did. Plenty of smoked antelope meat and root vegetables in their saddlebags. Khun finally reappeared, and handed Hogelun some herbs she’d dug up – mountain sage, mainly, along with some strange lichen that she proclaimed would add delicious bitterness.

The araatan were nocturnal – more or less – and after a day like today, they seemed keener than usual to curl up and go to sleep. To Hogelun’s surprise, Sponge Bath had snuggled under Toothy’s tail. Princess and Chimeg’s lizard, of course, kept far apart – Princess was still awake, prowling the nearby hillside, rumbles echoing into the dark.

The stew Hogelun made wasn’t her best, but they all fell on it, huddled close around the small fire and shovelling it into their mouths.

“How did you learn to dance and fight at the same time?” she asked Jai.

The warrior suppressed a burp. His bruises were still livid, but he barely seemed to notice them. “Dancing is taught to all children in the land of Sidhu.”

“We learn it here too,” Sayana said. “Although last I checked, we don’t murder people while we’re doing it.”

“It is but a small step to incorporate the methods of dance into combat. They are more similar than you think.” He caught his father staring at him pointedly from the other side of the fire, and chuckled. “Of course, my dear father would have me note that it takes many years of practice to achieve mastery of both disciplines.”

Chimeg hmmphed. “Don’t even know why we bothered training the araatan,” she said to Sayana. “Should have just hiked all the way over to this Sidhu place, and learned how to—”

They all heard it at once. A thump from above them, on one of the hills. They all froze, looking at each other, and then the thump came again, closer this time. The Rakada leaped to their feet, grabbing their weapons.

Hogelun’s first thought was that the group they’d spotted earlier had found them, somehow closed the distance in only a few hours. Off to their right, Princess lifted her head, eyes narrowed, as if she was smelling something important.

“Oh crap,” Chimeg muttered.

Between the fire and the last vestiges of sunslight, they could just make out what was coming down the hill towards them. It wasn’t a group of people and horses – it was another araatan. And not one of theirs.

Hogelun’s heart began to beat a little faster, hand sweaty on the haft of her club. If this new lizard decided to attack, they wouldn’t be able to get out of the way in time… and if their own araatan responded, there was a good chance the six of them would be crushed to a paste before they could get out of the way. When five enormous lizards smashed together, it was generally a good idea to be somewhere else.

The dark shape wobbled down the hill towards them, taking big, ungainly strides. “Chief?” Hogelun said, not taking her eyes off it.

“I take it we may have a problem,” Jai said.

“What do you think?” Chimeg snapped. All four of their araatan were awake now, growls filling the cavity between the hills. “Everybody, get on the other side of the fire. Get to—”

“Hold on,” Sayana murmured.

“What do you mean hold on?” Hogelun didn’t like this, not one little bit. “We need to—”

“Hogs… listen.”

Off to their left, Princess was making a sound that Hogelun had never heard from her before. A kind of snuffling whine.

The smaller araatan coming down the hill stopped, swaying in place. It took another hesitant step, and then one of its front legs collapsed, bending inwards.

It was sick. Had to be. But why was it here? And Princess…

The bigger araatan was lumbering over. Making her way up the slope. When she reached the smaller lizard, she didn’t attack – just bent down, nudging the dark shape with her head.

Sayana turned to stare at the other Rakada. In the flickering firelight, her eyes were very wide indeed. “Light some more torches. Quick.”

“Do you want to tell us what’s going on?” said Chimeg.

“Just do it!”

Trying not to think about what would happen if one of the other araatan decided they didn’t like the intruder, Hogelun fumbled for one of the torches, jamming it into the fire. Khun and Chimeg did the same, and they got their first proper look at the new arrival.

To Hogelun, it was like any other lizard in the Tapestry. A little smaller perhaps, but with the same brutally hard scales, the same jagged teeth. It was definitely sick, its tail rotted to almost nothing: just a soft, black stub. It looked like it didn’t know where it was, and that nasty gunk had spread out of its mouth onto its face.

Princess stood over it, protectively, still making that whining noise – surprisingly high-pitched for such a big beast. And all at once, Hogelun understood.

“Weavers…” she said, hardly daring to breathe.

Khun’s voice was barely audible. “A mother always knows her children.”







Twenty

Sayana

Sayana felt as if someone had wrapped a rock in heavy silk, and dropped it onto the back of her head.

Princess had six young. Sayana had gotten used to the little bastards, and they were absolutely lethal in a scrap. Somehow, they’d always followed their mother’s lead, as if she was telling them exactly what to do. Sayana didn’t have the first idea how, and after a while, she just added it to the big pile of ‘Things About the Araatan We Can’t Explain’.

When the Rakada had decided that they should each have an araatan of their own, Sayana had hoped they’d be able to train the kids up. After Princess’s young had started peeling off, one by one, she was distraught, wondering if they’d gotten hurt, or lost on a hunt perhaps. But then she realised they were leaving deliberately.

Which, just by the way, was even worse.

It was Chimeg who had pointed out that the araatan and their young might be like horses and their foals. After a while, the foals would go out to forage on their own, and often not return. Sayana had expected Princess to be distraught, but while the big lizard was out of sorts for a few days, eventually she was back to her normal, snack-demanding self.

Sayana wasn’t sure if she’d ever see the little ones again. But she’d spent enough time with them to know what they looked like, and she knew, deep in her bones, that this was one of them.

Princess stood over the smaller lizard, protecting it, making that awful, awful sound.

“That can’t be one of her babies,” Hogelun was saying. “How did it even find us?”

“Only a fool does not recognise what is right in front of them,” Khun told her.

“Khun, I swear to the Weavers—”

“I’m with Hogs,” Chimeg was saying. “You’re telling me it… what, followed us? All this way?”

“Extraordinary,” Jai breathed.

Slowly, Sayana began to walk towards the araatan and her child. She didn’t know what she was going to do – didn’t even know if she could do anything – but it didn’t matter. Princess was her best girl, and she was in pain.

Her heart fell into her stomach. There was an emptiness to the younger lizard’s eyes, as if it didn’t know where it was, or what was happening to it. But in the firelight, Sayana saw what might have been a tiny flicker of fear. It knew something was wrong, badly wrong, and the only thing it could think to do was…

Find its mother.

Sayana didn’t want to think about Princess’s other children, or what might have happened to them. She focused on the one on the hillside, approaching like Tuya had taught her, slowly and carefully, aware of even the tiniest movements in her body and face. Chances were good the baby lizard would know her, but she didn’t know what this sickness, this fucking plague, had done to its mind.

The big araatan stood protectively over the young one, occasionally nudging it with her snout. When Sayana was halfway up the hill, the smaller lizard fell over onto its side, sending a little tumble of rocks down past Sayana’s feet.

She didn’t intend to start walking faster, but she did anyway, forgetting to control her movements. Part of her mind was shouting very loudly that she was about to insert herself into a situation involving an araatan and her sick young, and she didn’t care.

The smaller lizard gave out a small, hissing breath, and fell still.

Sayana went to her knees next to it, put a hand on its flank. Trembling, waiting to feel it rise and fall, even a little, come on, just a tiny bit…

Princess gave off another one of those little whines. Nudged the body of her child once, twice. Then she just stood, breathing, rocking from side to side.

Sayana wanted her to roar, to tilt her head back to the sky and let out a bellow that could be heard in the afterlife. But there was only the silence. 

Araatan young didn’t play. Not in a sense that humans would recognise. They didn’t engage in tug of war, or chase each other. But they would wrestle sometimes, running headlong into one other, snarling and snapping. They would fight over food – often, when two of them happened to be chasing the same prey, like a skittish antelope, they would get distracted and end up going at it. Seeing one of them still and unmoving like this…

Behind Sayana, the other Rakada were speaking in hushed tones – to Sayana, their voices were dull, muted, as if they were behind a thick curtain.

This was the moment the rest of Princess’s children would appear, surely? Maybe the Rakada couldn’t save all of them, some of them would be too sick, but they had to be at least two or three… even one would…

No sound. No sudden thumps as more young araatan came over the top of the hill.

Hogs had been right to ask how this one had gotten here. How far had it travelled? How had it even tracked them? Was it smell? Did it follow their trail, somehow? There was so much they still didn’t know about the araatan, even now, even when they knew how to ride them.

Sayana wondered if the dead lizard had set off alone. If its brothers and sisters had been with it, and fallen along the way.

She stood, intending to move over to Princess – and just like that, the Rakada’s other lizards were there.

She’d been so focused on the little one that she hadn’t even heard them arrive. And no matter how comfortable she was with the araatan, it was still deeply unnerving to find herself in the middle of a whole group of them. Tooth Monster bent his head and gave her a look, one which made her start backing off, slowly moving down the hill.

To her astonishment – then sudden terror – Sayana realised Chimeg’s lizard was too close. She and Princess hated one another, always had, and the thought of them fighting now, with Princess’s child not even cold…

“Holy shit,” Hogelun breathed, from behind Sayana.

Chimeg’s lizard wasn’t just standing close to Sayana’s. She was right up against Princess’s flank, practically leaning on her. And Princess wasn’t objecting, not one bit.

As Sayana stared, Toothy and Sponge Bath got close too. None of the lizards made a sound; they stood, breathing with their sister, standing vigil over her dead child.

The wind picked up briefly, gusting Sayana’s hair around her ears, then dropped away, leaving nothing but silence.

The Eye of the Desert.

A pool, the colour of grass in deep summer, surrounded by dunes as white as bone.

You can save them.

She walked back down the hill towards the others. No one spoke as she approached. Even the overly talkative yuvaraja of Sidhu seemed to have the good sense to say nothing. Behind her, the lizards stood together, a dark shape in the night.

Sayana looked around at each of the raiders. One by one.

“I don’t give a shit if a god put a vision in our heads,” she told them. She spat the words through gritted teeth. “I don’t care what he wants. I don’t even care if this… pool we’re trying to find actually exists.

“We don’t stop. We find a fucking cure.”







Twenty-One

Hogelun

Hogelun hovered above the Eye of the Desert.

She felt the same sense of awe that she had in the first dream. That stillness. Staring down at that deep, dark green, pinpricked by a million stars. Surrounded by bright, white sand.

There was something different about the dream this time. She didn’t know what it was, but it was like acid in the back of her throat, sick and sour.

Slowly, she began to move higher, the pool receding. This time, she got a better look at the desert surrounding it, the silken curves of the dunes. Not a single grain of sand moved. There were no animals down there, not even a breath of wind.

The stillness was no longer peaceful. It was the stillness of a battle, after the fighting has stopped. When smoke hangs in the air, and the soil smells of blood. The stillness that comes on you when you stand in the wreckage, looking around you, hardly daring to breathe.

Let me out. The thought was desperate, blaring through Hogelun’s mind. I don’t want to be here.

But this was no dream. This was a vision. And whoever had sent it wasn’t going to let her go.

The pool turned red.

Searing crimson. So powerful it hurt to look at. It wasn’t the crimson of blood; it reminded Hogelun of staring into the suns as they set on the Tapestry, burning the clouds. It was the colour you saw when you closed your eyes, and realised that the light had scorched your retinas.

Stop!

Suddenly, the desert was no longer the desert. It was the giant araatan, big as the world, scales bone white. It opened its mouth, as big as a mountain, showing decaying, pitted teeth. Plant a single one of its canines in the earth, and it would cast a shadow a hundred feet wide.

The great beast gave out a last, whispering breath, and suddenly it was a skeleton. Flesh gone, nothing but ribs and femurs and shoulder blades. Bones blackened by age. And yet its eye, the Eye of the Desert, still blazed in the skull’s socket. That horrible, horrible red.

Hogelun screamed in silence. There was a voice in her head, the same voice that told the Rakada how to save their own araatan. As she stared down at the skull with its boiling-red eye, the voice spoke:

It is coming.

There was another sound now. A horrible, needling shriek. Hogelun tried to clap her hands over her ears, but she had no hands, had no—

She came awake in a startled fury of sweat and twisted blankets. Her club lay next to her on the ground, and her hand went to it without a single conscious thought, pulling it upright as she shot to her feet, trying to look everywhere at once. The shrieking wasn’t in her head; it was here, in the real world, they were under attack, someone was—

It was Khun. Screaming at the top of her lungs at the night sky, fingers clawing at greasy hair. Now that she was awake, Hogelun thought there were words in there, somewhere, buried in the noise.

The fire had burned to almost nothing, barely any light at all. The others were dim shapes in the dark, moving shadows, Chimeg shouting commands that were drowned out by Khun’s yelling. Jai and Arjun were awake too – it would have been fucking astounding if they weren’t. The yuvaraja appeared at Hogelun’s elbow, which startled her so much she almost took his head off. The araatan – still huddled near the body of Princess’s child – were grunting and snarling, which didn’t exactly make things any calmer.

Chimeg reached Khun. Trying to calm her down without touching her – you didn’t touch Khunbish unexpectedly under normal circumstances, let alone when she was screaming in terror. That was a good way to get a knife jammed into your eye socket.

It wasn’t working. It was like Khun didn’t even realise the Chief was there. She howled at the sky, the sound dissolving into a high, wordless wail. Sayana was with Jai, shouting something at him, trying to make herself heard.

Hogelun was ninety-five per cent sure, now, that they weren’t under attack. Before she knew what she was doing, she grabbed a skin of water.

The skins they used were made of ox hide, tough but supple, with an opening sealed by a thick leather stopper on a string. Hogelun ripped this free, put the bladder under her arm. Then she aimed it at Khun, and squeezed.

The skin was half full – not enough to drench Khun, but still enough to soak the back of her deel. She actually leaped into the air, came down in a crouch, spinning to stare absolute venom at Hogelun… but she’d stopped shrieking.

Under normal circumstances, it would have been hysterical. Hogelun had never felt like laughing less.

“You all had this vision?” Jai was saying to Sayana.

“That’s what I’m trying to tell you,” she snapped.

Hogelun suddenly felt utterly wrung out, her heart hammering in her chest. She sat down hard.

Chimeg gave her a grateful nod, then turned back to the older raider. “Khun? Khun, look at me. Khun.”

Finally, the woman obeyed. The terror in her eyes was unbelievable, raw as a scraped nerve.

“It’s OK,” Chimeg whispered. “Just listen to my voice. Everything’s going to be fine.”

“We can’t,” Khun whispered, as if she was terrified of Father Sky hearing her. She grabbed the empty pouch on her chest, twisting the leather. “We can’t.”

“Yes, we can.” Chimeg refused to let Khun look away. “We’re all right here, Khun. None of us are going anywhere. We get there together, you hear me? Together.”

Jai stood with Sayana and his father on Hogelun’s left. The old man hadn’t said a word. All the same, Hogelun had a sense that if anyone really had attacked them, they would have found a crossbow arrow sticking out of their face before they got within ten feet.

For a long moment, the camp fell silent. The araatan had calmed too, with only Sponge giving out little muttering grunts. Khun still looked like she wanted to bolt – just take off and run, all the way back to the Tapestry.

“What does it mean?” Jai said. “This vision?”

No one said anything for a few seconds. Hogelun saw that red pool again, the skeleton of that giant araatan. And she thought of Princess’s child – the young one, who had tracked its mother all this way, not wanting to die alone.

Was the vision a warning? About the sickness in the araatan? Or something worse?

“It means,” Sayana said quietly, “that we need to hurry.”







Twenty-Two

Hogelun

To the shock of precisely no one, it was bloody hard to get back to sleep. It took an hour to calm Khun down, to convince her that they needed to keep going.

Hogelun was bracing herself for a difficult day when they broke camp the next morning; the mood, unsurprisingly, was a little sombre.

Sayana had wanted to bury Princess’s child. But it would have taken them far too long to dig a hole – time they didn’t have, if they wanted to save the other araatan. Hogelun had wondered – a little queasily, if she was honest – whether the clan’s araatan might eat the carcass. They didn’t touch it. She had a sneaking suspicion that if one of them had tried, Princess would have torn them to pieces.

And as it turned out, the day wasn’t difficult at all. In fact, it was magnificent.

The air was still cold enough to chap Hogelun’s lips, to leave her fingers numb and aching whenever she removed her gloves. But around mid-morning, the heavy clouds melted away, revealing a sky so clean and blue that it seemed to sparkle. They were properly in the mountains now, surrounded on all sides by towering, majestic peaks, a long way from the featureless dirt plains at the foothills.

What really got to Hogs, more than anything else, was the mountains’ casual deception. Slopes that looked gentle from even a short distance away, climbable even, revealed themselves to be terrifyingly steep, riven with loose rocks and treacherous gullies. A path that seemed to rise gradually to a summit suddenly opened like a flower to show that the Rakada weren’t even close to the top.

She was used to the smooth, undulating hills of the grasslands, the still lakes and meandering rivers. It was startling – invigorating, even – to find herself in a landscape that could kill her without a second thought. She’d always heard that the mountains were barren, but today, they were anything but. Birds wheeled in the sky above, and there was more game too, wild horses and mountain goats. Feeding the lizards, for once, wasn’t a problem.

When they stopped to drink at a frigid stream, Hogs caught a glimpse of winter wildflowers peppering the bank a little way along. Khun – who up until that point had been unusually quiet and sullen – immediately stripped off her clothes and dived in, shrieking like a demon when she hit the water.

Jai was as good as his word, steering them through a series of wide, forgiving valleys that were easy on their tired mounts. When he’d offered to ride with Chimeg again that morning, the Chief had turned him down. Said she’d prefer to be on her own. “You take point,” she’d told Hogs, earlier that morning. “He can ride with you.”

Hogelun braced herself for an endless stream of questions, but it wasn’t nearly as bad as she thought. Either Chimeg had exaggerated, or Jai had picked up on the vibe. He asked questions, to be sure: about her, the araatan, the Tapestry. But he had enough sense to give her quiet when she needed it.

Which was good, because she was concerned about Toothy. He was still going, still gamely plodding along. But he and the other lizards were definitely moving more slowly now. She couldn’t stop the vision from the night before intruding on her mind.

She found herself overthinking every single thing the araatan did. Analysing every pause, every slight hitch in Toothy’s step, every grunt and huff.

At around midday, they came out of a shallow set of hills onto a small plain, the snow-crusted ground pockmarked with sparse, jagged rocks. Ahead of them was one of the nameless mountains, peak soaring into the heavens. On the eastern slope of the mountain, level with the plain, there was a wide, flat shelf of rock.

The shelf looked big enough to take two of the lizards side by side, but Jai told them not to. “See there?” he said, pointing. Hogelun followed his finger to where the shelf dropped off in a cliff, tumbling to a distant valley far below. “The edge is weak. The rock cannot take the weight of your companions that way.”

“Do you think the rest will hold up?” Hogs had visions of Tooth Monster taking a step that was slightly too heavy, the entire rock shelf crumbling beneath them. She’d brought him to a halt a short distance away, the other lizards coming up behind her.

“Our captors crossed here a few days ago,” Jai told her. “I declare, the rock is solid.”

“Toothy here’s a bit bigger than that horse you were on,” Hogs muttered.

“Have faith, bone mistress! As long as we do not have too much pressure in one place, we will pass safely.”

Have faith.

Between the strange vision and the even stranger illness currently wreaking havoc inside the araatan, Hogelun was getting tired of having faith that things would work out. Still, it was either this, or they find another way round, and who knew how long that would take?

The mountainside rose above the shelf in a sheer cliff; there looked to be a ridge at the top, perhaps fifty feet above the shelf, and Hogelun thought they might be able to reach it without backtracking too much. But even from where she was, she could tell that it wasn’t wide enough for their lizards. If they were on horses, sure, but…

They had no choice. And since Jai was currently sitting on the back of her lizard with her, he probably had extra motivation to get this right.

Her gaze went to the mountains in the north-east, which was the direction they were, in theory, meant to be going in. A storm had started to brew, iron-grey clouds shrouding the peaks. No lightning, like the storms in the Tapestry, but she doubted it would be any less miserable.

Maybe their luck would hold, and the storm would dissipate before they got there. It was far in the distance, and now that she thought about it, it didn’t even look that strong.

“Keep going, boy,” she muttered, pushing forward on Toothy’s horns. Her lizard grumbled, but obeyed. To Hogelun’s relief, none of the other Rakada argued – they just followed her onto the shelf.

She intended to stay at the front of the pack, letting Jai direct them. But Sayana and Princess somehow managed to get ahead of her, and when they tried to fix it, the two of them nearly squashed Chimeg’s lizard against the cliff, and Sponge Bath nearly got shoved off the edge, and in the end the Chief yelled at them that it didn’t matter and that Princess could just go first. It wasn’t as if they could get lost, after all; they could regroup once they got to the far side, around the curve of the mountain.

The outer parts of the shelf on Hogelun’s right were as unsteady as Jai said, cracks running through the rock. It was even worse up ahead, a hundred yards away, where the edge looked like it was half a breath from collapsing entirely. Still, the part closest to the mountainside itself seemed solid enough. And for the first time all day, Toothy seemed confident, even picking up a tiny bit of speed.

“Soon you will see,” Jai told Hogelun. “We have a mountain to climb later, perhaps two, certainly, but going this way will save us much time. We will have many hours of daylight to complete the task.”

“Good to know,” Hogs said, not really listening.

“Perhaps Pushan smiles on us.”

“Who?”

“Our god of travellers.”

“One of your three million?”

“Indeed. I am sad to hear you have only two. They must be lonely.”

Hogelun had absolutely no idea what to say to that. She decided on nothing. She wasn’t in the mood for a debate on how many gods there should or shouldn’t be at any given time.

“No sign of our pursuers from yesterday,” Jai said. They’d given him a spare sabre from their stash, so Sayana could have hers back. He rested his hand casually on the hilt. “Perhaps they took a different route. I doubt they were the soldiers from Dalai or their compatriots, but it is worth keeping an eye out nonetheless.”

“Mmm.” Weavers, of all the times to start being chatty again, he had to pick this one.

“In Sidhu, we have mountains on our eastern borders. They are not as treacherous as yours, to be sure, but… well, you take your life in your hands if you go there underprepared.”

“Meaning?” she asked, unable to stop herself.

“Ah.” He sounded sad. “The mountain passes are the home of brigands and thieves. They make their dens in the caves and prey on travellers.”

We’d be right at home then. Jai and Arjun might have been seeking them and their lizards out, but they still didn’t appear to know that the Rakada were raiders themselves. Brigands and thieves, to use his words. Hogelun had no intention of telling him either; she liked Jai, but he seemed like the kind of person who might find this a tiny bit objectionable.

“Is that right?” she said, wondering how she could get him to drop the subject.

“Sadly, yes. And as I mentioned, they have now come down from the mountain lairs, and are fighting for our enemies. I tell you, should I learn enough to tame a lizard beast of my own, I will make them wish they had never set foot in our lands.”

The level of passion in his voice made Hogelun think that maybe, just maybe, this was personal. “They might just be trying to do right by their people,” she said carefully.

“Pah.” He actually said pah. “They rape and pillage and murder, and face no consequences.”

“Evil raider shit,” she said, before she could stop herself. That was her term for the things the Rakada tried not to do, when they were out on raids. She was quite proud of how the others had started using it too – even Chimeg.

She forced brightness into her voice. “Bet some of them might dance with you, though? Instead of fighting?”

Jai didn’t appear to hear her. “They have no loyalty. No honour. They are scum, one and all. Mark this, bone warrior, when I return to Sidhu—”

“Hey.” Hogelun’s voice cut across his. “I’ve known a few raiders in my time. They aren’t all like that.”

“On the contrary—”

“Not every rai—brigand thinks raping and murdering is a good idea. You can’t just assume everybody’s the same.” She was squeezing Toothy’s horns much harder than normal. “How would you like it if I said… I don’t know, if I said all men from Sidhu have stupid moustaches?”

Behind her, Jai gave a private, hurt sigh. “I was not—”

But she wasn’t listening to him any more.

She was looking up at the ridge, where a group of figures had gathered. Dark shapes against the light-brown rock. Twenty or twenty-five, perhaps. Most of them on horseback. They wore a motley collection of mismatched furs and multicoloured deels, and they were all armed.

The other Rakada had seen them too. Sayana shouted something, lost in a sudden gust of wind.

It was the group they’d seen yesterday. Hogelun had no doubt, none at all. Somehow, they’d made better time than the Rakada, had gotten ahead, come up behind them and taken the ridge.

Hogelun was accustomed to quickly working out how badly fucked a given situation was, and this was less than ideal. If these people meant them harm – and to be fair, they didn’t know that yet – then they had the high ground. If these people decided to start launching arrows, they’d be in serious trouble.

She put her hand on the Drop Shot’s release mechanism. If the arrows started flying, she could slip right off the side, give herself some cover. She’d hate every minute… but better that than an arrow in the face.

Only – Jai. Could Chimeg’s device take two of them?

At that moment, she became aware of a woman at the edge of the crowd. Wrapped in thick furs, looking right at Hogelun. She was far away enough that Hogs might not have recognised her…

Except for the fact that she had fought alongside her for three whole years.

After all, it was awfully hard to forget the woman who had lain down beside you every night. Whose lips brushed yours. Whose skin felt like silk.

The woman who had betrayed your clan, and nearly gotten you and your friends killed.

Erhi.







Twenty-Three

Erhi

Turned out, the raiders who’d robbed them at the lake had been their salvation.

Erhi had been a little stunned at how quickly the clan had accepted Temujin as their new leader. Then again, they didn’t seem like the brightest sparks in the campfire, and after he’d killed their Chief with a possessed arrow, they’d all fallen in line. That was how most raiders were: show them power, promise them victory, and they’d follow you.

One of them was actually from Dalai, a farmer who had run from his village after being accused of murder, and he knew his way through the mountains. Temujin had ordered this former farmer to lead the way. And it hadn’t been long before they’d spotted the footprints of the araatan in the dirt, often in single file.

On the one hand, it made sense. The Rakada would be following the most direct route through the mountains, after all. On the other, it felt to Erhi like another little twist of fate.

They’d closed the distance an hour ago, right before the lizards had crossed out of the hills leading onto the rocky shelf winding its way around the mountain. Even though she had known it was coming, had known for days, Erhi was still surprised at how nervous she was. She bit down on it, forced it into the back of her mind.

Temujin had directed them onto the ridge above, which made sense. It was too treacherous for the lizards, too narrow, but proved no problem for horses.

In her fantasies, Erhi had often imagined looking down on Hogelun: the bigger woman on her knees, pleading for forgiveness. Now Erhi was literally above her, and even from this distance, the look of stunned incomprehension on her face was a delight.

Erhi’s horse didn’t like being this close to the edge. The animal was skittish, and she had to work hard to keep the beast in place. Temujin shoved his way through the crowd of newly recruited raiders, pulling up alongside her.

The ride had not been kind to him. At the end of every day, Erhi watched him dismount, moving like a thousand-year-old man, massaging his lower back. He seemed to have shrunk inside his rags, swallowed by them.

Not that his followers noticed. Whenever they looked at him, it was with a superstitious awe. The male acolyte from Karkorum, the one who had been in the hovel when Erhi had first told Temujin about the vision, was actually writing down the story of their journey. He’d been a scribe once, according to Temujin, and had brought cloth and ink with him.

Every time Erhi looked his way, he seemed to be writing. He was doing it now, pressing on a dirty wooden board held in one hand, furiously scribbling with a reed pen as he walked – as if he couldn’t bear to be parted from his story. Not for a single second. His tongue stuck out of his mouth very slightly, in a way that made Erhi want to punch him repeatedly.

She took great pride in the fact that she could read, and write. The old Khan had issued a grand decree that every soldier under his command should be able to do both. It was about as useful as an edict that all battles should henceforth be victories no matter the actual outcome. Turns out that if you weren’t brought up with it, learning to read and write the language of the Tapestry was bloody difficult. Most officers made only a token attempt to teach their bored, irritated troops.

Erhi had stuck with it, and not just because it gave her another way to communicate. She didn’t intend to be a soldier for ever, and if there was one thing that was going to be helpful when she ascended to a position at court, it was the ability to read. The skill had atrophied a little when she’d followed Chimeg to become a raider, but she still had it.

Which meant she’d been able to read what the acolyte written, about Temujin.

He hadn’t even been aware that she was looking over his shoulder, as they packed up camp that morning. She’d expected a simple transcription of the latest flowery sermon, but what caught her eye was the sentence, The flame was bestowed at a ceremony at the highest peak, with the old Khan and his court in attendance.

Erhi had frowned, unable to stop herself from leaning forward. But the old Khan’s courtiers were jealous, and so the great Temujin was banished to the furthest reaches of the Tapestry, his teachings slandered and destroyed.

Which was a fuck of a far cry from getting his power off some dying man in the desert.

For a long moment, she’d been tempted to grab hold of the male acolyte’s shoulder, demand to know what he was writing. Then she’d shaken the feeling off, stalked away, telling herself she didn’t care.

As she stood on the ridge now, someone brushed past the front of her mount. It was Bugaral, one of the raiders they’d picked up: a short, stumpy man with an even shorter temper. “Glad I’m not down there. Look at the bloody size of those things.”

He didn’t know sign. Only one or two of the others did, and it was basic knowledge, at best. Erhi had largely zoned out, not bothering to get to know any of the other men and women who now trailed Temujin. She’d already come to the conclusion that Bugaral was a nasty piece of work.

“They look pretty small from up here, don’t they?” Bugaral said, gesturing at the Rakada. He’d already unslung his bow, along with several of the others on the ridge.

He didn’t notice Erhi’s withering look. You couldn’t kill the lizards by launching arrows at them – and apparently, he’d forgotten that the beasts had a nasty habit of shooting fire.

Besides: there was a much better opportunity.

Erhi locked eyes with Temujin. He was clearly thinking the same thing she was. They were faster than the Rakada – not a lot, to be sure, but enough – and they could easily outpace them. But why risk it? Why leave it to chance, when they could tip the scales in their favour?

Erhi certainly didn’t want the Rakada harmed. She wanted them alive, to contemplate her triumph, to feel the sting of defeat. To watch as their precious lizards sickened and died. To do that, she had to reach the pool first, and here was a golden opportunity. They could stop the Rakada in their tracks, force them to go back, make them waste hours and days finding another way round.

Because after all, Erhi had the power of a god on her side. The power to move the earth.

“See the slope?” she signed to Temujin, then pointed.

There was an area below the ridge, further along from where they were, that looked unstable. A collection of rocks and loose shale that might, with a small amount of coaxing, be persuaded to collapse.

The debris would land on the rock shelf ahead of the Rakada and their araatan. It would either block their way, or collapse part of the shelf entirely. She told Temujin this. “Can your power—”

He beamed at her, displaying thin and rotted teeth. “If you can deliver it to a weak spot in the earth,” he said, “it will crack and break.”

A momentary flutter of worry. Erhi still didn’t know the exact extent of the strange power Temujin had. And that dog-shit story about getting it from a dying man in the desert…

No point dwelling on it now. They had to move fast.

She took one last look at her former raider clan, lingering on Hogelun, who was now gesticulating madly to a figure that just had to be Chimeg. Funny: they’d picked up some followers of their own. Two men. To her surprise, she felt the tiniest prick of jealousy. They’d replaced her so quickly.

She unslung her bow, nocked an arrow. With one last look at Temujin, she fired it into the sky.

It was a delight to imagine their confusion. Their puzzlement as they tracked the shaft, soaring through the air, not even remotely aimed at them. They must be wondering if she’d gone mad.

Temujin flung his arm out, and sent the red flame whirling after the arrow. It caught up in an instant, enveloping the wood. Turned it in mid-air.

As Erhi tracked its course, her heart froze in her chest.

She’d told Temujin to steer the arrow to the loose scree below the ridge. But that wasn’t where it was going. It was heading right for the lead araatan – the beast they’d trained in that cave, months ago, now with Sayana and one of the men sitting on top. What was Temujin…

Before she could process this, before she could do anything at all, the arrow vanished out of a sight below the edge of the rock shelf.

An instant later, the entire mountainside shuddered. There was a horrible second when every horse on the ridge, every animal around Erhi, was dancing in place, panicked, desperate to get as far away from the edge as possible. She fought to keep her mount stable, staring in horror at the rock.

A crack had begun to spread, running from the edge of the shelf to the mountainside. It split into two, three, a dozen smaller cracks. They ran under the front lizard’s legs, and it bellowed as the ground began to break beneath its weight.

Erhi snapped her head at Temujin, rapidly signing. “What are you doing?”

He just smiled.

He knew she didn’t want them harmed. That she wanted them alive to witness her victory.

But it wasn’t going to matter. It was too late. In seconds, the entire shelf was going to fall away, plunging all four Rakada off the mountainside.







Twenty-Four

Hogelun

The flame around the arrow was the same shade as the pool in the vision. A bright, horrid crimson, unmistakable even at a distance.

Right then, it didn’t matter to Hogelun. Not one bit.

She’d known Erhi was alive, of course. Out there, somewhere in the vastness of the Tapestry, living her life… but leaving Hogelun the fuck alone.

Except, she wasn’t.

And the worst part, the bit that really tore a hole in Hogelun’s mind, was how she was straining to see more. Trying to read Erhi’s expression, even at this distance. Trying to see if she’d changed. Hating herself for it, even as it was happening, uncomfortable little prickles running up and down her arms.

At that moment, with a sound that Hogelun felt in her gut, the arrow impacted the side of the rock shelf.

She didn’t have the faintest idea what the red flame was, or where it had come from. She could worry about that later. As the cracks began to spread through the rock, as the shelf began to shake and tremble beneath them, her eyes went wide.

“Bad,” she said. “Oh, bad. Very very bad.”

Sayana and Khun were in front, and the arrow had impacted just below where Princess stood, the weak parts of the rock starting to fall away. Sayana was trying to turn her araatan about, get her pointed in the other direction.

It wasn’t going to work. There just wasn’t enough room to manoeuvre. The noise was incredible, as if the entire world was turning itself over. Sponge Bath screeched, Khun babbling terrified nonsense.

“Back up,” Chimeg shouted at Hogelun, and the panic in her eyes was unmistakable.

Hogelun gaped at her. Behind her, Jai was up on his knees, craning his neck to see over her shoulders.

“Everybody back up,” Chimeg bellowed again. “Now!”

Only, that was going to be a problem. Because in all the time they’d been riding the araatan, all the endless hours spent training them in the grasslands of the Tapestry, there had been one thing that they had never bothered to work on: going backwards.

After all, when you rode a thousand tons of vicious reptile, you didn’t spend much time retreating.

She pulled back on Toothy’s horns, as hard as she could; the opposite of the signal for him to get moving forward. But she could sense his panic, sense it in every tremor and grunt. He took a single step backward, but that was it.

Jai wrapped his arms around Hogelun’s waist, started to pull back as well. Doubt, forced down and silenced for so long, slithered back into her mind. She was aware that she was yelling, screaming at Toothy to do something, even as more of the rock gave way.

Miraculously, Tooth Monster started to back up. It was awkward, ungainly, a movement that the lizard clearly wasn’t used to, but Hogelun didn’t care. She had no idea what was behind them, no clue if they were going to be able to get back onto solid ground before the entire shelf collapsed.

But while Tooth Monster had figured out the whole reversing thing pretty quick, Princess was clearly having trouble with the concept. The lizard was still trying to turn, forcing Sponge Bath up against the cliff. Sponge snapped and snarled, then actually hissed, Khun desperately trying to get back some sort of control.

The whole rock shelf was shifting now. Whatever the fuck that red flame was, it had destabilised the entire thing.

Sponge Bath leaped, jumping away from the rapidly expanding gap in the shelf and landing hard twenty feet further along, claws skittering on what seemed to be solid ground. The part under Princess’s back legs had begun to fall away, and Hogelun watched in astonished despair as the lizard’s rear right leg kicked at the air, her rotting tail thrashing. A chunk of her bone knob, dried and crumbly, flew away, bouncing off the mountainside.

But it wasn’t going to matter. The gap in the shelf was ten feet across now, and with a sickening thud in her stomach, Hogelun realised: even if Sayana and Khun survived, they couldn’t get back to her and Chimeg.

“Father!” Jai shouted. Arjun rode behind Sayana, hanging on with all the strength he had.

Somehow – Hogelun couldn’t have explained it in a thousand years – Sayana managed to get her mount turned around. Princess was now facing back towards Toothy.

And it didn’t matter.

They were too late.

Hogelun could do nothing but watch in horror as both of Princess’s front legs vanished over the edge, the lizard screaming as she tilted forward, as gravity took her.







Twenty-Five

Sayana

The very first time Sayana had ridden Princess, it was by accident.

She’d been in a village the lizard was wrecking, had clambered up onto a disused wagon in an attempt to escape. Princess had run headlong into the wagon, obliterated it, flipped Sayana up and over and onto her back.

Sayana had to ride her off a cliff to escape. Princess had plunged fifty feet onto rocks, and had somehow survived. But this…

She had only taken a brief look over the edge of the rock shelf earlier, and rather wished she hadn’t. It was a lot higher than fifty feet.

The araatan tilted, back legs scrabbling, desperately trying to get some purchase with her front. Sayana’s stomach gave a sickening lurch even as she pulled back on the horns, screaming Princess’s name. Arjun’s arms were clamped around her midsection, and he pulled too.

Across the chasm – twenty feet now, a broken tooth in the mouth of the mountain – Hogelun and Chimeg stared at her in dismay. Jai was going nuts, screaming for his father.

As Princess let out one last desperate bellow, Sayana saw Erhi in her mind. Erhi and that… that arrow, with its red flame. Even now, when she was about to die because of it, it didn’t seem real.

There’d only been one arrow loosed, as far as she could tell. Maybe they thought one was enough – certainly seemed that way, given that she was about to fucking die.

There was a chittering screech from behind her. Princess stopped falling forwards, her fall arrested, and in the same moment, she let out a howl of furious pain.

Sayana twisted around, blinking rock dust out her eyes. Sponge Bath. He was at Princess’s rear—

And he’d clamped his jaws shut on her tail.

Sponge dug in, claws scrambling at the hard surface, Khun screaming obscenities into the frozen air. There was a split second where all Sayana could do was stare in astonishment. How in the name of the Weavers had Khun convinced her lizard to do that? When could she possibly have trained the araatan to save one of its own kind from falling off a cliff?

The only sound Sayana could hear was a high-pitched ringing in her ears. Panic had chased away absolutely everything else, every thought in her head, turned the world muffled and dull. Time slowed, seconds becoming whole minutes as Sponge Bath pulled, as Princess scrabbled at the rock.

Princess’s tail was awash with dark blood, soaked in it. In a confused rush, Khun and her lizard pulled the bigger lizard back onto the shelf. The two araatan crunched up against one another as Princess fought to turn, tripping and stumbling in a mass of scales and muscle and claws and teeth, crashing back onto the solid part of the shelf.

For a horrid moment, Sayana didn’t know if it was going to be enough. The shelf was still cracking, and she genuinely thought that the whole thing was going to drop out from underneath them.

But as the ringing in her ears faded away, replaced by her quick, panicked breaths and the snorting of the araatan, Princess found her footing. Sponge Bath let go of Princess’s tail, and the shelf gave one final groan as the last massive chunk of rock fell away, tumbling into the void with huge puffs of dust. The booming crunch echoed off the peaks.

Arjun’s hand was digging into Sayana’s stomach, through her deel. She stared at it; for a moment, she genuinely wasn’t sure who it belonged to.

Jai’s calls echoed across the gap. The old man hadn’t yelled for his son, but when Sayana turned to look at him, there was total desolation in his eyes.

Sayana, Khun and Arjun were now separated from the rest of the Rakada by fifty feet of air. Much too wide to cross, even if Sponge was to make his biggest leap yet.

The smaller lizard was pacing back and forth, snarling at the ridge above them. Sayana followed his gaze – in the chaos, she’d actually forgotten about Erhi and her people. Some of them were still there, peering down at the Rakada… but the archer was nowhere to be seen.

With an exhausted groan, Princess righted herself. Shook her body like a dog. The movement nearly toppled Sayana right off her saddle, and she only just managed to hang on. Dust coated her face and hands, and she finally got a good look at the lizard’s tail.

Her breath left her in a choked burst. Princess’s tail – already starting to rot from whatever illness had taken the araatan – was a shredded mess of flesh and broken scales. The lizard kept trying to twist around to get at it, but couldn’t get far enough.

“Are you all right?” Arjun’s voice behind her was low, urgent.

Sayana blinked. She genuinely had no idea.

She didn’t get a chance to find out, either, because Khun was going insane. The older raider was standing on the back of her lizard, hands hooked into claws in front of her face, screaming obscenities at the people on the ridge above.

In Sayana’s mind, the voice from the vision sounded again. It is coming.

That arrow… the red flames around it…

What the fuck was happening? Was Erhi heading for the pool, too? Was she trying to… what, destroy it? Why?

Khun stopped yelling, and as she took a breath, Chimeg’s voice drifted across to Sayana. “Are… OK?”

She, Jai and Hogelun had dismounted. They stood at the edge of their side of the broken shelf, the lizards a short distance behind them. Sayana lifted a shaky arm, cleared her throat. “Think so! You?”

As the Chief was about to reply, Jai shouted something. Sayana squeezed her eyes shut and opened them again, as if that would somehow let her hear better.

Chimeg shushed the young yuvaraja, yelled something else. The gap was only fifty feet or so, but there was something about it that was messing with the sound.

“What?” Sayana yelled. Then: “Khun, enough.”

She glanced up at the ridge; the group had vanished completely. As if they’d never even been there.

“Said… get here?” Chimeg shouted.

“No!” Sayana’s throat gave off a twinge as she yelled as loud as she could. “It’s too far!”

“What?”

“I said…”

She gave up. They badly needed to work out a plan, coordinate, find a way to reunite… only it wasn’t going to happen if they had to yell at each other across a space that did funny things to sound.

Princess was whimpering. Sayana put a hand on her scales, working very hard not to look at that destroyed tail again. Behind her, Sponge was still chittering, underneath angry mutters from Khun.

Sayana supposed she should thank the older Rakada. And she would, once she’d stopped shaking.

“Fa—er!” Jai had his hands cupped to his mouth. “Take… path, around… cliffs, then…”

“What is he trying to tell you?” Sayana asked the old man. He shook his head, confused as she was.

The solution arrived into Sayana’s mind. She moved Princess as close to the edge of the cliff as she dared, and began to sign.

Chimeg and Erhi had formed the Rakada together, and they made sure that anyone who joined up learned how to speak in sign language. There was no way the Chief was ever going to let Erhi be in a situation where she couldn’t communicate.

Sayana hadn’t used sign in a while, and it took her a moment to remember the movements. Then, muscle memory took over. “What is Jai trying to say?” she signed at Chimeg.

The Chief frowned at Sayana’s movements, eyes narrowing, then going wide as she understood. She conferred with Jai, then signed back, hands dancing.

“He says his father can lead you. He knows where to go.”

Sayana interpreted for Arjun. The old man looked doubtful. “We will have to find a way,” he said. “I think I know, but… he is much better at navigation than I am.”

Sayana’s mouth twisted, a bitter taste on her tongue. She, Khun and Arjun could still take the most direct route through the mountains, but they didn’t have the clearest idea of where that was. The only person who did was on the other side of a chasm, and he was going to have to take the other Rakada the long way round. They would have to find each other again, somehow, in this maze of mountains.

Another problem she didn’t have a solution to.

“Khun,” she said. “Can we—”

With an angry roar, Princess turned, nearly sweeping Sayana off her feet. Arjun had to dance out of the way as one of the lizard’s legs almost knocked him off the edge.

Before Sayana could understand what was happening, Princess launched herself towards Sponge Bath, dagger teeth flashing.







Twenty-Six

Erhi

It was only when the Rakada had managed to get clear of the collapsing shelf that Erhi found she could move again.

She dismounted her horse, and began to push her way through the cheering acolytes, shoving them aside, making her way towards where Temujin stood.

He had turned to the crowd, his hands raised, remaining teeth gleaming in the suns as he shouted to the heavens. Preaching? Proclaiming victory? Erhi had no idea – his voice was there, but the blood in her ears was pounding too hard, his words a muffled mess. As the cheers washed over him, he seemed to sit taller in the saddle, chin tilted back.

He didn’t realise Erhi was there until she reached up and pulled him sideways off his horse, slammed him into the uneven ground of the ridge, and pressed her dagger to his throat.

How dare he. He knew she didn’t want the Rakada harmed. Stopping them in their tracks was one thing, but killing them? He’d ignored her. Betrayed her.

Hands from a dozen acolytes ripped her away, snatched the dagger from her fist. She fought, of course she did, but there were far too many. Bugaral appeared in her field of view, sabre point twitching in front of her face. The bastard looked smug, as if he’d been waiting for something just like this.

They unbalanced her, and she fell back on the rock, rage filling her. The only reason they were on this mountain was because of her. And now they were going to ignore her wishes? As if she didn’t matter at all?

She ripped her arm free, gripping Bugaral’s wrist and twisting. The angle was wrong for her to break any bones, but his sabre fell, bouncing away.

Temujin towered above her, hands out, telling the crowd to stop. The red flame around his arm had vanished.

Erhi scrambled to her feet. Temujin studied her, massaging his chest, as if she’d wounded him.

“You had no right,” she signed.

“You would place your goals above ours? Above the Mother’s?” He not only signed, but spoke the words too, so his followers could understand. Erhi knew, without looking, that there was no one around interpreting her side of the conversation.

She had been deaf since birth. It was impossible to grow up with her disability, in a world like the Tapestry, and not meet the occasional humiliation. She had dealt with those humiliations by being more dedicated, more studious, and more focused than everyone else.

Mock her all you like; she’d slip you a poison that would leave you writhing in agony. Scream all you want, beg for mercy; she would barely hear it. If you were lucky, she would put you out of your misery with an arrow, fired from horseback as she rode away, not even glancing at you as you fell.

But there was something about this humiliation that sliced her deep. The idea that anything she might have to say, in this moment, wouldn’t be understood by anyone other than Temujin…

She could have used her voice. Could have gotten past how it made her feel to do so. Only: these people didn’t deserve that part of her. She wasn’t going to do something she hated to accommodate them.

“I told you I didn’t want them harmed,” she said, hating how hesitant her movements suddenly were. She was aware of how she must appear: mad eyes, hands flying, hair swept every which way by the wind. She knew, without looking, that her own deel was worn and ripped from the journey, and like everyone else around her, she was caked with dust.

Temujin smiled patiently at her. “Our concerns are nothing next to the will of Mother Earth.”

“You said we had to destroy that pool,” she told him. “I said I wanted them to see it. I wanted them to know it was me. I wanted—”

But even as she signed, she understood.

She’d spent so much time thinking about humbling the Rakada, about how to bring them low, that she’d overlooked what Temujin might want. The truth of it was, for him, there was no advantage in leaving her former clan alive, nothing to be gained from letting them stay in the race to the desert.

If all you wanted was to get to the pool before the raiders who rode Father Sky’s treasured araatan, why wouldn’t you do everything in your power to stop them? Why wouldn’t you take the chance to kill them, if you had it? If the lizards had fallen, if the entire rock shelf had collapsed, then your victory – Mother Earth’s victory – would be all but assured.

And if one of your flock – the word sat in Erhi’s mind like a snake in long grass, fat and venomous – if one of your flock wanted something different? Why should you care?

Especially when the others would obey your every command?

She was surrounded by people who, at best, saw her as a curiosity, and, at worst, would cheerfully slit her throat on Temujin’s orders. It might happen, too: what did he need her for now, anyway? She’d pulled him off his horse, put a dagger to his throat. She was a threat.

Temujin would say anything, do anything, tell any lie to get what he wanted… and it didn’t matter. What would his followers do, she wondered, if she told them about his tale of the desert and the dying man? Would they listen? Accuse their leader of lying? Somehow, she had her doubts.

She bared her teeth, tried to let them know what she would do if one of them so much as gave her a look she didn’t like. But they didn’t shrink back. They did nothing. They just stared at her, blank-faced. After all, their leader had the red flame. He claimed to speak for a god.

All she’d done was have a dream.

She was too far from the cliff edge to see the Rakada. She found herself desperate to look, for a reason she couldn’t quite explain, but didn’t dare move in that direction.

Someone had a hand on her shoulder again. Erhi jerked away, eyes locked on Temujin. Simmering with hatred.

Fine. She’d just leave. Take her horse, whatever was in her saddlebags, make her own way north. Forge a path, like she’d always done. She couldn’t take on Temujin and all his followers at once, but she could…

Could what?

Somehow find her own path through the Baina? Bring the Rakada low, all on her own? Reach the pool and destroy it, without Mother Earth’s power? Without a guide through the mountains?

Her hands fell limp at her sides. She closed her eyes, desperate to find a way through this, already knowing there wasn’t one.

She would have to stay. Be a good, obedient little acolyte. Find a way to get what she wanted, even if those around her didn’t give a shit. It burned her, burned her even worse than what she’d endured in Karkorum… but it was the only way.

Temujin spoke to them all. “Come. We have far more ground to cover today. We don’t dare stop for long.”

Erhi turned away, pushing through the rest of the group, heading for her horse. As she mounted the animal, pulling it away from the cliff and further onto the ridge, she kept seeing Temujin, smiling at her, massaging his chest. As if she really had managed to hurt him.

Her eyes narrowed.

He hadn’t just been rubbing his chest, had he? It was as if…

As if he was checking to make sure that something was still there.

As if he wanted to feel it through the fabric of his ratty deel.

Interesting.

Erhi didn’t pause, didn’t change her direction, didn’t even look Temujin’s way as the group gathered themselves and headed further along the ridge. But she turned the image over and over in her mind.

Holding it close for later.







Twenty-Seven

Sayana

When Princess went for Sponge Bath, Sayana did absolutely nothing.

She was so hopped up on adrenaline, so twitchy from nearly being murdered by a bewitched arrow – one that was fired by the woman who had nearly gotten the whole clan murdered – that all she could do was stare.

In the instant before Princess reached him, Sponge Bath actually looked confused. Then he moved, lunging, snapping at the approaching Princess. Which only pissed off Princess more, a feeling she expressed by swiping one giant clawed foot at the other araatan.

Sayana and Arjun were still in the saddle, desperately holding on as the beasts crashed together. Khun had been standing on Sponge’s back, and somehow, she managed to stay there, whirling her arms for balance.

“Stop it!” she squawked, dropping to her knees on top of Sponge Bath, hammering at his scales – something of which he took absolutely no notice. “Wrong raider. Wrong raider! Go find Erhi, she’s tasty!”

The already narrow rock shelf was suddenly a lot tighter. Princess lurched, dancing out of the way as Sponge’s jaws snapped closed, and Sayana got a glimpse of empty air on the right.

It was like someone had slapped her in the face. She blinked, her eyes going wide. “Fuck.”

It was actually staggering – no, it was embarrassing – that it had taken her this long to react. “Stay put,” she told Arjun, smacking the Drop Shot’s catch and hurling herself off the side of the araatan.

She let the rope go taut, swinging wildly as Princess moved. She snapped the release, dropped, rolled, ignoring the complaints from her aching shoulders and hips, and flung herself in front of Princess. Yelling, waving her arms wildly. Because they hadn’t come this far and survived collapsing rocks and magical arrows only for their lizards to kill each other.

If she were Erhi, and she was still nearby, this would be the exact time she’d choose to launch another arrow.

Sponge and Princess circled each other, their growls so low and loud that they rattled Sayana’s stomach. Princess coughed, and Sayana’s panic ratcheted up another notch. Her girl was trying to breathe fire. Chances were neither she nor the other lizard were able to, but if she was wrong… if Princess managed to get out a burst of flame…

Sayana pushed down the terror, getting between the two lizards. Hyperventilating, her back to Sponge, her eyes on Princess. Every beat of her heart felt like it was going to shatter her ribcage.

Princess stared at her like she didn’t know who Sayana was. Teeth gleaming with saliva, tongue tasting the air.

It wasn’t going to be enough to make Princess feel safe. When Sayana and Tuya had first trained the araatan to accept their presence, the eagle hunter had explained that Princess was a wild animal, so they had to make her understand that attacking them was more trouble than it was worth.

But now? Now, it didn’t matter how hard Sayana had worked with Princess; the lizard was sick, and in pain, and the normal rules didn’t apply.

So Sayana did the only thing she could think of. She made herself big. Spread her arms, bared her teeth, puffed out her chest. Face twisted into the most hideous expression she could pull off. She took a quick step towards Princess, another, rolling her shoulders and bending forward slightly, like she was about to launch herself directly at the lizard.

It took everything she had, every ounce of self-control she could pull together, and even then, she was expecting Sponge to bite her in half from behind at any second.

But she had no choice. She had to cut through Princess’s fear and pain. She had to make the araatan think that she could hurt her, even if she died. That she could scratch, bite, gouge. That however badly Princess wanted to fight, there was easier prey out there.

Princess roared, her horrible, sickly breath washing over Sayana. The gunk in the lizard’s mouth covered almost every surface now, everything but the tips of her teeth. It took all Sayana had to not show any weakness whatsoever. The second she did, it was over.

Please, Khun. Please just make sure yours doesn’t kill me.

Another step closer. Blood dripped from Princess’s shredded tail, staining the rock. Arjun was still on her back, holding on, grey-faced.

But it was working. Sayana knew Princess well enough to read the lizard’s body, to register that slight dip in the shoulders, the hunch in the back. Mouth half-closed now, tongue flicking from side to side.

“That’s it,” she said softly. “It’s OK.”

It wasn’t. All of this was about as far from OK as you could get. But even as she took another step towards Princess, Sayana had the strangest thought: she wanted this to last longer. Just her, and her araatan. She didn’t want the moment to end.

Because on the other side of that moment was the journey across the mountains. Something that should have been simple, but wasn’t. Instead, it was dead guides and broken rocks and ambushes from soldiers and Erhi firing cursed arrows at them. It was a Tapestry facing a thousand different threats, and strange dreams, and sick araatan. But here, where it was just her and Princess, she was in control.

Behind her, Sponge gave out an angry chitter, which transformed into a low, aggrieved growl.

“Yes, Spongy,” Khun said, somewhere out of sight. “Calm now. Calm. I will find you a nice ox to eat. Much tastier than nasty, ungrateful Princess.”

Sayana’s lizard gave out one last, angry growl, then turned away. Slunk off further along the rock shelf, turning and trying to get at her shredded tail again. Arjun clambered out of the saddle, and for a horrible moment, he looked like he was about to fall. But he found his footing, began to make his way down the lizard’s leg. Princess ignored him completely

Sayana stood for a moment longer, then sat down hard. Really, it was more of a controlled collapse, but that was all right. She hung her head, thinking that perhaps she should get her breathing under control.

Who needs Erhi? Give us long enough, and we’ll just kill ourselves.

She raised her head, looked up at the ridge. Erhi, and the group she was with, were long gone.

On the other side of the gap, Chimeg and Jai stared at them. Behind them stood Toothy and the Chief’s lizard; Hogelun was just climbing down from the former. The big araatan was staring at Sayana with a faintly accusing eye, as if this was all her fault.

Chimeg didn’t bother to sign. “What the f… that?” she shouted, spreading her arms.

Sayana didn’t bother replying. She kept seeing Sponge snapping his jaws shut on Princess’s tail, those big teeth shredding scales and flesh.

Sponge himself stood nearby, backed against the mountainside, still grumbling. Khun peered down, as if she’d never seen Sayana before.

“How…” Sayana’s voice was shaky and thin, and she took a deep breath. “Khun, how did you tell him to do that? Your araatan. With… when Princess was falling, and Sponge grabbed…”

Khun shambled over Sponge’s neck and head, dropped off, grabbing and holding onto one of his teeth. The big lizard didn’t seem to mind. Khun hung there, swinging gently, as if this was the most normal thing in the world, glaring at Sayana, then dropped to the ground and began to walk towards her.

Slowly, unsteadily, Sayana got to her feet. Hand already out. “I’m… look, Khun, I’m really sorry about… about what happened. I think Sponge… I know he was just trying to help—”

A fact which was still bouncing around her head with no place to settle, because she’d never seen any of the lizards do anything like it.

“—but he obviously hurt her, and she just reacted badly. I’ll make sure it doesn’t… doesn’t happen again.”

Khun had one of her knives out. Held loosely in one hand as she crossed the distance between them, slowly, almost sauntering.

Sayana let out a shaky breath. For a few seconds, she was paralysed all over again. She was ninety-nine per cent certain that Khun wasn’t about to do something horrible to her with that blade… but that was the thing about Khunbish. There was always that one per cent.

Arjun had stopped a short distance away, as if sensing that something was wrong. Sayana found her voice again. “Let’s… look, let’s talk about this.”

Khun raised the knife—

—and scratched the underside of her chin with the tip, puffing out her cheeks and sending a last, murderous glance up at the empty ridge.

“Long gone,” she spat. “She is lucky I am not a mountain goat, or I would have been up there before she could blink.” She licked her lips, gave Sayana a piercing look. “Have you ever been attacked by a mountain goat? I have. They are very persistent.”

Sayana stared at her. She hadn’t expected to go from horrible death to the behaviour of mountain goats this quickly. Khun looked back up at the ridge, muttered something ugly and inaudible.

“Um,” Sayana said. It was all she seemed capable of saying. She got a hold of herself, tried again. “Khun, I’m really sorry about that. About Princess.”

“What?” Khun said, still glaring at the space Erhi had been in. “Oh, don’t worry about it. Sponge is a big boy, he can take care of himself.”

The big boy in question was still eyeing Sayana like she was personally responsible for every bad thing that had ever happened to him.

A deep worry was growing in Sayana’s chest. She had been fighting alongside Khun for a long time now, and she knew every flavour of the woman’s madness. As wild as it sounded, if someone was consistently insane in front of you, you got used it. By all rights, by everything that Sayana had come to expect, Khun should be frothing at the mouth. She should be invoking demons from the nine hells and praying in long dead languages and swearing vicious, anatomically impossible revenge on everyone in her vicinity

Chimeg waved, catching Sayana’s attention. When she had it, she signed, “Jai says, make for the Three Blades. We will find our way to you.”

Sayana frowned. “Three Blades?”

Jai pointed to their north-east, holding up three fingers with his other hand. Sayana told Arjun what Chimeg had signed, to which he simply said. “Ah.”

Sayana followed Jai’s pointing finger, but the only thing she could see was more mountains. “What are—”

“A place we passed with the soldiers,” he said. “A part of the landscape.”

“You can get there?”

An unsure look landed in his eyes, and he gave her a slow, helpless shrug. “My son has faith in my abilities,” he said.

Sayana’s heart was still beating a little too fast in her chest. She signed back, telling Chimeg that they understood.

This wasn’t the worst scenario she could think of – amazingly, they were all still alive. But with the clan split and their navigator separated from them by a giant gap that they couldn’t cross, a lot of this depended on Arjun’s recollection of the mountains.

And this was no longer just about getting to the pool before the sickness became too much for their araatan. Now, they had to get there before Erhi did. Before she…

She’s going to destroy it.

Sayana didn’t know why, couldn’t begin to fathom how Erhi was involved in this, but that didn’t stop it being true. She felt it in her bones.

Arjun gestured to Princess, still curled up a short distance away. “Perhaps I can tend to her wounds,” he said.

For a moment, Sayana genuinely didn’t know what the fuck he was talking about. Then she remembered: Jai had said he was a healer, when they’d first met.

She looked at him then. This painfully thin old man, with his rheumy eyes and wispy white hair blowing in the wind, offering to approach a wounded araatan and literally put hands on her. Maybe he didn’t understand just how dangerous they were when they were in pain… but then again, you didn’t come as far as he and his son had without a good steel spine inside you.

“Best not.” She gave him the warmest smile she could manage. “She’s probably not in the mood for new people right now. But if you’ve got medicine for the rot, I can…”

She trailed off, not knowing if it was called rot where Arjun came from. But he just nodded, giving her a small smile of his own. As he turned away, she caught him glancing up at the empty ridge. She followed his gaze, thinking that perhaps she’d see more figures there, but there was nothing.

“Let’s go,” Khun said, back on top of Sponge. “Perhaps if we hurry, we will run into Erhi again, and then I can show her what mountain goats do.”







Twenty-Eight

Hogelun

Hogelun, finally, found her tongue. “Right.” She turned to Chimeg, wiping her mouth. “I think we can get up on that ridge, yeah?”

Chimeg opened her mouth, but Hogelun cut her off. She had this all figured out. “I know it’s too narrow for Toothy and Birdy—”

“Her name is not Birdy,” Chimeg muttered, eyes closed.

“—but we can leave them here and get up there ourselves. Two of us can take them on, no problem. Three of us!” She jabbed her finger at Jai. “We go up there, we hunt them down, we get some fucking answers.”

“Hogs…”

“It doesn’t look too steep.” She had her club out, damp fingers gripping the haft. “We can do it. I know we can.”

“Hogs.”

Chimeg glanced at Jai. The young prince was pacing, staring in desperation at his retreating father.

“By the time we get up there,” the Chief said, “Erhi and her people will be long gone. They’ve already left, look.”

It was true. Hogelun craned her neck back, but couldn’t see where the group had gone.

Little jolts of lightning were shooting up to the ends of her fingers, as if she’d pinched a nerve somewhere. “All right. We… Then we cut them off. You can’t tell me that their horses can move faster than our araatan, yes?”

“No,” said Chimeg.

“Fuck you mean, no?”

“No, we can’t go chasing after them.”

“Are you joking?” Hogelun threw her arms out. There was a rustling thud from behind her, and she turned to see her araatan lying on his side. For a frozen second, the absolute worst thoughts raced across her mind… but then he looked at her, sent out a little huff, as if to say, Relax, woman.

“It will take us longer to reach the Blades than they will,” Jai said, nodding to the other Rakada across the gap. He cast a bitter look at the collapsed shelf.

“But you can find the way from here?” Chimeg asked, putting a hand on his shoulder. Hogelun looked between the two of them, mouth open.

Jai studied the mountains around them, nodding to himself. “If we retrace our steps a short way, we can track around the mountain from the other side. We will have to climb higher than I would like, and that is assuming that everything is perfect along the way, but… yes. I think it possible.”

“All right,” Chimeg said simply.

“No.” Maybe Hogelun wasn’t doing a good enough job of explaining what she wanted. “I’m telling you, we climb as fast as we can. If—”

Chimeg stepped in close, eyes boring into Hogelun’s. Chin tilted down very slightly. She still seemed exhausted, still drained of energy… but there was a different look in in her eyes now. Something Hogs couldn’t pin down.

But she knew. Of course she did. The Chief was disappointed – only a little, perhaps, but disappointed all the same.

Hogelun opened her mouth, shut it again. Her hands, hanging at her sides, shook a little, fingers flexing. She wanted – very badly wanted – to get her club out and start knocking people off that fucking mountain.

“I promise if we see her again, we’ll go after her,” Chimeg was saying. “But for now, I need you to focus. Yes?” She gripped the back of Hogelun’s head, still staring into her eyes. “I don’t know what that… that fire arrow was,” she said. “But the sooner we get to this pool, the better.” She gave Hogelun’s head the tiniest shake, then let go.

The yuvaraja had been looking between them with confusion, but had wisely decided to keep silent. “Jai,” Chimeg said, “you ride me with me. Hogs, bring up the rear.”

Hogelun nodded, without intending to. The Chief returned it, then jogged over to her lizard, gesturing at Jai to follow.

Despite the clean blue sky, the temperature had dropped, the wind scouring Hogelun’s bare cheeks. She hugged herself, shivering.

Fine. The Chief was an idiot, but she was still the Chief, and that meant Hogelun would do what she ordered. If she couldn’t do that, then there was no point in even having a Chief at all. That was how a raider clan worked.

A little flicker of anger then. A sour taste in her mouth, as she saw that momentary look of disappointment in the Chief’s eyes. Chimeg should know better. She knew what Erhi had done to Hogelun, what their relationship had been like, so for her to be disappointed in Hogs, after everything, after all the work she’d done…

Hogelun let out a long breath, dipped her head and chuckled to herself. Come on. None of them were dead, or even injured. They were just separated, and they’d find a way to reunite, figure out this Eye of the Desert business… and then they would chase down Erhi together.

Her hand ached. She glanced down to find that her fingers were clutching the fabric of her deel, knotting it so tight that they shook. She made herself let go.

“Hogs?” Jai and the Chief were on their lizard’s back again. “Let’s move.”







Twenty-Nine

Sayana

The Rakada had plenty of cold-weather clothing between them. You had to, when you made your home in the Tapestry. If a gust of wind snagged your favourite fur hat while you were on watch, and sent it whirling into the frosty darkness, you’d better have a backup. Head off in search of the original, and you’d either die from cold, or die from being murdered when you returned to camp and your Chief discovered that you’d abandoned your watch to search for a hat.

When they’d set off from the Gün, Chimeg had ensured that they had a capacious saddlebag full of spare furs: hats, cloaks, scarves, the works. A good idea, unless you put all those furs in one bag: a bag currently strapped to Tooth Monster’s saddle, on the other side of the mountain.

Sayana squinted into the wind and gusting snow, focusing on the dim shape of Sponge Bath, trudging up the mountain ahead of her.

The storm had found them.

She’d heard that mountain weather could change quickly. But it was one thing to be told about it, and quite another to be in the middle of it. The storm had come down in the space of about ten seconds while they were passing through a narrow ice-crusted canyon, filling the air as if by magic, a freezing burst of fog and snow and howling wind.

She no longer had her hat. She’d given it to Arjun – raider or not, she absolutely wasn’t going to keep it for herself when she had an elder with her. Not that it was doing him much good; the hat was crusted with ice, the fringes thick with the stuff. He kept having to knock the snow off, and his bald head was pink with cold.

Sayana had managed to wrap a blanket around her own head and shoulders, but it was a poor substitute. She had to hold it very tight indeed to stop the wind ripping it away, which meant her hands and fingers were numb, useless hunks of meat.

It was impossible not to think of frostbite. Of missing fingers and toes and noses.

At least Princess and Sponge didn’t seem bothered by the weather. Made sense: araatan came from the mountains, after all, and if you could breathe fire, it probably wasn’t too much of a stretch to keep yourself warm in the midst of a blizzard. All the same, there was no denying that both lizards were moving much more slowly than usual, fighting against the drifting snow.

Sayana had done her best to treat Princess’s mangled tail, although she hadn’t been able to do much. Arjun had some anti-rot gunk with him, a pink liquid he kept in a small pouch in his robes, but it was barely enough. Sayana could tell that her best girl was still in pain, and she had absolutely no idea what to do about it.

Sponge Bath had stayed far ahead, well away from Princess. Which was probably for the best.

They were perhaps half a day further north of the rock shelf. It was dusk, in theory, although the storm made it impossible to tell. The canyon felt like it went on for ever, and when they finally emerged, north of a particularly jagged peak, it was into a world of dull, shifting white.

Sayana put her hand up to her eyes, fingers slightly parted, trying to keep the snow away from her face for five seconds so she could have some idea of where the fuck they were. Princess was walking across a shallow slope – one which got significantly less shallow further down, dropping away into oblivion. Nothing but drifts of snow, broken here and there by jutting lumps of frozen, black rock.

The wind picked up, ripping a froth of white from one of the drifts, curling it like smoke. That made Sayana think of the arrow, with its corona of red fire. And of course, that led to thoughts of Erhi.

Her mouth twisted. One of the benefits of having to concentrate so hard on the storm was that she hadn’t had any room to think about the traitorous bitch. Hope she’s having as much fun as we are…

“Are we still heading the right way?” she shouted to Arjun over her shoulder.

“I think so.” Over the wind, his reply was barely there. “I… I remember the canyon…”

She gestured at the great white blank ahead of them. “Do we just keep going, or do we head further down?”

Arjun said nothing. Sayana felt a strong urge to turn around, grab him by the shoulders and give him a good shake. They didn’t have time for uncertainty. It didn’t matter that he wasn’t the navigator his son was, that he didn’t have Jai’s boundless confidence. She needed him, and she needed him right now, so—

She couldn’t see Khun.

There was no trace of Sponge Bath anywhere.

Sayana looked around, frantic, sure that she was going to see his hulking silhouette at any moment. But there was nothing. There weren’t even any footprints in the snow – or if there were, the storm had filled them in. As if it knew what it was doing, as if it took pleasure in fucking with her.

“Khun?” she shouted into the murk.

Her only answer was the wind.

“She cannot have gone far,” Arjun said. “If—” His voice cut off, interrupted by a coughing fit that sounded like he was hacking up a lung.

“Khun!” Sayana yelled again.

Princess must have picked up the desperation in her mistress’s voice. She swung her head from side to side, dislodging chunks of snow from her forehead. She made a rumble that sounded both pained and annoyed.

Sayana urged her forward, into the blowing white. Perhaps if they could—

All at once, Sponge Bath was there. Thundering in from their left, too close, way too close. Princess – still in pain, still probably furious with her fellow araatan – nearly took the smaller lizard’s head off. Sponge snarled, darting out of range, swiping at Princess with a clawed foot.

“No no no.” Sayana pulled hard on Princess’s horns. Of all the things that would make the situation worse, another fight between the two araatan would be right at the top of the list.

Khun scrambled to her feet on Sponge’s back, leaping forward, bouncing off the beast’s snout and throwing herself across the gap between the two lizards. Princess bleated in annoyance as Khun landed hard on the crown of her head, knees bent, then skipped across the araatan’s neck to stand in front of Sayana, who was so startled that she could do nothing but gape.

Snow had mounded on top of Khun’s leather pouch, so high on her chest that it was actually pushing against her chin. She didn’t seem to mind. “I think we should get out of this storm,” she said, sounding as calm and unhurried as if she’d merely strolled up to a fire Sayana was sitting at.

Sayana – driven half mad by the wind and the furious snow – couldn’t keep the fury out of her voice. “You think?”

“I do,” said Khun brightly. She gestured further up the slope. “There is an overhang. We can wait there.”

Before Sayana could respond to this, the woman turned on her heel, clambered onto Princess’s head, and launched herself back onto her own araatan. Sponge scooped her up as if he’d been waiting for her, and the pair of them vanished into the storm.

“I recognise this place now,” Arjun said. “If we move a little further down, it will wind around—”

“Doesn’t matter,” Sayana said. Weavers, she was so very tired. “Khun wants us to find an overhang, so I guess we find a fucking overhang.”

The fucking overhang in question wasn’t far, and it wasn’t much. A giant, wind-eroded tooth of rock, jutting sideways from the mountain. It gave perhaps forty feet of cover total. The gap underneath was open on all sides, and offered precisely zero protection from the wind… but Sayana had to admit that there was slightly less snow blowing here than there was outside.

There was space for the two araatan, as well – enough for them to be a good distance apart. Sayana thought back to the night before, when the younger araatan had found them. Thought about after, when all of the other lizards – including Sponge – had gathered close to Princess. Nudged and nuzzled her.

It all seemed like it happened a thousand years ago.

Sayana dismounted on shaky legs, crouched next to Princess’s front foot. She felt wrung out, twisted and squeezed like a washcloth. And she didn’t think she had ever been this cold.

Not to mention thirsty. She had forgotten how dehydrated you got when a really cold storm hit. She clawed at her sash with numb fingers, pulled out her water skin, drunk deep. For a horrible half-second, she thought it had frozen solid, but then icy liquid hit her lips.

Khun was studying Sponge’s blackened tail, muttering to herself. His bone knob was completely gone, and the crust had spread onto the flesh of the tail itself. Behind Sayana, Arjun was making his way down Princess’s leg. She passed him the skin, and he gave her a grateful smile.

The wind dropped a little, and Sayana found her voice. “Hey, Khun? Maybe keep Sponge away from Princess for a little while, yes?”

Khun waved vaguely, in a way that Sayana found distinctly irritating.

She looked up at Arjun. “Tell me you can find a way through,” she rasped. “Get us back to the others.”

Before he could answer, Khun spoke up. “Oh, we can wait here for a while, I think. We certainly have enough food.” She scratched her chin. “I collected a very interesting moss yesterday.”

Sayana balled her fists, trying not to think about having to sit here and eating moss with Khun until the end of time. “We can rest for a bit,” she said, with far more patience than the situation warranted. “But we can’t stay for ever. The storm might get even worse.”

“Might get better,” Khun said. “Maybe now, maybe in the morning. Or maybe not. Maybe this storm rages until the mountains are worn away to tiny, tiny stubs.” She wiped her nose, grimaced at the gleaming snot on her sleeve. “Best we take what shelter we can.”

It was Arjun who distracted Sayana from her immediate urge to murder Khun. He was heading away from them, out into the storm.

“Where are you going?” she snapped, feeling like she was going to lose her mind.

“Just need to relieve myself,” he said. “I thought perhaps I would do it outside, away from you both.”

He caught her expression. “I will stay close. Have no fear.”

She watched him go. She had to admit: both he and his son might have a strange way of talking sometimes, but the way they’d learned the language of the Tapestry was pretty damn impressive. Sayana hadn’t even known that the land they came from existed, and yet here they were, speaking her language. Who had taught them? Had someone from the Tapestry made the journey north, years ago?

“Tiny, tiny stubs,” Khun whispered.

And just like that, Sayana’s momentary distraction fizzled out. What was left was irritation, edging ever closer to anger.

“Khun,” she said, “look at Sponge. Look at his tail. Look at Princess’s tail. They’re sick, and they’re getting sicker. Erhi’s out there, with whatever that flame shit is, and we can’t just stay here for ever and ever.”

Even as she said the words, she realised that they probably didn’t need to leave straight away. That they could, perhaps, wait for a bit until the storm stopped. Only: she didn’t want to. She wanted to get out of these mountains. She wanted to find Chimeg and Hogs, and have this done with. She wanted at least one problem in her world solved.

Khun raised an eyebrow. “I will watch my beastie, and you will watch yours.”

She went back to scratching at the snow, as if she didn’t have a care in the world.

Normally, Sayana trod lightly around Khunbish. They all did, in the same way you’d be wary around a fruit bat that had learned to handle bladed weapons. But she was fast approaching the point where she didn’t care any more.

This wasn’t just about the fact that they could, very possibly, wait out the storm here – after all, the araatan weren’t going to die in the next few hours, or even the next day.

It was Khun – all of her.

When they’d first got the dream… vision… whatever the fuck it was, when they’d first decided to travel to the Eye of the Desert (which Khun named herself, Sayana thought bitterly), Khun had been terrified out of her mind – terrified of finally getting close to the Weaver she apparently served. They’d practically had to beg her to come with them. And last night, when they’d had the second vision, she’d honestly thought for a few moments that Khun was going to abandon them.

But the longer this journey had gone, the calmer Khun had got. And it wasn’t a good thing. It was if she’d decided that actually, everything was all right. That the Rakada weren’t separated, with Sayana’s half locked in by a storm. That the araatan weren’t in pain, that Sayana’s girl wasn’t suffering. That Erhi wasn’t out there, working against them.

It was one thing to be brave. To push past your fear. It was quite another to stick your hands over your ears and sing a little song while the world burned around you.

“You know what, Khun?” she said, through a gritted-teeth smile. “You stay. Arjun and I will keep going.”

Khun sniffed the air, didn’t look in her direction.

Fine. Sayana wasn’t going to play this game. Time to make the mad bitch follow her for a change – because no matter how obstinate Khunbish was being, she wouldn’t just stay here while her friends walked into the blizzard. Sayana would make her follow, whether she wanted to or not.

At least, that’s what she hoped. “Arjun!” she shouted. “Let’s go.”

Nothing. No answer.

“Arjun?”

She peered into the blowing white, heart starting to beat a little faster.

An instant later, she spotted him. Shuffling towards her out of the murk. She huffed a relieved sigh, lifted her hand to wave.

Which was when four figures came out of the blizzard behind him.

In the space of a heartbeat, they were on the old man, pulling him backwards, throwing him to the ground. Dragging him into the storm.

Sayana drew her sabres, ripping them from her sash. And before she could even shout for Khun, the older raider was charging past her, babbling incomprehensible threats.

And behind them, exploding out from under the overhang, came Sponge Bath and Princess.







Thirty

Sayana

At that particular moment, Sayana didn’t much care who the attackers were. It didn’t matter if they were Erhi’s people, the Khan’s army, another group of raiders, or even the First Riders, somehow magically brought back to life after thousands of years specifically to fuck with them.

Her patience had been whittled to a sliver. By the storm, by Khun, by a hundred other things. And now these people had attacked a perfectly nice old man – one who Sayana badly needed to get through these stupid fucking mountains.

Whoever these idiots were, they were going to die.

Which was a problem, because in the middle of the raging blizzard, Sayana couldn’t see them.

She squinted against the driving snow as a shadowy figure materialised in front of her. The figure danced out of the way of her slashing sabres, vanishing into the white. Sayana charged after it, and had to duck as a roaring Sponge Bath nearly knocked her over with a swipe of what was left of his tail.

She threw herself out of the way, rolling in the deep snow, her face crusted with it when she popped back up. Princess on her right, snarling and bellowing – two more attackers circling her, trying to get to her rear. Sayana recognised their shared stance – she called it the Holy-Fucking-Weavers-What-Do-We-Do-About-The-Giant-Lizard stance. She darted forward, plunging her sabre between the shoulder blades of the closest one.

As Sayana yanked her blade free, blood spattering the snow, she got a glimpse of his deel. Nondescript, grey (she thought – the storm played absolute havoc with colour), lined with ratty fur. These people could be anyone. What in the hells had the Rakada done to piss them off?

Didn’t matter. They’d made a very bad mistake, and now they were going to pay for it.

Princess caught her eye, sent out a grunt of recognition. Sayana flashed the lizard a smile, turned to take on the second attacker, only to find them gone. Somewhere distant, Khun was cursing loudly.

Movement, on her left. She turned, and had to sidestep quickly as someone tried to put a blade in her throat. The deep snow nearly betrayed her, and she only just managed to keep her feet. But it also held up her assailant, and in the extra second he took to recover from his strike, she’d put the edge of her blade into the back of his knee.

She had long since discovered that even the most wily of warriors frequently forgot to protect this particular part of the body, and that it was amazingly effective at disabling someone. Her attacker crashed into the snow with an affronted howl of pain.

Sayana didn’t bother finishing them off. Suddenly, it seemed far more important that she find Arjun. The longer that went without happening, the more chance there was that these people would just cut his throat, and then cut their losses. She shouted his name, forcing her way through the snow, further up the slope.

Well, that was the plan, anyway. The snow was rucked up now, kicked into a thousand piles, and within two steps she understood that not only was she moving down the slope, instead of up, but that it had suddenly got steeper. A lot steeper.

She skidded, digging in her heels, twisting. No good. Gravity tugged gently at her stomach, then firmly, then pulled her out into—

Khun erupted from the white, snagging her deel and ripping her back onto solid ground. “It gets a lot more steep here!”

Sayana was about to tell her that yes, she’d gathered that, when Khun darted away. Sponge Bath popped up out of nowhere, again, and as Sayana watched, chest racked with huge, gasping breaths, Khun zipped up onto his saddle.

It wasn’t the worst idea; honestly, she was a bit annoyed that she hadn’t thought about it first. Too exhausted, mind all over the place.

Well, that shit ended now. Being on Princess’s back meant it would be far less likely that she would be accidentally stepped on because the araatan didn’t see her in the storm.

It took her a few seconds to find her lizard, and much longer than she would have liked to clamber up onto her back. She threw herself into the saddle, reaching for the safety harness connected to the Drop Shot. Her fat, frozen fingers fumbled with it, and she gave up, throwing it to one side and grabbing a hold of the lizard’s horns.

She was going to have to be bloody careful not to stomp on Arjun by accident. Right now, she didn’t even know where she was, could see nothing but a few shifting figures in the murk. She thundered towards them, Princess sending up huge bursts of snow with every stride. The wind chose that moment to get even louder, so intense that it nearly pushed her right off the saddle.

As Princess closed the gap, as the figures scattered, an arrow thudded into Princess’s neck. It jammed between two scales, stuck there, but perhaps whoever had shot it had gotten lucky. The tip must have dug into flesh, just a little, because Princess roared in pain. Immediately broke off her attack, swung in the direction of the stupid fucker who had stung her.

“No!” Sayana pulled hard on the horns. “Girl, no, that’s—”

And just like that, they were on the steeper part of the slope. Sayana’s stomach lurched as Princess missed a step, as her front foot plunged through open air before slamming into snow and rock.

Sayana kept pulling, sure that any second the lizard was going to right herself, get back into the fight.

Instead, Princess began to slide.

Kicking up even larger gouts of snow as she scrabbled for purchase.

There was a moment when Sayana just froze, open-mouthed. She couldn’t believe that the exact thing that happened to her was now happening to her lizard. The centre of gravity was too high, and in a single horrifying moment, she was tilting sideways.

A thought blazed through Sayana’s mind. The harness. I’m not clipped in—

And then she was flung from Princess’s back as she and her lizard plunged off the side of the mountain.







Thirty-One

Hogelun

The path Jai had taken them on had gone up, and up, and up.

The araatan hadn’t had much trouble, but each time the route levelled out, the drops grew more dizzying. Hogelun had never, as far as she knew, seen a cloud from above. There were several visible now, wispy things in the valleys below them. It was mildly horrifying, actually.

On the few occasions they’d stopped to rest, Jai had seemed upbeat. “We are making good time,” he told Chimeg and Hogelun, gazing across the mountains with his hands on his hips. There had been a slight smile on his face, as if he had been absolutely sure that it would only be a matter of moments before he would see his father, riding Sayana’s araatan on one of the mountainsides.

“You think we’ll find them today?” Hogelun asked, digging a fist into her gut. She was a little queasy, probably because Toothy had been swaying from side to side so much on those steep climbs.

The wind played with the ends of Jai’s moustache. It should have looked ridiculous, but through some preposterous trick of the light, it actually made him look more handsome. “I do not think so, my lady – darkness will fall before we reach the Three Blades.” He hooked his fingers into the collar of his robe, gave it a firm tug. “But I have faith that tomorrow we will cross even greater distances.”

Chimeg drained her water skin, glanced over at him. “And you’re sure you know where we’re going?”

“Less sure than I was of our previous route, dear Chief.” He didn’t seem even remotely bothered by this admission. “But I still believe I know which direction to take us in.”

On they went. Higher and higher. The storm to the north had gotten worse, collecting in the sea of mountain peaks, a brooding mass of dark clouds shot through with lightning. Far in the distance, though, which at least meant they didn’t have to fight through a blizzard.

As the suns slipped behind the peaks they covered the sky and the clouds in layer upon layer of orange and pink silk. It was one of the most breathtaking sunsets Hogelun had ever seen, painting the peaks around them in a rich, lustrous crimson, shot through with shadows so dark they didn’t look real. A particular cliff face – a sheer, west-facing wall of rock, hundreds of feet high – seemed to draw in every ray of light in the world, glowing red, as if it was storing up the day in preparation for the long night.

Toothy was swaying even more as the day went on. Hogelun could hardly blame him – this might be his natural habitat, but he was sick, and she’d been pushing him bloody hard lately. She wasn’t even walking, and she felt exhausted: a bone-deep fatigue that felt like it was slowly turning her to dust. The nausea had gotten worse, too, no matter how many deep breaths she took.

As they came over the crest of a rise, onto a small plateau of jagged rocks, Hogelun opened her mouth to call across to the Chief. She wanted to ask if maybe it was time for them to stop anyway, make camp before darkness descended. She got halfway through saying Chimeg’s name, and then she bent over the side of her lizard and puked up everything in her guts.

It felt like her stomach was caught in a giant hand, one that was twisting and squeezing. She held onto the saddle as tightly as she could, a thin ringing sound in her ears, hacking and retching.

What in the actual fuck?

“You all right there, Hogs?” Chimeg and Jai had pulled alongside her, facing the opposite direction. Because both looked fine. Neither of them, as far as she could tell, appeared to be on the verge of vomiting.

“Sorry, Chief.” She had a clear head now, the kind of mental clarity that always came after you threw up, as if the body had expelled something nasty. “Maybe I ate something. That goat last night looked a bit—”

She had absolutely no warning this time. The vomit spattered the sides of both lizards, and she was aware of the Chief suppressing a small shriek.

No clarity after this one. Her head suddenly felt like it was being squeezed in a vice, and every breath felt thin, like her throat had closed up.

“How long have you been feeling this way?” It was Jai. Leaning towards her, seemingly not bothered by the smell of puke in the freezing air.

“Since… ulrb… since lunch.” She spat, trying to get the godawful taste out of her mouth. “Wasn’t throwing up then,” she added, a trifle pointlessly.

“We must go back the way we came,” Jai told the Chief, his voice urgent. “Quickly.”

“You can’t be serious,” Chimeg said.

He looked between them, a mildly perplexed expression on his face, as if they were being a bit dim.

“There are many mountains in my country,” he said. “Not as many as here, but far taller. Peaks that reach to the sky.”

“Meaning?” Chimeg looked as if she was about to reach back and push him off the side of her lizard.

“We have many climbers in the land of Sidhu. Men and women who have made it their mission to reach the roof of the world, for the glory of the nation.”

Hogelun badly wanted to tell him to hurry this wondrous tale along, but she didn’t dare open her mouth.

“Some climbers are stricken,” Jai said, gesturing at her. “The air becomes thin, and the body reacts badly.”

“Dog shit.” The Chief slapped her chest. The sound seemed to reverberate around Hogelun’s mind, like a struck bell. “I’m fine. You’re fine. And Hogs… I’ve seen her go for days before. She’s fit. We all are.”

“It matters not. Your physical abilities mean nothing when it comes to sickness in the high altitudes. I have seen grandmothers scampering up slopes while their children gasp and wheeze below.”

He thrust out a hand, taking in the windswept, rocky plateau. “We have gone higher than her body can tolerate. We must return to lower altitudes at once.”

“Fuck that.” Hogelun had a little bit of that clear head again, and she fully intended to make the most of it. “So I’m feeling a little… little sick.” She suppressed an acid-tasting belch. “So what?”

Because there was no way, absolutely no way, that she was going to be the reason they didn’t find the others. She would puke all day before she let that happen. Besides, soon they would have to stop for the night anyway, and she could lie down and not move for a while. Yes. That would be nice.

But Jai shook his head. “We have more slopes to climb ahead of us.” He looked grave. “Your body will begin to die. My Chief, we must descend.”

“Could we find another way?” Chimeg asked. “One that keeps us below puke territory?”

“Of that, I am not certain. But I am certain that we cannot continue on our path. Not if you want your fellow warrior to survive.”

“Fuuuuuuck.” Growled through gritted teeth. “All right. Hogs, you go ahead of us. Last thing we need is you passing out, and us not looking back in time.”

“Chief, I’m fine.” Weavers, why was her voice so thin? She sounded like an old woman.

“That’s an order, Hogs. Let’s go.”

There was a moment – a real moment – where Hogelun considered disobeying. Just plunging on, continuing up the mountain.

Because Erhi was out there somewhere. Probably ahead of them. Probably far ahead of them. Every minute counted, and now she, Hogelun, was the reason they had to turn back. She wouldn’t have it. She absolutely fucking would not.

But then, as if in a dream, she started to turn her lizard. Toothy grumbled, as if he couldn’t understand humans at all, but did as she asked.

She got herself pointed back in the other direction, got a momentary glance of her Chief’s face. At the tight-lipped frustration on it, the—

Disappointment.

Hogs could barely keep her lizard pointed in the right direction – that’s how bad it was. It felt as if a giant was slowly squeezing her head, compacting everything inside. The mountains swam in front of her, doubling and tripling, and she couldn’t get that taste out of her mouth no matter how much water she drank.

It took over two hours of heading down the mountain, giving back every step they and their lizards had earned, before Jai looked her over and pronounced that she wasn’t likely to die today. She had to resist the urge to flick him the Cut; she still wasn’t sure she believed him anyway, given how absolutely bloody awful she was feeling.

It was almost full dark, with only the barest glimmer of grey light left. They stopped in a wide snowfield, the araatan’s feet hidden in deep white.

To the left, there was a fissure in the side of the mountain, a crack wider than either of their lizards. As if lightning had struck the rock, carving out a huge, triangular slice, blasting it to oblivion.

Hogelun shoved down the worst of the remaining nausea and dismounted. She would get a fire going – no waiting for the Chief to ask her, either. Just get it done. Then she was going to cook them a decent meal. She still had a few good herbs left, and if there was one thing she could do, no matter what, it was cook.

But the wood she had wouldn’t catch. It was damp, despite the dry, frigid air. The sparks from her flint proved useless, and it didn’t help that she was trying to make it happen in knee-deep snow.

She lost track of what the other two were doing. Even the two araatan faded from her mind. She knelt there, frustrated, growing colder by the second and wishing she was anywhere else. Wishing, for example, that she’d ignored her Chief and mounted that ridge anyway, chased down that group Erhi was with, made them pay…

She hadn’t even noticed the wind had picked up until Chimeg bellowed in her ear. “We have to go!”

The skies above them were clear, a thin crescent moon shining down, but the snowfield had turned into a tempestuous sea of white. Snow blew everywhere, and Hogelun couldn’t believe how strong the wind was. It felt like it was going to rip her right off her feet and blow her all the way into the next life. It was astounding that she just… hadn’t noticed. What was wrong with her?

Chimeg gestured to the fissure. “Come on!”

It wasn’t far – fewer than a hundred yards away. But it seemed to take an age to get the three of them and the two lizards through the gap. Every step took effort, every breath freezing Hogelun’s ribs solid. Both Toothy and Chimeg’s lizard looked absolutely miserable – the kind of miserable that made Hogs think one or both of them were just going to turn and run, leave these humans to their stupid quest.

Eventually, they made it inside. Swallowed by the darkness behind the rock.

It was as if they’d passed through a portal to another world. The wind cut off completely, leaving nothing but a thin whistling noise. Hogelun collapsed against a rock wall, sliding down it, thudding onto her arse.

The darkness inside the fissure was almost absolute. There was a very faint bit of light from outside as the suns fell below the mountains, but it was barely there. Hogelun held a shaking hand in front of her face, could barely make out her fingers.

“We will have to…” Jai coughed – a sharp, ugly sound. “We will have to spend the night here, I think.”

The cough echoed into the darkness, in a way that made Hogelun think that the space they were in was much larger than it appeared. It would have to be to accommodate not just Tooth Monster, tall as three men and about as wide, but Chimeg’s lanky lizard as well.

As the echo faded away, she fancied she could hear distant drips. The sound reminded her of the cave where Sayana had trained Princess, months ago: it had the same quality, the same vastness to it.

Right then, she would have given anything to have been back in that particular cave. There was a waterfall in front of it, and beneath the waterfall, an inviting pool that sparkled in the suns. She tried to remember what it felt like to be bathed in warm sunslight. To even be warm.

Toothy sent out a displeased growl. “Hogs,” Chimeg said, sounding equally displeased. “You still with us?”

“… Uh-huh.”

“Right. Get that fire going.”

Turned out, trying to light a fire in a dark cave was somehow even harder than trying to light it in the middle of the snowfield. Hogelun’s numb fingers couldn’t get the wood in the right place, and when she did, she couldn’t get the right angle on her flint.

“What’s taking so long?” Chimeg snapped. She and Jai had been conversing in low voices, at the edge of Hogelun’s hearing.

“Working on it.” She finally struck sparks, letting her see the inside of the cave for an instant – black rock, mostly – but the wood failed to catch, and a second later, the darkness came rushing back.

“Shit,” she muttered. Then: “Chief, I am so fucking sorry.”

“Just keep going, it’ll catch,” Chimeg said.

“No, I meant…” And suddenly it was all coming out of her. “I shouldn’t have gotten sick – I should have stopped us earlier. I’ll be… I’ll be better tomorrow.”

“Take heart,” Jai said, from somewhere in the darkness to her left. “It is as I told you. The fittest warrior may fail while the most frail grandmother—”

“All right,” Hogelun snarled at him. She went back to trying to strike sparks. Nothing. Not a damn thing. Tears pricked at the corner of her eyes. Come on. Get one thing right today. Just one thing.

Again and again, she struck. Again and again, she got nothing. Her movements were jerky now, and she kept missing the flint.

Hands on hers. Chimeg’s.

“I’ve got it, Chief,” she said. But Chimeg didn’t go away, gently took the flint and striker from her. To her dismay, Hogelun didn’t even try to hold on.

“Hey,” the Chief whispered. She got a strike, another flair of sparks – one that quickly faded, with no fire to show for it. “Take a breath, Hogs. You’re all right.”

“Chief—”

“No. You need rest.”

Every part of her wanted to say: Fuck that. But oh, it was seductive. The thought of sitting still, of not moving for a very long time, wrapped soft, stealthy strands around her heart. She sat back, telling herself that it would only be for a few minutes, that once the fire was lit she would help out, cook that meal…

But all she could hear was Chimeg saying: Take a breath.

And then underneath it, the quiet voice in her head: The Chief doesn’t trust you.

Erhi had spent years making her feel small. Making her question herself. That wasn’t who she was. She had worked bloody hard to not be that person… but who was she, then? Someone who threw out pointless, stupid ideas that got in the way? Someone who got sick, when her clan needed her the most? Someone who couldn’t even light a—

“Stupid thing,” the Chief hissed.

There was a shuffling sound as Jai sat down nearby. “It is your wood, perhaps.”

“No shit.”

“In Sidhu, we have groves of trees that are laden with sap year round. Those who go into the mountains take regular supplies, and even the smallest twig will burn at the touch of a flame, no matter how damp the wood is, or how—”

“Well, we’re not in fucking Sidhu, are we?” Chimeg snapped.

“I am just saying—”

“What?” Chimeg said, ceasing her flint-striking. “That I should somehow magically have planned to receive a shipment of special wood from some random, piss-poor little country I hadn’t heard of? On the off chance I’d find myself up a fucking mountain? Apologies, Your Highness, but that particular hint didn’t make it into the vision I received from one of our gods. If I ever meet him, I’ll be sure to let him know to include it for the next poor freedom fighter he chooses to traipse across half the world.”

Jai was silent for a good minute. Then he said quietly: “Please do not speak of my country that way.”

“Yeah, well,” Chimeg muttered. “I—ah, shit.”

“You OK, Chief?” Hogelun said.

“Stabbed myself with this stupid flint. Can you—”

Perhaps if they had been less exhausted, they might have seen it.

If they hadn’t been in pitch darkness, if they’d been listening a little more carefully, they might have wondered about this supposedly empty cave. And maybe if their two lizards hadn’t been sick, with gunk clogging their mouths and noses, they might have smelled what was deeper inside.

There was a grunt, a deep rumble with a question mark at the end of it. Hogelun had just enough time to think that it didn’t sound like either Toothy or Chimeg’s lizard – and then a huge burst of flame flew over their heads, bathing the walls in bright fire. The Rakada’s two araatan went berserk, snarling and snapping.

The cave was much, much deeper than it had looked from the outside, a huge tunnel bending into the mountain. The fire came from a third araatan: an absolute giant, bigger even than Tooth Monster. A fat, scaled behemoth; its head was so large that it actually hung down, as if the neck muscles weren’t strong enough to support it. Each misshapen tooth was as long as Hogelun’s arm.

For some reason she couldn’t even begin to understand, several parts of the cave walls kept burning, held onto the fire even as the rest of it faded. The huge araatan glared at them for frozen second—

Then, it lunged.







Thirty-Two

Hogelun

Well, Hogelun wasn’t sick any more.

She was far too terrified.

She scrambled to her feet, ripping her club from its sheath on her back. As she did, the Rakada’s araatan moved. The three lizards crashed together with a scraping, grinding boom, a maelstrom of claws and teeth and scales.

Chimeg’s lizard twisted her head sideways, trying to fasten her jaws around the bigger one’s neck. Toothy got right in the beast’s face, slashing at it with a clawed foot. The cave’s permanent resident returned Toothy’s swipe, retaliating by ripping scales off the lizard’s shoulder. Toothy grunted in pain.

The inside of the mountain, which had seemed so large a moment ago, suddenly felt a lot tighter. Hogelun had no clue what to do, and this time, it had nothing to do with who she might or might not be deep inside. It had everything to do with the fact that three giant lizards were beating the shit out of each other above her head, in a confined space.

Jai materialised on her left, Chimeg on her right. With something like wonder, Hogelun noticed that the pile of wood they’d been trying to light was finally burning.

“What do we do?” Jai said, breathless.

“Uh…” Chimeg looked at him like he’d lost his mind. “Run.”

The three of them turned and sprinted out of the cave into the snowfield, feet kicking up huge bursts of white. The flickering fire cast long, hideous shadows ahead of them as they ran.

The wind was so strong it nearly knocked Hogelun over. She tripped, went down into the snow, her club flying from her hand. She came up spitting chunks of ice, blinking, sure that at any second one of the lizards was going to step on her. The noise was titanic.

Chimeg wrenched her to her feet. “We have to get away. Right now.”

“What about Toothy and Birdbrain?” In the chaos, she’d quite forgotten that Chimeg hated anyone naming her lizard.

“You want to go tell them to play nice? If—”

And just like that, the battle spilled out of the cave. To be more accurate, Tooth Monster did the spilling.

The bigger lizard had knocked him sideways, hit him so hard that he crashed over onto his side, legs thrashing at the air as he slid across the churned-up snow.

“Toothy!” Hogelun shouted, just as Chimeg’s beast came out after him. The smaller lizard just managed to keep her feet, roaring with fury as the cave’s occupant came thundering out.

The sheer size of the thing. Hogelun had thought that Toothy was the biggest lizard she’d ever seen, but this one was at least half as large again. She could have stood on its tongue between its yawning jaws, and not been able to touch the roof of its mouth. It had scales as large as her entire torso.

And then it reared up on its hind legs, silhouetted prettily against the moon.

“Great heavens,” Jai breathed, from somewhere behind Hogelun.

Both of the Rakada’s lizards managed to get out of the way right before those two huge front legs came crashing down, sending up explosions of snow. The beast’s tail was just visible, including the big knob of bone at the end. Their own lizards might be sick, but this one clearly wasn’t.

It stayed in the mountains, Hogelun thought. It’s not sick because it never left.

She had a sense that this particular araatan was old, far older than theirs. A creature that had been in these mountains for a long, long time. It made her think of the araatan from her vision; the one larger than the entire Tapestry, the eye that had become that pool in the desert.

Chimeg’s lizard recovered, slamming into the bigger beast. The two of them crashed towards Jai and the Rakada, and all three humans dived for cover. For the second time in as many minutes, Hogelun tasted snow.

When she came up for air, Toothy and the big lizard were circling each other, teeth out and tongues lashing the air. Jai had landed up next to Hogelun – the idiot had his blade drawn, and for a bizarre second, Hogelun genuinely thought he was going to start dancing.

To her immense relief, he didn’t. Instead, he said, “Do they have a weak spot?”

“What?” Hogelun shouted.

“The belly, perhaps?” He twirled his sword, setting his feet in the snow. “Somewhere I could plunge—”

The big one turned insanely fast, attacking with its tail, trying to pulp Toothy with that enormous knob of bone. The swing was low to the ground, and Hogelun’s eyes went wide as the enormous length of muscle flew through the air on Jai’s left. He stood right in its path, and incredibly, he hadn’t seen it coming.

She took two strides forward and tackled him. Both of them crashed to the ground, Jai yelping in a most un-prince-like manner, Hogelun tasting snow for the third time, the tail swishing past above their heads and displacing enough air to chill the back of her neck.

She rolled away, gasping, scrambling to her feet. “Just stay down!” she shouted at Jai. He immediately disobeyed her, leaping upright, snow caking his moustache.

Toothy was much closer to Hogelun than she’d thought. Stalking around the bigger lizard, trying to get behind it. The longer this went on, the more chance that either humans or lizards would get badly hurt. Maybe even killed. Even if they managed to wound the big one, it still might be too late.

When Sayana had first ridden Princess, she’d done it by accident, ending up on the lizard’s back and steering her using the two little horns that every araatan seemed to have. She barely had any control, but she’d managed to steer the lizard off a cliff anyway.

Hogelun couldn’t get on top of the big one by herself. There was no way it would let her clamber up its leg, or its tail; that was a good way to get herself crushed to a paste or hurled into the sky.

But if she could get on Toothy’s back…

Steer him close to the big one… take a running leap…

Grab those horns and ride it somewhere it couldn’t come back from…

The first part was easy. Toothy wouldn’t buck her off, and even if he was moving, she had the climb down to muscle memory at this point. The second part, though, was insanely risky, and the third… well, she didn’t even want to think about that.

The little voice in her head made an attempt to speak up, but this time she wasn’t listening. After all, the only life she’d be putting in danger was her own.

She was running before she could question this, sprinting through the deep snow as best as she could, heading for Toothy. There was a horrifying moment when she thought he wasn’t going to notice her, that his front leg would take a sudden swing forward and knock her into oblivion.

But then she reached him, threw herself onto his ankle, began to climb. Her hands went where they were supposed to without any conscious thought, her exhaustion forgotten, breath hissing through gritted teeth. He was still moving, the leg she clung to swaying and rolling, but she hung on.

Halfway up, she glanced to her right, and froze.

The big araatan was going for Chimeg.

The Chief stood in the middle of the snowfield, the lizard bearing down on her. Ignoring the other two araatan, ignoring everything else. As if it had worked out that Chimeg was in charge of this mess, and decided that she was the one who needed eating.

Move. Hogelun didn’t know if the thought was directed at the Chief, or herself. She moved anyway, climbing as fast as she could.

Chimeg wasn’t backing away, looking left and right, spear out – as if that was going to make a difference. Both her own lizard and Toothy were too far away. There wasn’t even a convenient rock to hide behind.

“Chimeg!” Hogelun’s shout was so loud that she actually felt it shred the back of her throat. The big araatan loomed over the Chief, opened its mouth, the first hint of flame glowing inside its throat. Shadows flickered on the snow.

“You!” Jai’s voice rolled across the tundra, deep and powerful. “Yes, you! Beast!”

Hogelun’s mouth fell open.

The yuvaraja was running directly at the big lizard. He wasn’t just screaming his head off, either: he had a dagger in one hand, his sword in the other, and was smacking them both together, sending thin metallic clangs into the freezing air. He switched to his own language, screaming insults – at least, they sounded like insults to Hogelun. Continuing to advance, not hesitating even as the big lizard turned in his direction.

Before Hogs could shout so much as a warning, the araatan charged. That glowing point in its throat growing brighter, rearing its head back, preparing to bathe Jai in fire. Hogelun willed him to move, to get the fuck out of there, but he just kept screaming and clanging, screaming and clanging, refusing to let it focus on the Chief.

He was going to die. Right in front of them.

And when they reunited with the others, they were going to have to tell his father what happened.

All at once, there was something above the lizard. It was Chimeg’s araatan, rearing up on its own hind legs and crashing into the beast’s side. The big one roared, twisting its head in confusion.

Hogelun let go of Toothy’s leg half a second before he charged, throwing herself out into open air. She was just at the point where a fall might have really hurt her, but the snow cushioned her landing. She came up, spluttering, as Toothy dipped his head and drove it hard into the belly of the bigger animal.

With a knife to her throat, Hogelun couldn’t have begun to explain the physics of what happened next. Toothy somehow got his head underneath his prey, and as he thrust it upwards, Chimeg’s lizard pushed down. Whether they were working together, or whether they just got lucky, Hogelun would never know. But in the next instant, the bigger beast was on its side, screaming as Toothy tore at its exposed belly.

It made one attempt to get to its feet, but Chimeg’s lizard was faster. She twisted over the bigger araatan’s body, fastened her jaws around its throat, and simply tore it out.

Black blood soaked the snow as the araatan’s roars choked off. The fire died in its mouth, and it lay still.

Jai finally stopped smacking his weapons together. The last clang rang out over the snow, and faded into nothing.

Hogelun did her best to ignore the chewing and ripping sounds coming from the bigger lizard’s carcass. After confirming that both Jai and Chimeg were still alive, and giving herself a quick once-over to make sure she was too, she started moving in the direction of the prince. She was shivering now, and she was pretty sure it had nothing to do with the cold.

Chimeg got to Jai before she did. The Chief advanced on shaky legs, hair blowing wildly around her face.

“My Chief,” Jai said. “Are you all—”

It was as far as he got. Chimeg flipped her spear, then hit him hard in the chest with the butt. He grunted, sat down hard in the churned-up snow, blinking at her in astonishment.

“Have you,” Chimeg snarled at him, between haggard breaths, “lost… your fucking… mind?” Panic and fury fought for dominance on her face, flashing in her eyes.

Jai tried to speak, but she cut him off, speaking over the delightful sounds of ripping flesh as the lizards ate their kill. “I didn’t need saving.” Her breath had come back, just a little. “And I don’t need you to ride in and protect me.”

Hogelun thought about pointing out that if he hadn’t, the Chief would be lightly smoking chunks of meat inside an araatan’s stomach. She said nothing.

Chimeg planted her spear in the ground, then got a hold of her wayward hair, pulling the strands back into a ponytail. Her ears had turned bright red, although whether from cold or embarrassment, Hogelun couldn’t say. “What was I supposed to tell your father, when we met up with him? That I let you die to save me? Or how about this: you think Hogs and I know where the fuck we’re going? If you die, we’re stuck out here. We’d never find our way.”

She gave him one last disgusted look, then ripped her spear from the ground. Behind her, her araatan had its head tilted back, gulping down a particularly tasty morsel.

The yuvaraja of Sidhu got to his feet, trembling. “And if I had not?” he said.

There was just enough light from the fires that were somehow still burning in the cave to see his face, to see the indignation in it. “You ask what you would tell my father, if I had died. What would I have told him, if you had perished? While I stood by?” He smacked his chest. “Never, I say. Never. A thousand times never.”

“This isn’t some fucking tale you tell around the fire, boy.” Chimeg jabbed a finger at the dead araatan. “This is real life. It’s not some…” She faltered. “It’s not some big adventure. You think we can teach you how to control the lizards if you’re dead?”

“Enough,” Hogelun said. But her voice was a low wheeze, and neither Jai nor Chimeg took any notice.

There was a rueful smile on Jai’s face now. It made him look older, somehow. He stepped in close to Chimeg. “And if I allow the Chief of the Bone Warriors to die?”

“Allow me?” Chimeg’s nostrils flared. She matched Jai’s movements, stepping forward, until their faces were less than a foot apart. Eyes locked. “You don’t allow anything. You’d still be in chains if it wasn’t for us.”

“And if you hadn’t freed us, those soldiers would have slaughtered your entire—”

Chimeg grabbed the front of his robe. Twisted the fabric. Hard. “One more fucking word,” she whispered. “Just one.”

Jai didn’t flinch, didn’t back off. If anything, he leaned forward. Until he and Chimeg were almost nose to nose. “I am Yuvaraja of Sidhu,” he said, through gritted teeth. “Son of Arjun Bhagvatsinhji, descendant of kings and scholars. Rightful ruler of my land. You do not command me.”

They’re going to kill each other.

Hogelun was suddenly sure of it. The storm and the fight had pushed them past their limit. Jai’s pride was going to get the better of him, or Chimeg’s temper was finally going to burn away, and then one of them would do something very, very stupid.

She started forward, fully intending to get between them, shove them off each other if she had to. But before she got there, Jai reached up to where Chimeg gripped his robe. Snaked his fingers around and between hers, and pulled her hand off the fabric.

He didn’t throw it to one side. Didn’t smack it away. Just continued to hold it tight, clenched between the two of them, level with his chest. White vapour puffed as he and Chimeg breathed, neither looking away from the other. Close enough to touch.

Hogelun came to an awkward halt, eyes flicking between the two of them. What…

Jai lowered his head, ever so slightly. Chimeg kept his gaze a moment longer, then abruptly pulled her hand away. Stepped back.

The prince shook his head. “I have already witnessed the destruction of one people. I will not let it happen again, not while I draw breath.”

He gave a firm nod, as if that settled the matter, then strode off towards the cave. Chimeg didn’t look at him.

Hogelun stared at his retreating back. In her mind, she saw him dancing again, doing that silly little jig in front of the Dalai soldiers. She hadn’t thought about it before, but that must take a conviction bordering on insanity. Facing armed opponents, several of them with arrows that could cross the space between you in half a second, and inviting them to dance with you.

She would give him this. Jaigadisha Bhagvatsinhji might be something of a pompous arse… but he was no coward.

The way he’d pulled the Chief’s hand off his chest, how he’d held it, refusing to drop his gaze. It was as if the world had been balanced on the edge of a blade, with death on one side, and on the other…

She let out an exhausted laugh. Those were the last thoughts she needed, knocking around her head.

“What?” Chimeg said, irritated.

“Nothing.”

Hogelun wiped snow off her face. The last few minutes were rolling through her mind, and an ashamed flush crept onto her cheeks. “I was…” She cleared her throat. “I tried to climb on top of Toothy. I thought… if I jumped across to the big one…”

And oh, now that little voice was back, telling her that it was pointless, that it would never have kept them safe, and even if it did, it wouldn’t have saved the Chief.

Chimeg puffed out her cheeks. “Bloody ridiculous.”

“I know. I know, I… I just didn’t… it was all I could…”

“Might actually have worked.”

Chimeg let out a long, shuddering sigh. “At least we have some heat now,” she said, waving at the burning cave. “Come on. Let’s go make sure His Highness doesn’t set himself on fire.”

Ignoring Hogelun’s look of astonishment, she walked off.







Thirty-Three

Sayana

And so: the tree.

The spiteful, bastard, arsehole tree Sayana had woken up in. The one that had impaled her through the meat of her outer thigh, refused to let her go, and then toppled into the abyss when she tried to free herself.

As it fell, Sayana finally remembered how she’d landed up there in the first place. Khun, Arjun, the attack in the storm.

It was lovely to have these memories back. They wouldn’t save her, of course, but at least she wouldn’t die confused.

The tree was decades old, its roots withered by time and the relentless cold. But it was stubborn too. One last root, buried deep in the rock, just wouldn’t let go. Now, it took the full weight of the trunk, swinging it around to slam hard, upside down, against the side of the cliff.

This would have been good news for Sayana if the impact hadn’t ripped her free from where she’d been impaled, and sent her tumbling backwards.

The next instant was one where she had absolutely no conscious control. Her mind – overwhelmed, terrified – completely shut down. Her body reacted without her telling it to, throwing out an arm, grabbing for something, anything to hold onto.

As she fell, one of the small branches jammed into the inside of her elbow. She pulled her forearm back, and jerked to a stop, the branch digging hard into her skin through her deel.

The tree hung, suspended, bumping gently against the side of the cliff. Sayana’s breaths came in rapid, hitching gasps. She’d bitten her tongue, hot blood filling her mouth. Her thigh was loudly communicating that something was very, very wrong.

All of these things were important, but a new sound joined the party then, knocking them all into second place. A woody, creaking groan, just above her head.

The tree jerked downwards by half a foot, nearly bouncing her free. The root’s grip, so strong and stubborn for years, was finally slipping.

With her free hand, Sayana reached for the cliff. She had no idea if there was a handhold or not, but it didn’t matter: when the tips of her fingers finally brushed the edge of the rock, it was so icy that they slipped right off.

She had to go up the tree itself. She had to climb faster than she’d ever climbed in her entire life. She had to do it while dragging a leg that was no longer listening to her. And she had to do it right now.

Gritting her teeth, squinting into the driving snow, she began to swing, ignoring the horrific creaking and groaning from the tree. The movement gave her just enough momentum to snag one of the branches higher up. Her fingers slipped, and she swung away, cursing incoherently.

The second time, she managed to get a hand around the branch. Unlike the cliff, ice hadn’t managed to form on the bark, and she got a grip.

As the root holding the tree up gave out another creak, Sayana moved again, shouting in pain and fury as she lurched upwards, taking the branch out from the crook of her elbow and thrusting her arm at another. Fingertips scrabbling.

Her strength almost failed her then. She hung, suspended, from two sets of fingertips.

“Fucking snow,” she hissed, as she used every bit of strength she had to inch her way upwards. “Fucking mountains. Fucking Weavers. Fucking visions, fucking pool, fucking tree.”

The fucking tree responded by dropping another few inches, almost tumbling her out of its branches. She only just managed to hold on, howling, slivers of ice slicing across her face. Her arms were about to tear off her body.

She had to get a foothold. She had to.

She brought her good leg up, bending at the knee. It took real effort for her to look down – she really didn’t want to see how far the drop was. But for once, the blizzard actually had an upside: there was nothing but blank, swirling white down there. And there was a foothold, a crook between two branches.

One of those branches snapped the moment she touched it. Her leg swung, taking her whole body with it, leaving her fingertips the only thing connecting her to existence. She didn’t waste time cursing any more, mostly because she was finding it increasingly hard to breathe. Instead, she somehow got her foot into another hold, driving down into a thick knot.

Every second made her think that her exhausted, shredded body was about to fail on her, send her plummeting. Every second found her still hanging on. Climbing. Pausing for longer and longer between movements now, shoulders heaving with effort. Ice had formed on her eyelashes, the cold stripping her lips dry.

“Still here,” she murmured. “Can’t kill me. Father Sky won’t… allow me to…”

Which was when she accidentally put weight on her bad leg.

There was another knot, one within a few inches of her left foot, and she reacted without thinking, getting her foot onto it.

It was like an araatan had torn her leg off. The pain nearly made her black out. As it was, the entire world went wobbly and grey for a few seconds.

She clung to the tree – somehow – her overstressed mind insisting that if she moved so much as a single muscle, even the twitch of a fingertip, she would simply turn to dust.

The tree was still moving. Slipping slowly, steadily downwards. The root, which had become Sayana’s bestest friend in the entire world, was almost free.

The realisation got her moving again. She climbed, blocking out everything else, even the pain in her thigh. She stopped being careful, stopped inching upwards, and just scrambled. Mad, hyperventilating, as fast as her tortured body would allow her.

She ran out of tree. The base of it, which had clung gamely to the cliff for so long, now hung around three feet below the edge. Sayana didn’t stop to get her bearings. She climbed onto a bundle of twisted roots, exposed to the air for the first time in years, got her good leg underneath her, and pushed upwards.

The movement was enough to finally rip the last root free.

Sayana screamed as the tree fell away beneath her, and for a single, frozen second, she hung in mid-air.

Rock beneath her arms. Rock, snow and ice.

Sayana squirmed her way up onto the edge of the cliff, rolling, shimmying, ignoring the horrid explosions of agony from her wounded leg.

Finally, she came to a stop. She couldn’t quite get up on all fours, but managed to get her elbows underneath her. It would have to be enough for now. There was absolutely no way she was going to be walking, or putting weight of any kind on her leg.

Little by little, her breathing slowed. She was at the bottom of a relatively gentle slope; in the blizzard, she couldn’t see far, but the snow on the surface had been torn up by something plummeting down it.

“Princess…” she murmured, through stiff lips.

The thought of her best girl plunging off that cliff made her curl her hands into trembling fists.

She was beginning to realise just how absolutely fucked she was. Congratulations on escaping the tree, Sayana. Now you get to freeze to death. If you don’t die of blood loss first.

“Not today,” she muttered.

She managed to get her good leg underneath her, and somehow, managed to stand. She’d make her way back up that slope, if she had to hop the whole way. If she had to crawl.

But her body – overtaxed, overstretched, the frozen blood clots ripped off her thigh – let her get exactly one hop in before she fell over.

Sayana lay on her back, staring into the white, breath coming in hitching gasps. She closed her eyes.

When she opened them again, she couldn’t tell how much time had passed, but she felt like it had only been a minute or two. There were figures on the slope above her, dark shapes on white. Khun and Arjun had found her.

She went somewhere else again, and this time, when she opened her eyes, she was so cold she could barely move. The dark shapes were above her body now, and she didn’t recognise their voices. Could barely understand their words.

The people who came out of the storm…

It was the last thought before she slipped into nothingness.







Thirty-Four

Erhi

Erhi had never seen anything like the desert. A vast expanse of pale sand, stretching to the horizon under the thin winter sunslight. The sand rose and fell in undulating dunes, like a rucked-up blanket of a light sleeper.

Hard to believe people could live there. The Great Desert did have people in it – nomads, mostly, tiny groups eking out a living, but it took a special kind of person to make a life in that place.

Erhi sat in the mouth of a wide pass between two peaks, running north to south. The desert was a day’s ride, perhaps less. It was late afternoon; the ground was caked with snow, waist-deep in places, but passable. Wind picked up the ice crusted on the top layer, swirled it in little curlicues across the surface.

The desert would have its own dangers, but the path to it was as clear and perfect as Erhi had ever seen.

Except for the giant military camp directly in the way.

That was something of a problem.

Whoever had put it there knew what they were doing. They’d built the camp right where the pass narrowed, steep slopes rising on either side. Mount an assault from the east or west, and you’d have to do it from a hillside that would defeat any horse. Attack from the north or south, and the soldiers in the camp would see you coming from miles away.

At first, Erhi had thought that they might be able to slip past the place, but the closer they’d gotten, the more her heart had sunk. There was no way. Taking another route would mean backtracking, adding days to their journey.

They didn’t know where the Rakada were, and the absolute worst nightmare – the real terror – was running into them on a mountain path.

She, Temujin and Bugaral had left the other acolytes behind to rest the horses further up the hill. The three of them – and Erhi still didn’t understand how Bugaral had managed to worm his way into Temujin’s good graces, because the man was an arse – had made their way onto the pass, staying low, slipping closer to the camp behind sparse boulders. Temujin had said he wanted to know what they were dealing with.

Erhi didn’t believe him for a minute. She thought he was going to try something stupid with the red flame, like start a rockslide to crush the camp. And if she wouldn’t launch an arrow into the sky for him, then she had no doubt that Bugaral would oblige.

It wasn’t going to work. The camp was just too big, the gers too widespread. Even if the entire hillside came down on the place, it would probably leave more than two-thirds of their force unscathed. Erhi had wondered if perhaps his plan was to bring both hillsides down on the camp, but even that involved far too much luck.

If they waited until the dead of night then maybe, maybe, they might be able to find a way past… but that rather relied on every single acolyte not putting a foot wrong, and managing to keep their horses calm and under control, and all the while a single soldier might wander out to take a piss and glance in the wrong direction.

They were perhaps half a mile away from the camp, and slightly above it. Erhi had been around enough military camps to know what she was looking at. There had to be at least five or six hundred soldiers down there – several on parade, arranged in tight ranks, with dozens more training at archery or at sword. The camp had no outer wall, no palisade, but that hardly mattered. Soldiers ringed it, and even one of them could raise the alarm and bring down absolute hell on anyone approaching.

On the east side, several soldiers were involved in building something. More than one something, actually: huge wooden contraptions that looked like gigantic bows mounted on wheels. Some sort of war weapon, perhaps, to use against any Dalai soldiers who came up the pass.

Erhi frowned. Where had they gotten the wood from? Had they dragged it all the way up here? Why? There must have been far more convenient places…

Bugaral squatted next to Erhi, talking with Temujin. Erhi didn’t turn her head in his direction – she had no intention of letting him know how much she could hear – but she managed to pick up what he said anyway, muffled though it was. “Bet you could drop some rocks on them.”

Temujin made an mmm sound, so low Erhi almost missed it. He was studying the slopes on the west of the camp.

“Knock a few loose with that fire of yours,” Bugaral told him. “Crush the whole lot.”

Erhi made a fist, drove it hard into the dirt, ignoring the small stones that spiked her knuckles. Lifting her hands, she frantically signed: “It won’t work.”

Temujin flicked a glance at her, irritated, and kept on speaking to Bugaral. She signed again, even harder this time, and he finally paid her attention. The disrespect, the dismissal, felt like it was going to boil her blood, but she got herself under control.

“It’s too big,” she told him. Too many soldiers. “There’s no way to take them all out at once.”

He spread his hands. Gave her another one of those infuriating smiles. Between them, Bugaral smiled too. Smug, witless.

After the incident on the ridge, where Temujin had almost killed the Rakada, Erhi had told herself that she’d play along. That she would be an obedient little acolyte, no matter how much it burned, because it was the only way she was getting through the mountains. The only way she could reach the pool, and wipe it out.

Since then, she’d realised two key things:

The first was that every single acolyte in their group, raider or no, knew how little power she had.

The second was that they were following an idiot.

Temujin could entrance a crowd. He had the flame. But when it came to navigating unfamiliar terrain, he had a stone-cold belief in himself that was entirely unfounded. He could sway a person, get them to believe in him, but you couldn’t sway a mountain pass. You couldn’t argue with a blizzard, or preach to a burning desert.

And now, his hubris – that maddening belief in his own power and invincibility – was going to stop them reaching the pool entirely.

This went beyond ignoring what Erhi wanted. By using his flame to try and wipe out the camp, he’d get them all killed. They’d never reach the pool.

Erhi could argue until her arms fell off, and he wouldn’t listen. The Rakada would win – didn’t he see that? Hogelun would win. And any chance Erhi would have to make them suffer, to pay for what they’d done to her, would vanish.

As she looked back at the camp, something caught her eye. One of the tents, bigger than the rest, near the western slope. As Erhi watched, the wind caught its door flap, turned it partly towards her.

She went still. Wondering if she’d seen what she thought she had.

Ignoring Temujin and Bugaral’s hisses at her to stop, she carefully made her way down the slope, always staying low, one eye on the soldiers at the southern end of the camp. Ready to hit the snow the second they looked her way. Back aching from her bent-over position.

The other two followed; one of them even put a rough hand on her shoulder, tried to pull her back. She ignored them, jerking away.

At around three hundred yards away from the camp, Erhi stopped, not daring to go any closer. On a clear afternoon like today, it was a miracle she’d been able to get this close. But she had a better angle on that tent, the big one.

As if the Weavers smiled on her, the wind flicked the flap again. Showed her what she needed.

This was their way forward. If they could—

Temujin grabbed her, spun her to face him. She had to stop herself from taking his arm off at the shoulder. He stuck his filthy face in front of hers, eyes flashing, hands flying as he signed. “You do not disobey me. You do not.”

She wondered whether she should point out that he hadn’t actually told her not to get any closer, and decided not to. This time, it was her turn to favour him with a smug smile.

He didn’t appear to notice it. He kept signing, talking about Mother Earth and sacred duties and chosen emissaries. Erhi didn’t pay attention to most of it; she was already thinking about what she needed to do next, planning it out in detail in her mind. Precision. Clarity. Intention. Just like she was concocting a potion, or lining up an arrow shot.

It took her half a beat to notice that he had finished. Bugaral loomed over her, and she had to reach up and yank the idiot down before he got spotted.

“Look.” She pointed to a spot on the eastern slope. “If we concentrate Mother Earth’s power at that spot, with perhaps no more than three arrows, we should be able to clear a path.”

She rather enjoyed the innocent little shrug she gave Temujin. “You were right. We can use the Mother’s power, we just have to be smart. I couldn’t see how we would do it earlier, but…” Erhi let her hands hover, as if she was reluctant to continue. “I just needed a new way of looking at it. There is wisdom in your plan.”

She leaned forward. “We wait until the deep of night, then bury them.”

Suspicion flickered on his face. Erhi had an idea that if he made even the smallest gesture to Bugaral, the big raider would cut her down. Right here, right now.

But then he smiled, showing the tips of his rotten teeth. She didn’t move, didn’t change her contrite expression… but inside, she relaxed, just a little.

That was the thing she’d come to realise about Temujin. He revelled in having followers – acolytes, worshippers of his power. But for him, that wasn’t enough. He wanted them grovelling, obedient, responsive to his every whim. Erhi had known a few people like him before. Army officers, bureaucrats. Little men, jealously guarding their lone grain of power.

And the only thing that made them happier than an obedient follower? A follower who strayed, and then came crawling back.

It would make him happy. More importantly, it would make him complacent. Perhaps he would still have some suspicion, wonder why she’d dropped her defiance so fast… but she had an idea that he wouldn’t act on it.

And that would give her the opening she needed.

She bowed her head. “I still wish you hadn’t done what you did before,” she said, thinking back to where he’d almost killed the Rakada. “But I see now that it was necessary. I trust your judgement, and I trust that the Mother works through you.”

Before he could reply, she took his hand, careful to make it the one on the arm without the red flame. Just another follower. Obedient. Submissive. Attentive to the desires of her leader.

Something she’d only have to be for a few more hours.

Temujin might want to make Mother Earth the only god in the Tapestry, but he wanted the glory, too. He wanted to be worshipped, for the world to know what he’d done. She saw it every time he spoke to the others, how he basked in their attention like a fat viper in the sun.

And now, she could use that against him.

She wasn’t just going to get them past the camp. She wasn’t just going to reach the pool. If she was right about what she’d seen, if she could pull this off…

She’d make the Rakada suffer.

And be honoured for it.

What came next was going to take every bit of steel she had. But she’d been a raider, once. A member of the finest clan in the Tapestry. And this camp?

It was ripe to be raided.







Thirty-Five

Hogelun

Hogelun couldn’t believe she hadn’t heard of the Three Blades before. Couldn’t believe that the Chief, who had actually been in the mountains before, hadn’t heard of them.

It was one thing to talk about three spires of rock rising out of a mountainside. It was another thing to actually have the clouds suddenly clear in the middle of the day, revealing three titanic spikes silhouetted against a bright blue sky. They exploded out of a sheer cliff at a forty-five-degree angle, shooting skywards, like swords thrust into the back of the mountain and out through its chest.

For a few moments, Hogelun forgot about everything. The three blades – and they really did look like weapons – were in a rough triangle. Each one was thicker than Tooth Monster, thicker even than that beast they’d fought two nights ago. The shadows they cast on the landscape plunged the mountain pass into deep dusk.

Hogelun craned her neck, looking up and up and up, trying to wrap her head around how something this big could exist. It seemed crazy that they just clung on, that the sheer weight of them hadn’t ripped them free of the mountainside.

“Fuck me,” she said.

She was especially eloquent in moments like this.

“Indeed, they are magnificent,” Jai called back. He was with Chimeg, a little further ahead. Since their fight against the giant araatan, the two had been coldly polite to each other, and nothing more.

“I don’t see the others,” Chimeg said.

She was right. The undulating, ice-crusted path that wound its way beneath the Three Blades was certainly striking, but it also had an absence of Sayana, or Khun, or Arjun.

“Perhaps we simply made better time than they did,” Jai said. It was impossible to miss the thread of worry in his voice; after all, the others were on the more direct route. That was especially true after Hogelun’s brush with illness at height; they’d had to stick to the low passes, which meant it took even more time.

And did that make her feel just a touch guilty? What would give you that idea?

Toothy whimpered. That’s what it was, a whimper. He’d been making that sound more and more over the past day or so, and now, it brought Hogelun’s thoughts to a firm halt.

She hadn’t liked the idea of the two araatan feasting on one of their own, but she hoped that it would at least give them the strength to keep pushing. And it had, for a time. But they were still sick, and the further they went, the more it took hold of them. Hogelun actually had to stop herself looking back at Toothy’s tail; sometimes she thought she could actually see it rotting in real time. Slightly less than half was gone now, the end a black, crusty mess. It had a rich, sour smell, like airag on the turn.

Sayana, where the fuck are you?

How long were they going to stay here? Erhi and her strange flame might be out of the mountains already, into the desert, heading for the pool…

It is coming. Hogelun shook her head angrily; nothing she could do now.

And by the way, just why was Father Sky popping visions into their heads, but not doing anything to help them on their journey? Couldn’t he show them something useful? Like a vision of the best path through the mountains, perhaps? Like where Sayana and Khun and Arjun had got to? Was any of that too much to ask?

The Chief had them stop just before the shadow of the first rocky blade, in the sunslight. Not that it helped much; the temperature had plummeted. Hogelun’s lips were a cracked and bloody mess, and her face felt scoured, like someone had spent a few hours rubbing it with sand.

There was less snow here. Outside of a few patches, the ground beneath was bare, icy rock. The moment the three humans dismounted – Hogelun nearly fell flat on her face, thanks to the slippery surface – Toothy and Chimeg’s lizard did the oddest thing. They stomped over to the side of the mountain, and leaned against it, almost nose to nose.

It was strange to see creatures that size, two or three times as tall as their riders, acting like wounded dogs. As if they wanted to huddle together for safety, but didn’t want to touch one another. It was behaviour that Hogelun had never seen before, and she didn’t like it one bit.

“They’ll be here soon,” Chimeg said, in what was the least convincing tone possible. High above them, an eagle rode thermals, banking around the peak, as if it didn’t have a care in the world.

Even in the sunslight, Hogelun was shivering. She hugged herself, driving her chin deep into the neck of her deel.

“Oi, Jai,” she shouted. “how do you say, ‘It’s fucking cold’ in your language?”

That brought a smile to his face. “The vulgar word is not for me, but we would say, Aaj thand hai. It is cold today.”

Hogelun tried it out, the words unfamiliar in her mouth. Decided she liked the sound of it.

Jai was swaying from side to side. Hogelun didn’t even think he knew he was doing it. He was going to start dancing, she realised, a moment before he actually did it. Swirling and gyrating, thrusting his arms and legs out.

“Really?” Hogelun said.

“Not just useful for fighting,” he said, as he moved from side to side, his arms whipping past his face. “It keeps the blood flowing when the cold bites down. Why don’t you join me?”

“I’m good,” Hogelun said. Dancing wasn’t really her strong suit.

“That won’t work,” Chimeg said, glancing over her shoulder.

“Ah, my dear Chief, that is where you are wrong.” Jai spun in a fabulous double pirouette, ending with a kick that sent a burst of snow spraying into the side of Sponge Bath. “It works the muscles and increases the flow of blood. Try it, you will feel warmer!”

Chimeg raised an eyebrow. “It also makes you sweat. And what do you think happens to sweat at these temperatures?”

Jai came to a slightly unbalanced halt, frowning. “I… suppose,” he said, unable to keep the irritation out of his voice. “But that does not mean—”

“If you want to keep warm,” Chimeg said, “without soaking your entire body in something which will then freeze solid, you need to be careful. There are ways of doing it which reduce the amount you sweat.”

She pushed a lock of snow-crusted hair out of her face, unslinging her spear and planting it in the dirt. “Watch and learn.”

Hogelun spread her hands. “You never mentioned this before, Chief.”

“Never came up.”

“Really? Do you not think that maybe when we’re on watch during the night, in the Tapestry, in the middle of winter…”

“Oh please.” Chimeg rolled her eyes. “That’s not cold.”

Ignoring Hogelun’s sputters of disbelief, she dropped into a combat stance: feet planted wide, knees bent, spine stacked perfectly over her pelvis. “Yah,” she shouted, throwing a quick punch, then did it again with the other hand. Pausing for a beat between each one, returning to stillness.

Jai watched, a puzzled look on his face, as Chimeg transitioned into high kicks. The hem of her deel flew, flinging crusts of ice out into the storm. From the kicks, she dropped onto all fours, and busted out ten quick push-ups.

“Sorry,” Hogelun said. “How often are you supposed to do this?”

“As often… as… you need…” Chimeg sprang to her feet. She started doing squats, throwing out her arms for balance with each one, punctuating them with yet more shouting.

Chimeg finished her routine, her breaths forming white puffs in the air. “There,” she said to Jai, her voice rasping a little. “Nice and… toasty.”

Jai stroked his chin. “Forgive me, but you seem to be sweating far more than I was.”

“No I’m not.” Chimeg said, from a red and steaming face.

Hogelun made a teeth-kissing sound. “I don’t know, Chief, I wasn’t in the army but I’m pretty sure your cheeks aren’t supposed to be that colour.”

Jai grinned at her, and she surprised herself by smiling back.

“My dancing will suffice for now,” the yuvaraja told the Chief. He shook himself out, then leaped into the air and clicked his heels together.

The ground was icy. As he landed, he stumbled, then clutched the back of his right leg. “Chipkai ki choot ke paseene!” he said, dropping onto his backside and massaging his thigh.

“You OK?” Hogelun asked.

He waved her back. “It is just my muscle. I find it becomes tight sometimes, and I appear to have aggravated it. Ai, harami.” He rubbed even harder, grimacing.

“That’s not going to do a damn thing.” Chimeg’s face was still shiny with sweat, but she appeared to have gotten her breath back. “Here, let me try.”

He didn’t look at her. “I will be fine,” he said. The effect was rather ruined by the way he forced the words through gritted teeth.

Chimeg rolled her eyes. “Seriously. I can fix it.”

“I said—”

“Look, you’re still pissed at me? For last night? Good for you. I don’t care. You’re not going to be much use to us if you’re hopping around on one bloody leg, now, are you? Let me help.”

Amazingly, Jai glanced at Hogelun, as if he wanted her opinion. “Fuck you looking at me for?” she said, waving her hand at Chimeg. “She’s the Chief for a reason. She knows… stuff.”

“Thank you, Hogs,” Chimeg said mildly.

Jai’s mouth worked, as if he was chewing on the idea. Then he looked up at Chimeg, and gave a curt nod.

“Finally,” Chimeg said. “Back of the leg? Just below your arse?”

“Below the buttock section, yes.”

She directed him to lie on his back, lift his hurt leg into the air. She grabbed it and pushed, torquing his ankle with quick, jerky movements. He let out a moan that was somewhere between pain and agony, and Hogelun couldn’t help but notice the slightly evil smile on her Chief’s face as she pushed just a bit more than she needed to.

“Breathe,” she said. “I’m going to go a little harder every time you exhale.”

“You…” Jai’s eyes were screwed shut. “Where… did you learn your way of… keeping warm?”

“Army. We were posted up here for a while – well, different part of the mountains, but the weather was just as bad.” Chimeg was really leaning into it now, stretching Jai’s hamstring as much as she could. “I’ll admit, though, it probably doesn’t work as well as it should. Right – do me a favour, pull your knee to your chest.”

He did as ordered, and Chimeg squatted awkwardly on the rock. She reached in, and began massaging the back of Jai’s leg. Jai tilted his head back and groaned as Chimeg kneaded the muscle.

For a long moment, the space under the Three Blades was silent. Even the wind appeared to have dropped. Hogelun had been looking out at the mountains, hoping to spot Sayana and Khun. But without meaning to, she found herself looking over at the two figures on the ground. Thinking back to the night before, when they’d gotten into it.

“Don’t be such a baby,” Chimeg murmured, digging her fingers in. “Just breathe.”

“Did they… teach you… this too?” Jai nodded to his bent leg. “The army…”

“I told you to keep breathing,” Chimeg snapped. Amazingly, she leaned in even harder, actually dropping her shoulder. “A friend of mine taught me. Long time ago. Well, he wasn’t a friend, so much, we were—”

She stopped talking abruptly. Before Jai asked questions, she released him from his torture. He sat up, blinking, looking down at his leg as if he didn’t trust it. Flexing his foot experimentally.

“Better?” Chimeg asked.

“… Yes. Thank you.” He let out a shaky breath. “I will admit, that instruction was lacking when I was coming up the ranks.”

“You were army too?”

“Indeed. All in Sidhu must serve when they come of age. Even royalty.”

Chimeg hmmphed. “Can royalty get to its feet on its own, or does it need help?”

For a moment, Hogs thought Jai was going to be stubborn, wave her away, insist on getting up himself despite the icy surface. But after a long moment, he took the Chief’s offered hand.

As she pulled him upright, Chimeg lost her balance. She reached out on instinct, grabbing at Jai. He reacted, steadying her, alarm on his face.

For a second, Hogelun thought they were both going down. She had visions of cracked skulls, broken wrists. And of course, Sayana, their healer – in name, if nothing else – wasn’t here. Hogs stepped towards Jai and the Chief, aware she wasn’t going to get there in time, but not sure what else to do.

The yuvaraja found his balance. He gripped Chimeg’s arms, bringing both of them to an uneasy standstill. “Are you all right?” he asked.

“Fine,” Chimeg said. She pulled her arms loose – and immediately slipped again, which meant Jai grabbed her again, which meant that for a few seconds they were in an awkward tangle of arms and skidding feet.

Chimeg finally got her balance, made a frustrated noise as she disengaged. “You OK now?” she said to Jai. Without waiting for an answer, she turned and walked away, heading for her lizard.

She didn’t see the lingering look the prince gave her, or the flush that came to his cheeks, but Hogelun did. It was impossible not to picture the expression on the Chief’s face the night before, when she and Jai had almost come to blows, when he’d pushed her off and she’d held onto his hand…

Her mouth twisted. There was probably quite a distance between what she’d just witnessed and the Chief seducing the yuvaraja, or the other way around, but that didn’t stop Hogelun wanting to tell them to focus. They had way, way bigger things to worry about, and there wasn’t time for them to—

Why should she listen to you? said the little voice inside her mind.

She didn’t have time to answer. A sound reached them then. A distant, exhausted huffing.

Hogelun shielded her eyes from the sunslight, peering down the mountainside. It sounded like an araatan – she’d hung around them long enough to know – but there wasn’t one in sight.

“Is that them?” Chimeg called, from over by her lizard. “Where are they?”

Hogelun frowned. “Kind of hard to—”

Sponge Bath crashed to the ground, fifteen feet away.

Both Hogelun and Chimeg shrieked – a sound they were not typically used to making, but which seemed rather apt at this particular moment. Tooth Monster gave a sharp, barking growl, as did Chimeg’s lizard. Jai shouted in his language, words Hogelun couldn’t understand.

Sponge shook himself, and roared, mouth huge, teeth lined with gunk. He looked awful. Half of his scales were crusted with ice, the rest with dirt. Several were snapped off entirely. Like the other lizards, his tail was missing almost half its length, the remaining flesh black and crusty.

Khun sat on top of him. If anything, she actually looked even worse than her mount. Like she’d spent a few hours being dragged behind a horse as it went on a mad run across the Tapestry. Her eyes, wild and huge, found Hogelun.

“I have been waiting,” she snarled, “for thousands of years!”

“Khun, what the fuck?” Chimeg said.

“Ages have passed! Empires have risen and fallen while we stood in silent vigil! The time of the ancestors is upon us, and—”

“Where did you even come from?” Hogelun said. She looked up, but couldn’t even begin to tell where Khunbish and her lizard might have been hiding. The nearest blade of rock, jutting out of the mountain, was a good two hundred feet above their heads.

“Where is my father?” Jai had materialised next to Hogelun. “Bone warrior, please. Is he with you?”

“And where’s Sayana?” Chimeg was watching Sponge like the lizard might try and take her head off. “And Princess?”

“Stolen!” Khun bellowed. “Taken by the foul demons of these peaks. I fought with every ounce of strength I had, but—”

“Khun.”

There was no arguing with Chimeg’s tone. Not even for Khunbish. She stopped babbling, gazed down at the Chief with a sour expression.

“What happened?” Chimeg said.

Khun made a clicking noise, and Sponge bent his legs obediently, lowering himself to the ground – an action Hogelun had never seen him do before, not even once. The older raider twisted around in the saddle. “Ask him.”

She shoved something off the back of her araatan, right over the side. Something wriggling. Something sending out a muffled scream as it fell.

It – he – crashed to the ground. If Khun hadn’t made her lizard kneel, the man would have broken his spine. As it was, he bounced hard enough to make Hogelun wince.

It was hard to tell who he actually was, because he was tied up more tightly and more haphazardly than Hogelun had ever seen. Not so much bound as cocooned in sheets of fabric, like he’d been rolled in a carpet, secured with a dozen lengths of rope and straps. Terrified eyes stared at them over an extra-thick wad of cloth in his mouth.

Chimeg cocked her head. “And he is…?”

“A demon,” Khun snapped. “The one who took the old man. His friends, anyway. I have questioned him, but he tells me nothing useful. He broke water in his trousers a few times, and I smelled it closely, but I could not tell which hell he came from.” She looked quite put out by this. “I thought I knew the scent of all of them, but apparently I was mistaken.”

Jai looked like he was about to draw his blade, shove it through the bound man’s throat. Chimeg rested a hand on his shoulder, firm and unmoving, her eyes never leaving the prisoner.

“Well, then,” she said, in a calm voice that was somehow even more terrifying than Khun’s insane ramblings. “Why don’t you let me ask him?”







Thirty-Six

Sayana

Sayana would admit that being chained to the wall of a cave had some positives.

She wasn’t going to freeze to death. That was nice. She also wasn’t going to die from blood loss. She had a jug of water to drink, even if it had crusty ice on the surface from the cold.

Someone – she couldn’t remember who, she’d been mostly unconscious – had stitched her thigh up. The bandages were tight under the leg of her trousers. A little blood had seeped through, staining the fabric, but that was all. Compared to being impaled by a tree and then toppling off a mountain, things were looking up.

If you ignored the thick metal manacle around her left wrist, of course.

A chain ran from it, links thick as her little finger, secured to the rock wall. She sat with her legs splayed out in front of her, and for the hundredth time, wondered why they’d bothered restraining her. She couldn’t walk. She might not be able to walk for a very long time.

No. Don’t do that. You’ve got enough to worry about.

Like who in the nine hells these people were.

She hadn’t seen much of the fortress – the word sprang to her mind easily, even though she had nothing to back it up with – when she came in. Mostly because, again, she’d only been awake about half the time. She remembered some sort of courtyard, torches everywhere. Passages tunnelled out of the mountain. A warm room, softly lit, which felt great until someone started stabbing her leg with a needle.

And then this cell. Hollowed out of the rock. Hard, angled walls, dirt-caked floor.

“Hey,” she shouted – or tried to. Her voice was a dry husk. Her captors were out there, she could hear them, stomping around and talking in low voices, but so far no one had come to visit her. Or explained what this was all about.

It had crossed her mind that these might be the people she’d seen with Erhi on the ridge. But if that was the case, why not just kill her? Why bring her here?

She was surprised at how alert she was – well, alert might be a bit much. She was weak, every movement slow and feeble. Her thigh radiated agony, and it felt like every other muscle had decided to go into an aching sulk.

This wasn’t the first time she’d been badly injured. She’d taken an arrow in the shoulder while training Princess, which had hurt only slightly less than the wound in her thigh. Say what you like about her current injury, but at least she was in vaguely familiar territory.

Princess.

Sayana made a fist with her free hand, smacked the floor with it. The worry was like an animal gnawing at her side. As much as she told herself that the araatan had populated the mountains for thousands of years, that this was where Princess was born, that this was her natural territory, it didn’t stick.

Every horse Sayana had ever ridden, even the ones she’d quite liked, had felt emotionless and put upon. As if they were only letting her on their backs because they had no choice. But the araatan… Sayana had earned her trust. The lizard wasn’t just a mount; she’d been Sayana’s constant companion for months now, and every time they rode out, there was that little thrilling jolt of disbelief. Of wonder. That a beast this size would let her on its back, respond to her touch.

Unbidden, the vision rose to the top of her mind. The giant white araatan. The pool. The voice.

The Eye of the Desert, Khun whispered.

Sayana shook her head, furious with herself. Her best girl was out there, sick, almost certainly injured. Her friends might be dead. And here she was chained to a fucking wall.

She gathered her strength, and roared: “Is anyone there?”

Nobody answered.

It was impossible to tell how long she’d been in here, but it didn’t feel like for ever. A day maybe, no more than two. She couldn’t quite say how she knew this, but it just felt right. She wasn’t hungry… had she been fed at some point? Or was that just her body suppressing the urge?

And all the while, Erhi and her people, Erhi and her flame, were getting further and further ahead.

Before she could dwell on this, there were raised voices outside the door. Footsteps. She straightened; maybe now she could finally get some answers…

And that might have happened, if the person who stepped through hadn’t wiped her mind completely clean.

She was a short woman, compact and muscular, with wind-burned cheeks and a hooked nose. She wore thick furs over her deel, which was made of threadbare silk, mottled green and brown. She had no fur hat, and her hair was tied back in a messy bun. Strands stuck out every which way.

Her eyes met Sayana’s. They were a deep blue – the kind of eyes that were used to peering far into the distance. Looking, perhaps, for the tiny, dark shape of an eagle against the clouds.

It took Sayana a few seconds to find her voice. The woman just stared at her while she did. Expressionless.

“Tuya?”







Thirty-Seven

Sayana

The first time Sayana had met Tuya, they’d been in the exact opposite position to the ones they were in now. Tuya had been the one tied up, dragged out of Karkorum to help the Rakada with their little araatan project.

In the months since they’d parted ways, Sayana had run their final conversation over and over in her mind. The one where she confessed her love to Tuya. The one where Tuya had kissed her on the cheek and said: no.

Sayana had let Tuya go. She might have been a raider, but she had no interest in forcing someone to be with her against their will. She’d watched the hunter ride away, knowing she might never see her again

She didn’t know if Tuya had somehow fought her way in here (how? why?) or if she was a part of whatever this place was, but it didn’t matter. When you were chained to a wall, the sight of a friendly face was worth more than gold.

“Weavers.” Sayana couldn’t get to her feet, but she leaned forward, gaping at her visitor. “You’re here. You’re really here.”

Tuya said nothing. Just stared down at her.

“I can’t believe it’s you.” A grin split Sayana’s face. She rattled her manacle. “Can you get this thing off? I can’t really walk, but if you give me something to lean on, we can—”

Tuya leaned back, sticking her head out the open door. “Bring him.”

At the back of her mind, Sayana was dimly aware that something was terribly wrong. “Tuya,” she said, feeling slightly stupid. “It’s me. It’s Sayana.”

But Tuya wasn’t even looking at her now. Two more people dressed like her, a man and a woman, hustled inside the cell. There was a third person between them, and as Sayana realised who it was, she went all the way past surprised and stunned into absolutely fucking flabbergasted.

“Arjun!” She yanked at her chain, furious, as the old man’s captors dumped him in the other corner of the cell. They didn’t have a second chain to secure him, but it hardly mattered. He looked awful, weak and shaky, gazing around him like he didn’t know where he was.

“Let him go,” Sayana yelled at them. “Right now. Tuya… Tuya, he’s… What is this? It’s me, it’s Sayana, please just talk to me.”

Was this some weird form of revenge? For when she and the others had kidnapped Tuya? But then why was the woman still staring at her like they’d never met? They hadn’t left on bad terms, Tuya hadn’t sworn vengeance on her, so what…

The guards – if that’s what they were – slammed the door behind them, leaving Sayana and Arjun with Tuya. The woman leaned against the wall, arms folded. Still staring at Sayana like they’d never been introduced.

Sayana stared at the old man, not sure whether to be angry or not. Outside of a small cut below one eye, he didn’t look wounded, just confused. “Arjun, are you OK?”

He was breathing hard, as if he’d been running. But those rheumy eyes settled on hers, and he blinked. Gave a slow nod.

Right. Sayana didn’t have the first clue what this was, but enough was enough. She looked back at Tuya, and this time, put a little bit of iron into her voice. “OK. I don’t know what’s happening here, but can you stop pretending you don’t know who I am? That’s really fucking annoying. And if you’re going to chain us up here, then you can at least tell me about Khun. Where is she?”

And still Tuya said nothing. Showed precisely zero inclination to admit she knew Sayana. It was so insane that Sayana genuinely wondered, for a moment, if Tuya had a twin she didn’t know about.

No. She’d had a sister, a psychopath called Yesuntei who had almost wiped out the Rakada, but that was it.

Tuya yawned, putting the back of her hand to her mouth. “You belong to those raiders we found. You got separated in the storm?”

At the word raiders, Arjun frowned. Glanced at Sayana, a questioning look in his eyes.

She couldn’t deal with that right now. This was so ridiculous, so self-evidently stupid, that Sayana could do nothing but gape. And hearing Tuya’s voice had set off a tiny spark in her chest. She hadn’t realised how much she missed it.

“Those raiders,” she said, through gritted teeth, ignoring Arjun’s eyes boring into her head, “are the same ones who gave you the chance to train araatan. You remember that, right? You, me, in the cave? Nearly getting eaten by Princess?”

Tuya’s voice didn’t change. “You’ve mistaken me for someone else.”

Was it Sayana’s imagination, or did her eyes dart to the door as she spoke? She had the strangest feeling then: that this interrogation – if that’s what it was – was being listened to.

“I don’t know you,” Tuya said. “And I don’t know what you’re doing in our mountains. Let’s start there. If you—”

“Answer me this.” They were definitely being listened to. Sayana decided, on balance, that she didn’t give a shit. “If I don’t know you, how did I know your name?”

“I worked as an eagle hunter in the Khan’s court. Many people knew who I was.” A one-shoulder shrug. “Perhaps word of my abilities reached even a raider like you.”

In the aftermath of the battle of the God’s Heel, Sayana had begged Tuya to stay. To be that vulnerable, to admit her feelings, laying them out before the other person, had taken every ounce of courage in her body.

Tuya had said no, but she hadn’t been cruel. So what in the nine hells was this?

“You want to know what we’re doing in the mountains?” Sayana said. “Just passing through, actually. We’re heading for the desert.”

“I don’t—”

“See, that araatan you trained? Princess – you remember her? She’s sick. They all are. But then we got a vision from Father Sky, who said there was some sort of magic pool in the desert that could fix them.”

“A magic pool.” Tuya gave Sayana a thin smile.

A new thought popped into Sayana’s mind: wouldn’t Tuya have gotten the same vision they all did? After all, she’d literally helped Sayana train Princess in the first place.

Only: Tuya hadn’t reacted with surprise. If she’d had the vision too, then she would have been shocked to hear it come back at her.

Sayana spread her hands. To her amazement, her indignation actually stopped her leg from hurting so much. “Don’t know what you want me to tell you.”

“The truth would be nice.”

“The truth.” Sayana nodded to herself. “That’s an interesting point actually. Have I ever, at any point, told you anything but the truth? Have I ever lied to you, even once? I certainly don’t intend to start now. Do you want to know why? Because I lo—”

No. She wasn’t going to tell this person… pretending to be Tuya that she loved her. She’d done that once, and it hadn’t gone well.

“Because I respect you,” she finished. “Do you think that maybe, just maybe, you can come up with a little bit of respect in return?”

She hadn’t intended to start shouting, but her voice got away from her. The sound reverberated in the small space.

When it trailed away, Tuya shook her head. “I’ll give you a few hours to think about your story,” she said, heading for the door.

“And I’ll give you a few hours to…”

Sayana trailed off as Tuya glanced back at her. Because this time, the look on the eagle hunter’s face was one of frustrated misery. Desperation, even.

She rapped hard on the door, even as she kept staring at Sayana. She opened her mouth as if to say something, then closed it again, and left the two of them in the cell.

Sayana stared at the closed door, trying to work out what had just happened. The look Tuya had just given her…

She knew Sayana. She knew her, and couldn’t admit it.

What the fuck is happening here?







Thirty-Eight

Erhi

Sneaking through the camp would have been so much easier if she could kill people.

That was the problem with Erhi’s plan. If she wanted it to work, then she couldn’t hurt a single soldier.

She crouched in the shadow of a ger, watching two of them in conversation. Their voices were low, and they were a little too far away for her to catch their words. Neither of them had moved for half an hour, and Erhi was finding her frustration harder and harder to control.

If she’d had even the most rudimentary potion ingredients, she could have laid both of these idiots out with a single prick from her dagger. She might even have been able to make a powder, send a puff of it into their faces…

But she didn’t. A few plants and roots that made their home in the mountains had their uses, but none of them, as far as she knew, could make any sort of sleeping potion. And she had no tools: no pestle and mortar, no clay jars for heating solutions in a fire. No fire.

She couldn’t kill these soldiers, couldn’t put them to sleep, could do nothing but squat in the dark and wait.

Then again, most of tonight had been about waiting for the right moment. Getting away from Temujin and his acolytes, for one thing.

They’d made camp in a small depression on the mountainside; even then, they hadn’t dared make a fire. They’d eaten a bare meal of dried roots and a few shrivelled curds, the acolytes listening to Temujin spin one of his endless nonsense stories. Erhi had sat at the edges, chewing without tasting, thinking about her plan.

The moon was bright, covered by scattered clouds, and sneaking away wasn’t going to be possible. Even if she wasn’t spotted immediately, it wouldn’t be long before they missed her. There was a good chance Temujin would order the assault on the camp then and there, assuming she’d gone to warn them. Which would mean she’d be in the camp when the entire mountainside came crashing down on her.

And then, she got her chance. Three mountain goats, picking their way across a rocky slope a short distance away.

However mad Temujin was, even he couldn’t ignore their food, which had been running low for days. He ordered Erhi, Bugaral and two others to hunt down the goats.

In the low light, it was easy to give the other three the slip. Especially Bugaral, who couldn’t focus on anything that wasn’t immediately in front of him. She was tempted to put an arrow in his skull as she left, simply on principle.

She skirted the place where Temujin and his followers still huddled, made her way towards the main camp. It would take some time before they missed her, and maybe, just maybe, that was all she needed.

If she could pull this off…

If everything lined up the way it should…

Well. She wouldn’t need to depend on Temujin and his acolytes to reach the pool in the desert.

When she did, the araatan would die, all of them. The Rakada would live to see it… and they would know it was her. They would lose everything, and watch as she was elevated beyond anything they could hope for.

Everything she wanted. If, if, her plan worked.

Her thighs and calves were starting to ache, and she’d begun to shiver with cold. These soldiers weren’t going to move, so she’d have to.

She took a soft breath, vanishing back around the other side of the ger. Immediately, she got a reminder of why she’d rejected this route. It took her past a brightly lit patch of ground, several torches illuminating a latrine pit, racks of weapons. No soldiers that she could see, but if she got that wrong…

The temperature had plummeted. Erhi hugged herself, trying to control her shivering. Her time in the mountains hadn’t been kind to her deel; it wasn’t high quality to begin with, and the endless miles had frayed the hem, torn half a dozen holes in the fabric. Erhi, who had once owned several fine silk deels and had been a regular at more than one tailor in Karkorum, couldn’t stop her mouth from twisting in sour fury.

The expression became a thoughtful frown. She took the hem of her deel in her fingers, studying it.

She still wore the same robe she’d worn in Karkorum. Her army uniform. Threadbare, functional, dull grey.

Could it really be that simple?

No soldier, not even the greenest infantry, would see someone with a deel as torn and scruffy as hers and not think something was amiss. But if she could move fast, keep her distance from any troops… it might be enough.

Emphasis on might.

She brushed off the most obvious dirt, adjusted her hair, straightened her deel. Hid as many torn parts as she could with strategic folds. The soldiers here wore thick fur hats, which she didn’t have, but there was nothing she could do about that.

She stepped out into the moonlight. Strode across the camp with as much purpose as she could muster. Sometimes, that was enough: look as if you belonged, and people would let you past.

She moved past the weapons rack, wrinkling her nose at the smell of the latrine pit. The odour made her think of Chimeg, back when they’d first met: the two of them had come up together in basic training, had often been given pit-digging duty. When they became raiders, Chimeg had impressed Erhi when she’d continued to dig the pits herself. Wherever they’d made camp, the Chief would—

Erhi picked up her pace. Chimeg wasn’t her Chief any more. Chimeg was going to suffer, and she, Erhi, would be there to see it. She had to make that happen. She had to.

Past the latrine pit, there was another line of tents. And this one – her breath caught in her throat – this one had multiple soldiers standing on guard. One of them looked her way, face expressionless in the glimmering light from the torches.

She kept her gaze dead ahead, marching right down the middle. They were all staring now, she could feel it. She didn’t dare look.

If they challenged her, she could fight. She was more than capable of taking them out herself. But that would bring the entire camp down on her, and even if she somehow escaped, she’d be by herself in the mountains. Hunted by both Temujin’s followers, and the army, with no food or supplies. Not even a fur hat.

What if one of the soldiers called out to her? It didn’t even matter if it was just a friendly greeting. Deaf soldiers were uncommon, and whether she answered with sign or her hated, stunted voice, whoever spoke to her might wonder why they hadn’t come across her before.

The only way out was through.

She stared dead ahead as she walked, not even glancing at the soldiers, picking up her pace as if she was on an urgent mission.

Beyond the line of tents was a stretch of open ground. One of the machines she’d seen earlier stood in the middle of it, as if it had been pulled aside from the others for repair. It was huge: much bigger than she’d thought, after seeing its siblings from a distance. Wheels almost as tall as she was, and a bow that might have been used by giants, mounted on a stiff wooden frame.

She focused on the contraption. If she was wrong about this, if she hadn’t seen what she thought she had…

And then she was past the line of tents. No one had challenged her yet; it had started to snow again, freezing crystals collecting on her shoulders and at the tip of her nose.

As she passed the giant bow, she came to a halt.

Where was the big tent? It was in this direction, she knew it was, but suddenly the layout of the camp was different in her head. Multiple paths ran off from her position, all of them with soldiers standing guard. Several campfires, with men squatting around them. One of them, on her left, was trying and failing to shield the fire from the falling snow.

She couldn’t stop. Couldn’t look for a second as if she didn’t know where she was going. She picked the path straight ahead, and as she took a step, a hand landed on her shoulder.

She was so tense that she almost grabbed the hand’s owner, and threw him to the ground. It was a soldier in full armour, plates gleaming dull grey. Snow had collected around the rim of his conical helmet, on his padded shoulders. She couldn’t quite see his face: there was a torch directly behind him, silhouetting his features.

“What rotation are you with?” he asked.

Erhi froze.

The man didn’t wait for her to answer. “Third shift’s been reassigned. Time for those lazy bastards to earn their keep – they’re to go hunt some game for the kitchens. I need someone to—”

He stopped, peering at her, as if he was only now realising he’d never seen her before. Her hand strayed to the hilt of her dagger…

Someone on her left shouted – something about a shagai game. “In a minute,” the man in front of Erhi snapped. She caught a look at his face: hard and weathered, as if he’d been carved from the mountains themselves.

“Get the message to the western guard post,” he told Erhi. This time, he barely even looked her way. “Quickly now.”

Mercifully, he didn’t wait to see if she obeyed or not. He simply strode off, without looking back.

Slowly, she took her hand off her dagger. Either her uniform was a little more convincing in the low light than she’d thought, or Mother Earth had decided to cut her a break after all.

Erhi let out a breath, a trembling white puff of vapour. It might have worked once, but she couldn’t bet on it working again. She had to move.

She turned… and just like that, she spotted the big tent. Or rather, spotted its roof, peeking out from behind another ger.

As quickly as she could, she made her way over to it. Halfway there, her foot slipped on a patch of dirty slush, and she went down hard, not only banging her knee on a rock but submerging her entire shin in frozen water. She scrambled back up, gritting her teeth.

Less than a minute later, she was alongside the big ger. She crouched down, doing everything she could to slow her breathing, running her fingers along the place where fabric met snow. She couldn’t risk going through the front flap; it would be guarded, and even if the soldiers there took her for one of their colleagues, they would never let her inside.

Erhi had spent enough time putting up and taking down gers in her life to know what to look for. The Rakada’s own ger was made of fabric that had seen better days, stiff and immobile, caked with dirt and grime. But this one… it was newer, cleaner, as befitted its occupant. It had some give. Stretched just a tiny bit more.

She managed to create some open space, stretching the fabric between pegs securing it to the ground. Beyond the fabric was a flexible wooden lattice, made of angled poles. Erhi went prone, doing her best to ignore the snow soaking through her deel.

She rolled onto her back, pushing the lattice up and wriggling underneath. At any second, she was expecting hands to grip her ankles, yanking her back into the open air. Terror clawed at her, so strong and sharp that she almost backed out of this entirely.

She slowed her breathing, as much as she could, and kept shuffling under the edge of the tent.

The inside was lit by soft light from a dozen lanterns, and within moments, thick carpet had replaced the gritty snow under Erhi’s back. As slowly and quietly as she could, she got her whole body inside the tent, gently lowering the fabric and the lattice back into place. Then, holding her breath, staying as low as she could, she turned around.

Erhi had always had an eye for fine things. Silk deels, well-made tapestries, the craftsmanship of a good blade or bow. Over the years, she’d come to understand that it was always better to keep things simple: a single line of patterned embroidery along the hem of a crimson deel, a tiny slick of gold on a wooden hilt.

Whoever had decorated this tent clearly didn’t feel the same way. Everywhere she looked, there was the most fabulous furniture: carved divans, ornate lanterns, opulent wooden chests gleaming with rich oil. A table groaning with food – Erhi’s stomach gave out a pang just looking at the spread of honeyed pears and roasted antelope.

A gigantic bed dominated the centre of the space, the rolling hills of its mattress covered with thick blankets. On top of the blankets lay Etugen, the Great Khan. Stark naked, fast asleep.

When the wind had caught the tent flap, she’d spotted the royal blue banners, with their orange moon and suns. Those rumours about the Khan building some sort of weapon? The stories about why he left the capital? They were true. He was here, and those giant wooden bows were being built to take down araatan.

Her triumphant feeling didn’t last long, because the one thing she hadn’t planned for tonight was having to wake a naked Khan after having sneaked into his tent.

She had an idea that he might be less than amused.

At least they were alone, thank the Weavers. She’d seen the Khan a few times before of course, but always at a distance, and always in full armour. Now, she was struck by how utterly bland he looked. Put him among other men, without his retinue and his raiments, and he’d vanish. His shoulders and chest were broad, but he was running to fat at the belly. He had an unremarkable face, a neatly trimmed beard. The beard, she noticed, wasn’t a natural black: it was dyed, wisps of grey poking out.

She didn’t bother looking at his cock. She never had much of an interest in those anyway.

Erhi crept closer, reminding herself that it didn’t matter how ordinary he looked. If she didn’t play this exactly right – exactly – she would be dead within ten seconds of him waking up.

If she could throw a blanket over him, wake him up that way… well, she might still be murdered, but there was a small chance it wouldn’t happen immediately.

She crouched, reaching for one of the furs at the foot of the bed that wasn’t tangled around his feet.

An instant later, multiple hands grabbed her by the neck and arms, pulling her backwards.

No!

Her attackers threw her to the rug, kicked her onto her back. Angry faces appeared above her, mouths moving as they shouted. She was desperate to fight back, cut her way free, make her escape… but there were just too many. She caught a split second glance of the Khan, sitting up, blinking in confusion, and then someone grabbed her hair and pulled, dragging her away from the bed.

She was going to die. Right here, right now, her blood soaking this fine carpet. She wrenched her right hand free, reached inside her deel—

—and pulled out a neatly tied bundle of cloth.

Hurled it, in the direction of the Khan.

Steel flashed above her. The tip of the sabre hovered an inch from her face. The man wielding it glanced over his shoulder, as if receiving a command.

A moment.

Another.

And just like that, the soldiers hauled her upright. One of them twisted her arms behind her back, and a second actually gripped her neck with tight fingers. She was breathing hard through her nose, legs like jelly. She forced herself to find the Khan, looked for him in the crush of bodies. He had a robe on now, sash hastily tied…

And he was reading the cotton sheet. One of the soldiers was holding it up for him – of course, he wouldn’t risk touching it, not when it might be poisoned. But he was reading, and occasionally glancing up at her.

Erhi had taken the cloth from the scribe: the acolyte who had busied himself with writing down Temujin’s story. While she was almost certain that the Khan didn’t know sign, he would definitely be able to read.

She waited, slowing her breathing, as he finished reading what she had written.

Etugen waved the cloth away, then stepped in closer to her. One of his men tried to stop him, but the Khan shoved him aside. It struck Erhi that any one of these men could have overpowered him easily, and to her surprise, she found herself envying him. What must it be like to hold such power? That men who could destroy you obeyed your every command?

“Let her go.”

And then she was free. There were still several blades pointed in her direction, but she ignored them.

One of the Khan’s guards still held the cloth. It tilted towards Erhi, and now, she could read her own message clearly. A message that would give her everything she wanted… if the Khan would listen.

I know how you can kill the araatan.







Thirty-Nine

Sayana

“Let me see.”

Sayana didn’t hear Arjun at first. She was still turning the bizarre conversation with Tuya over and over in her mind, picking it apart. Someone had been listening, and whoever it was, Tuya hadn’t wanted them to know that she—

“Sayana.” Arjun had shuffled over, crouching by her leg. “May I examine your wound?”

She blinked at him. For a moment, she genuinely didn’t know what the fuck he was talking about. Then her injured leg gave off a jolt of pain, and she remembered very quickly. And he was a healer, wasn’t he? He’d helped Princess…

Sayana closed her eyes, forcing thoughts of her girl to the back of her mind.

“Surprised you want to help a raider.” The word just popped out of her; the pain had destroyed her internal filter, and besides, it hardly mattered any more.

His voice was brusque. “If you die, I suspect I will follow.”

Which would have to do for now, she supposed.

“I will need you to take your trousers off.” He actually went red, wouldn’t meet her eyes.

She huffed a laugh. “Think we’re a little past modesty at this point, don’t you?”

Getting her trousers down around her knees took an age. Inch by painful, freezing inch. But eventually, the wound was exposed; grey linen bandages, stained with blood.

“I must unwrap it,” Arjun told her. “This may be uncomfortable.”

“You want to know what’s uncomfortable?” Sayana forced a smile onto her face. “Try riding an araatan bareback for months while your Chief goes through about ten different saddle prototypes. That’ll really aaaaaaah fuck fuck shit.”

He was gentle, but even the slightest movement made her squeeze her eyes shut. Finally, he was done, and she cracked open one eye, then wished she hadn’t. The wound was a big, puffy knot of red flesh, clumsily closed with thick black thread.

Arjun grunted. “Poor work.”

“Yeah, well, what do you expect from a bunch of lying liars who lie?” Sayana sent a bitter look at the door. She was going to die in here, probably of the rot, and Tuya still wouldn’t admit that they knew each other.

Arjun regarded her, and a flush crept up her neck. She would admit: it was a bit rich to complain about liars. Not that the Rakada had lied about being freedom fighters, exactly…

“I will have to reopen the wound and clean it properly,” Arjun said.

Sayana thought she’d misheard him. “With what tools?” He didn’t even have his wrist-mounted bow any more… crossbow, he’d called it a crossbow. They’d taken it off him.

It was one of the few times she’d seen the old man smile. “They did not search me as well as they should have.”

He rummaged inside his robe. After a few moments, he extracted a small cloth pouch. “Rudimentary supplies, and perhaps the wound will prove too much, but…”

Sayana let her head rest against the wall. She didn’t know whether to be relieved or terrified. “This is going to hurt, isn’t it?”

He did her the courtesy of not grunting.

At first, it really did. She could do nothing but grit her teeth, cold sweat running down her forehead. But to her surprise, as he helped her roll over to work on the other side of her leg, the pain ebbed. Give the old man credit: he had gentle hands, and a smooth way with the needle.

He also had a bottle of the same gloopy anti-rot stuff he’d used on Princess. He soaked the thread with it before he went to work, and it felt, to Sayana, like ice that was somehow on fire.

Her mind – badly in need of a diversion anyway – turned to Tuya. “I don’t understand it,” she said, as Arjun worked. “She – aaaargh – she absolutely knows who I am. We… Weavers, shit, ow… we kidnapped her to help us train the araatan. And I rescued her from her sister.”

Arjun glanced down at her with a look of reproach, as if she was distracting him. “She cannot afford to admit that she knows you. There are things here we do not understand.”

“Well, yeah, I know that…” She trailed off, muttering.

“There,” he said. “We will have to re-bandage the wound using their materials, but it should heal.” He gripped Sayana’s shoulder, helped pull her back to a seated position. “You must put weight on it as soon as you can. Your mind will want to believe that it cannot trust the leg any more, but you must fight against it. Movement, as much as you can take.”

Sayana nodded, even though the thought of moving right now was enough to make her gorge rise. “How long… how long before I can fight?”

If there was one thing you needed to do a lot as a raider, even if you had giant fire-breathing lizards to ride, it was fuck shit up. Shit that often wanted to fuck you right back. Footwork was sort of important.

“It depends on you,” Arjun said. “And on how well the wound closes.”

Sayana did not like the look on his face. Not one little bit.

Before the fear could take hold, Arjun suddenly doubled over, one hand on the dirty floor for balance as a gigantic cough ripped through him. He shook it off, cleared his throat… and then the coughing came back, worse this time, each one shaking his frail body. He collapsed back against the wall, face twisted in misery. It sounded like his throat was going to tear itself apart. Sayana stared in horror.

After what seemed like whole minutes, the coughing trailed off. The old man sat quietly, breathing through his nose, eyes closed. His face was a sickly grey, visible even in the low light.

“Arjun,” Sayana said quietly, shifting into a slightly-less-painful position. “What’s wrong with you?”

He grunted, waved her away.

But now she was thinking about all the times she’d seen him struggle to dismount whichever araatan he happened to be riding. All the times she noticed him rubbing at his side, or taking deep breaths. She was remembering how he got up in the mornings: slowly, carefully, as if his body was made from thin glass. It wasn’t just age.

“You’re sick,” she said.

She supposed she’d known already. Had known ever since she met him. But she’d been so focused on getting them through the mountains that she hadn’t stopped to think about it.

From somewhere beyond the door, there were raised voices, a distant banging. They faded away, and the cell was quiet again.

Nasty thoughts filled Sayana’s mind. Was he sick because of them? Maybe from being around the araatan? Did that mean—

“The lungs,” Arjun said, as if sensing her thoughts. “For many months now. I have been treating it as best I can.”

“Don’t think what you’re doing is working,” Sayana murmured.

His breath left him in a long, shaky sigh. “It was, for a time. It kept the sickness at bay. But it has become… less effective. I would see this sometimes with those I healed, in Sidhu. The body begins to resist.”

“And what did you do? For those people?”

His look told her all she needed to know.

Which was dog shit. She wasn’t just going to let this happen. Not to this man who had treated her araatan’s shredded tail, who had used the few supplies he still had on her. There had to be something in the Tapestry that…

“You must not tell Jai,” Arjun said.

He had to say it again before it actually registered in Sayana’s mind. “He… he doesn’t know you’re sick?” she asked.

That seemed, to put it mildly, a little unlikely.

“Oh, he does,” said Arjun. “But he does not believe it will be the end of me.”

Which was equally absurd. The pair had spent months crossing from Sidhu, through Dalai, and into the mountains. Months where this sickness had stuck around, presumably getting steadily worse. How was it possible that Jai could be that oblivious?

Arjun’s smile was soft, forgiving. “Every son believes his father will live for ever.”

“But there’s no way he would—”

“He sees, but does not see,” Arjun said. “He believes it is controlled, that the medicine is slowly winning the war. I am ashamed to say I have not corrected him.”

Sayana digested this. The pain in her leg had faded to a dull throb.

“Why?” she said, after a good ten seconds. “Why not just… tell him?”

Arjun clearly wasn’t accustomed to talking this much. “His mother… died… very soon after he was born, and since then, nothing has been more important to me than him.”

He gazed into the distance, as if they weren’t trapped in a cell at all. As if they stood on a hill, looking over a vast land.

“Even when he was a boy,” the old man went on, “he wanted to take the world in both fists. Not to hurt it, or have power over it. Just to hold it. He wanted to see everything, do everything. An impossible child to control, to be sure, the scourge of his tutors, but… rewarding, too.”

Sayana tried to imagine Jai as a child. Which was easy, now that she thought about it.

“Whatever he encounters, he addresses with all of his heart,” Arjun said. “Every part of him. It is why he will go to great lengths to convince others to put aside their weapons and dance. Even if they do not, he has no fear of a fight, and if he counts you as a friend, he will die to defend you. To do less would tear at his very soul.”

He coughed again, hard. Sayana thought it might develop into another of those terrible fits, but he got it under control.

“When Sidhu fell to war with itself,” the old man said, “it nearly destroyed him. His homeland, beset by lesser men.”

“Brigands and thieves.” It was probably a good thing that she didn’t have the strength to look at him then.

He inhaled, long and shaky. “If that is truly what you are, then you will answer for your crimes one day. To a higher authority than me.”

In her mind, Sayana saw the Eye of the Desert. Silent, set like a jewel in white dunes.

She had never really believed in the Nine Hells. Not really. But on that front, she was starting to get very worried indeed.

She licked her lips. “It’s not… It isn’t as simple as—”

“My son fought for our land nobly. Defended those who could not defend themselves. But against such wickedness, such chaos, his joy… it began to dim. He had two friends – Sanjay and Rahul, army sergeants, they… they fell…”

Another coughing fit took him. Sayana had to force herself to not say anything, to wait for his voice to come back. When he spoke again, there was something in his eyes. As if he couldn’t quite understand why he was telling her all this… but was more relieved than he wanted to admit.

“We had heard stories about your lizards, of course. None of us knew if there was any truth, but I…” His gaze fell. “I convinced my son that we had to try.”

Sayana shook her head, trying to fit the pieces together. “But… if you didn’t know for sure, this could all have been for nothing. You could have come all this way, and found it was just a rumour or something. Weren’t you worried about that? Weren’t you—”

Her eyes went wide.

Oh, she thought.

“Sidhu is lost,” Arjun said slowly. “I could see that, even if Jai could not. And I knew, even then, that the sickness would take me sooner or later. There is nothing that can save me, and no animal, however large, can stop the death of our land.”

Sayana’s voice trembled. “You got him out.”

For the first time, a defiant look flared on Arjun’s face. “We have lost our homeland, and soon, my son will lose his father. If I could show him a great adventure, one last marvellous journey together, give him experiences that he will remember for the rest of his life…”

He bowed his head. “I have not always been a good father. I have been… distant. But in this… I will not fail in this. I will give my son the whole world.

“And who knows? Perhaps I am wrong. Perhaps you will teach him your secrets, and he will return to our land. Seize it from those would who tear it apart.”

He nodded, as if that settled the matter. Then he sat back against the wall with his elbows on his knees, staring at nothing.

Sayana opened her mouth to tell him how crazy that entire story was, then shut it again. She leaned forward, intending to ask if he really truly believed that his son didn’t know… then sat back.

Truth was, she had no idea what to think.

The old man had deceived his son. And not just a little bit: this deception had taken both of them from their homeland – a homeland that, from the sounds of things, really needed a fighter like Jai.

It had brought them across hundreds and hundreds of miles, put them in insane danger. It had taken away any choice Jai had. All for… what, exactly? This fantasy? This story Arjun had told himself?

The part she was struggling to wrap her head around the most was Jai. That he could be so blind to what was happening to his father. That after all this time, he still didn’t realise what Arjun was trying to do. How could he not know?

Every son believes his father will live for ever…

And perhaps for Jai – a man who danced before he fought, who believed that all raiders were scum and that all princes were noble heroes, who could be imprisoned and beaten and still believe he would make it out all right – believing that his own father was mortal was impossible.

Sayana frowned, because at least one part of that made no sense at all (like anything makes sense lately, she thought). He couldn’t hate thieves and raiders, and still believe that… what was it he said?

Every person has dancing in their hearts.

“Well,” she said, “At least we’d get a chance to dance our way out of trouble. You know, if he… if he found out. About us.”

She meant to make it sound like a joke, and failed miserably.

“If you asked him,” Arjun murmured, “he would say that he would offer the chance no matter who faced him. He would believe it, too. But…” Another cough, a little hitching gulp that was barely there. “But truly, I do not know what he would do. I do not think even he knows.”

Sayana tried to make sense of this in her head. This strange duo: a father who deceived his son, and a son who deceived himself.

Then again, she hadn’t known them for more than a few days. Hadn’t been on the journey with them. She didn’t know what they had seen, all the adventures they’d had. And the worst part of it was, she was…

Jealous.

It was such a startling feeling that she actually let out a little breath. Arjun glanced at her, then looked away.

The whole reason Sayana had left the palace was because her father was a gigantic arsehole. He wasn’t the Khan when he had her, but that hadn’t stopped him from pawning her off to someone else, raised to be a good little bird at court. She didn’t like that idea, so she’d become a raider. And frankly, she’d done a pretty good job of ignoring the fact that she never had a real father in her life. No real parents at all.

What would it have been like to go on a journey like the one Jai and Arjun had been on? Forget the fact that Arjun was sick, forget the war in Sidhu. Ignore all of that. What would it have been like to go on a long adventure with your father? One you would remember for the rest of your life?

There was a deep, deep longing in Sayana’s chest. Not because she ever thought this would have happened with her own birth father; she couldn’t help picturing the Khan, standing in that tent full of raiders in the forest, smug and self-satisfied. Suggesting that he go on a quest with one of his offspring would be like telling a tiger to try eating some plants for a change.

Only…

She couldn’t stop herself wondering, all the same.

Yes, Arjun had deceived his son. But wasn’t that an act of love, too? Wasn’t it, in its own strange way, a chance for Arjun to be the best father he could?

Hours went by. The only time they spoke again was when Arjun muttered, “Jai will find out, sooner or later.”

“Find out what?” she said. Whispering it, as if they sat in a holy place.

“Who you are. If we escape, and find him again. And I cannot promise he will not do something regrettable.”

He slept after that, head tilted back against the rock wall.

Sayana had her chin lowered, lost in thought, when there were more noises from outside the cell. These were different. There was a raised voice, telling someone to stop, and then a series of thumps and cracks.

Sayana, who had been in many, many fights in her life, was quite familiar with those sounds. They meant that someone was getting their arse kicked.

She and Arjun – awake and alert now – exchanged a look. The old man rose shakily to his feet. A moment later, the door burst inward.

Tuya’s hair was a mess, even more than usual, and a cut on her neck was oozing blood. Her sabre was bloody too, drops pattering on the floor.

“Here.” She tossed Sayana a glinting object. Sayana snatched it out of the air; it was a key, teeth limned with rust. “You,” Tuya said to Arjun. “You’ll need to hold her up. We might have to fight our way out.”

He nodded, dumbfounded. She threw him something too, a black blur in the air – his wrist-mounted crossbow. He caught it cleanly, blinking in confusion.

Tuya’s eyes found Sayana’s. “Sorry about before. I couldn’t say anything. It’s a long st—”

Sayana’s voice was deafening. “I fucking knew it.”







Forty

Hogelun

Chimeg did not, as a rule, believe in torture. For one thing, it almost never gave you the answer you were looking for; people would tell you anything to stop the pain. For another, it was messy, frequently complicated, and gave you the most hideous nightmares.

Hogelun had no problem with that policy. She didn’t like it when people couldn’t fight back. Didn’t seem fair.

Chimeg was, however, quite happy to terrify captives without actually hurting them. And if there was one thing the Bone Raiders – who, lest anyone forget, made a habit of wearing human bones as decoration – were good at, it was making their opponents piss themselves.

Khun’s prisoner – Hogelun still wasn’t completely clear about the chain of events that had led to him being bound on Sponge Bath’s back – was a bundle of shredded nerves already. Jai had protested, of course. To no one’s surprise, he wasn’t even in favour of pretending to torture people, which meant Chimeg ended up having to lead him away and explain things to him while the other two Rakada went to work.

Hogelun had ripped off the captive’s gag, and then watched while Khun walked around in front of him, sharpening her knife and licking her lips and wondering aloud about the best method to turn eyeballs into earrings.

“A form of lacquer perhaps,” she’d mused. “It would preserve the colour most beautifully.” She’d given the man on the floor an encouraging smile. “Tell me: how long are your optic nerves? Do you think I could twist them thin enough to go through the holes in my ear lobes?”

She’d pulled one ear to show him. Which was when she remembered she didn’t actually have any earring holes, and quickly made one, smiling happily as blood dripped down her neck.

Behind her, the three araatan had gazed down at the man, a towering mass of teeth and dripping saliva. Those who’d never seen one of the beasts up close could never quite wrap their heads around the sheer size of them; seeing three licking their lips above your head had a way of loosening the tongue.

It hadn’t taken long for the man – a wind-bitten little strip of muscle with a messy beard and a bulbous nose that was far too big for his face – to tell them everything.

They were refugees, he said – those who had escaped from Karkorum, found a way to avoid the Khan’s psychotic rule. They’d set up camp at an old mine in the mountains. Once, it had supplied ore to build the city, but it was theirs now. A place they could defend, should any soldiers come looking. They had plenty of warriors among them, and made a point of striking hard and fast at anyone who wandered into their territory.

He had no idea of what had become of Arjun. The captain had ordered them to take prisoners, but the man had been a little too busy being taken captive himself to check on how that had gone.

As for Sayana…

Khun was certain – relatively certain, anyway – that she hadn’t been taken prisoner. Not after tumbling down a mountainside in a storm, with Princess.

When she heard that, Hogelun actually rocked back, as if she’d been punched. She refused to believe Sayana was dead. Absolutely the fuck not.

Either way, the man was more than pleased to tell them exactly where the mine was. To give them, in fact, very precise directions. Khun had made him tell them twice, and said that if they were wrong in any way whatsoever, she’d come back and make him write them down using his own spinal fluid.

When Hogelun told the others what the prisoner had said, Jai had been angrier than she had ever seen him. She didn’t even think it was possible for the man to get angry. The only dancing he looked like he wanted to do right then was on someone’s corpse.

Chimeg told them they were going to look for Arjun first, instead of trying to find Sayana. “We know where he is,” she said, her voice remarkably steady. “We don’t know where Sayana ended up, and we could spend days looking for her. We have to…” She paused for a moment. “We have to trust she’ll be OK. And the people in the mine… someone might know this part of the mountain. Someone might know where we should look.”

She sent a murderous look at the prisoner. “More than this fucker, anyway.”

Hogelun hated that logic. Hated hated hated it. Which didn’t stop it being true.

Jai put a hand on her shoulder. “When we’ve found my father,” he told her quietly. “I swear, we will not rest until we have found your comrade.”

They’d tied the prisoner up even tighter (“If we get to this mine, we’ll let your friends know where to find you,” Chimeg said to him) and headed out, leaving the Three Blades behind.

The storm had long since dissipated, but it had painted the mountains in fresh, deep white. The going was surprisingly difficult even with the araatan. Hogelun had hoped that between the man’s directions and Jai’s knowledge of the mountains, they would make good time, but it was dusk before they reached their destination.

Now, the Rakada and their three araatan stood at the top of a steep slope, looking down onto what appeared to be a courtyard, far below. No, that was wrong; it was just a flat, vaguely rectangular space cut out of the mountain, surrounded by ten-foot-high walls of snow-crusted rock. A wide road curved upwards from the far side, twisting out of sight. At the other end, a huge, sealed wooden door in the mountainside led (presumably) to the mine beyond.

Khun’s prisoner had blubbered that there were perhaps two hundred and fifty people in that mine. That struck Hogelun as an awful lot, especially since there wasn’t a soul in sight now.

Chimeg clambered down her lizard’s long front leg, waving at them to follow. She crouched down at the edge of the slope, absently rubbing a bit of snow between her fingers as they gathered around her.

“What do we think?” she said. Behind her, Toothy and Sponge briefly snarled at one another; both lizards sounded exhausted, too tired and sick to really get into it. It made Hogelun’s heart hurt.

“We go in,” Jai snapped. The yuvaraja already had his sword out. He was swinging it impatiently, the blade slicing the air. “There is not a soul in there who can stand against us. Especially with our friends.” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder at the lizards.

“You think Tooth Monster can fit through that door, you go right ahead,” Chimeg said mildly.

“Sponge might.” Khun sounded reflective. “He’s squishy.”

“Except we don’t actually know what’s behind that door. We don’t know what they’ve got in there, if there are traps, or even how narrow the passage behind might be.” The snow she’d been rubbing had formed into an icy ball. She tossed it from hand to hand, eyeing their target.

Jai made an ugly sound. The upbeat, curious young prince was gone; what was left was raw, angry, like an exposed nerve. “So what do we do?” he snapped. “I will not stand by while my father suffers. And if they think a mere door can stop me—”

Chimeg snapped her head towards Jai. “Enough.”

Jai’s lips were a thin line. He said nothing, although Hogelun thought there was the tiniest flicker of apology in his eyes.

“No one’s going to give you a bloody prize for having the biggest balls,” Chimeg went on. She paused, then sighed. “Look, come here for a second. No, put the fucking sword down, and just… come.”

Jai – still looking like he was about to leap off the edge and go sliding to the bottom yelling a Sidhu war cry – reluctantly squatted down next to her. “Take a breath,” Chimeg said, “And tell me what’s down there.”

Khun squatted on her other side, peering into the dusk, as if she too was being quizzed. Hogelun stood behind them; for a brief moment, she wondered if she should get down too, actually took a step towards them, then stopped herself.

She didn’t think they wanted to hear her opinion, anyway. She could tell herself she was a new person as much as she liked, but Erhi was there, in her head, telling her she was very much mistaken.

Jai bent forward, thrusting his chin out, as if this would somehow give him a better view. “Wagons,” he said eventually. “They are… no, they are missing wheels.”

“Side panels too,” Chimeg said. “Smashed up, looks like. And see there? By the wall?”

Hogelun spotted it even before she finished talking. Two weapons racks lay on their side, pushed over into deep snow, broken into pieces. And crucially: empty. Not a single blade or axe or bow to be seen. And… was that blood? It was hard to tell, in the dim light, but…

“How curious,” Khun murmured. “The demons have been feasting, I see.”

“Someone’s been feasting,” Chimeg said. She glanced at Jai. “That’s what I’m saying. This isn’t some araatan you can distract. This is a bunch of people engaged in… who knows what. Your father’s somehow landed up in the middle of it, and if we go in swinging swords around, there’s a good chance he won’t make it out.”

Hogelun was a touch light-headed, and it had nothing to do with the altitude this time. She couldn’t believe that none of them were talking about Sayana. On the one hand, going back to find her made no sense – even if they could locate where she’d fallen, they could search for weeks and get nothing. On the other, just moving on like this, focusing on Jai’s father instead of trying to find Sayana and Princess…

You had to focus on the living. That was what Hogelun told herself. All the same, Sayana not being here… it felt deeply wrong.

“So what do we do then?” Jai’s voice was heavy with frustration.

Chimeg considered this. “Hogs, talk to me. How’s Toothy?”

Hogelun was startled to hear the Chief addressing her. “Um… he’s… he’s fine?”

“Do you think you and him can get over to the other side?” A sudden lance of the evening’s last sunslight shot through a gap between the peaks, and Chimeg had to shield her eyes. “We need to surround this place. Does he have enough energy?”

“It’s… he probably could, Chief.”

“Probably? Or definitely?”

Hogelun looked back towards her lizard, trying to work out if there was a correct answer to the question. Behind her, Chimeg let out a sigh. A small, almost inaudible sound, but one that felt like a needle, driving hard into Hogelun’s chest.

“Send me down there,” Jai said. “I will lie in wait, and bring back another prisoner…”

“No,” Chimeg said. She gripped Jai’s knee, as if she wanted to hold him in place. He glanced down at it, then back at her, and she let go. Hogs had a strange feeling the Chief hadn’t meant to do that.

Chimeg recovered quickly. “We’ll think of something else. If we…”

She trailed off. And just like that, no one was looking at Hogelun any more.

Which was something of a relief.







Forty-One

Sayana

Tuya had a truly brilliant plan for getting them out. The plan was to have Arjun (a sick, frail old man) hold up Sayana (who could barely put any weight on her left leg).

The eagle hunter kept forgetting that the two of them couldn’t move nearly as fast as her, and had to repeatedly double back to help them on the uneven ground.

And there was a lot of uneven ground.

Sayana had thought this place was a fortress; turned out, it was an old mine. A series of looping passages, deep inside a mountain. Joists reinforced the roof, and there were multiple battered wooden doors set into the rock. The passages were lit by torches, held in sconces on the walls. It was the kind of place Sayana would have loved to explore

If it hadn’t been involved in all-out war.

Everywhere, there were people fighting. Everywhere. Young and old, men and women, cutting each other to pieces. Sayana couldn’t spot any sort of uniform or marking, so she had absolutely no idea who these people were.

A vicious-looking woman had managed to pin a man against a door, impaling him on her sabre. Two young boys – no more than sixteen – fought back to back, using rusty blades to keep a group of men with hard features at bay. Huge brawls materialised, were left behind as Sayana and Arjun limped through the mine.

There were belongings everywhere, discarded blankets and deels and shattered wooden chests. The air stank of blood. As they passed along the top level of a tiered gallery, walkways cut right into the rock, Sayana glanced over the edge and saw someone on fire, stumbling into a clutch of fighters, still waving his sword wildly.

What in the name of the Weavers had Tuya got herself involved in? What was this?

Sayana’s left leg was agony. She could put a tiny bit of weight on it – there was nothing wrong with her ankle or foot – but every movement sent waves of pain rolling up into her lower back. She and Arjun had to half hop, half shuffle their way along. The old man did his best to keep Sayana upright, but was clearly struggling, wheezing and coughing.

“Tuya, stop!” Sayana shouted, for perhaps the third time.

The eagle hunter – if that’s what Tuya even was any more – did not stop. Instead, she yelled at them to go faster. “Almost there. We’ve got horses outside, we can—”

Someone tried to take her head off.

She ducked. Which was a good thing, because whoever swung the sabre did it so hard that it struck sparks when it hit the rock wall. Sayana yelled as Tuya tackled her assailant, both of them rolling out of sight behind a corner of the tunnel.

Somehow, not being able to see what was happening made all of this even worse. Sayana gritted her teeth, putting just a little bit more weight onto her leg, hissing at Arjun to hurry.

Tuya reappeared as if nothing had happened, face speckled with blood, dagger in her fist. It was strange to see her without her leather glove – the one she used for her eagle, Ayanga, to perch on when he came back from a hunt.

Sayana had the oddest thought then: was Ayanga here? In these caves? For a moment, she actually pictured him, swooping down into the gallery they just passed, talons flashing…

Someone shouted Tuya’s name. She turned, dagger raised, but dropped it when the owner of the voice came running around the corner. He was a bear of a man, clad in furs, with a thick beard and a bald, gleaming scalp. He stopped in front of her, breathing hard. “The Separatists are flagging. We have the upper hand.”

“Good work.” Tuya said. “I need you to—”

“Our cause is righteous!” the man boomed. He didn’t appear to have noticed Sayana and Arjun. “The uprising will succeed. We will crush the traitors beneath our boot heels!”

“Wonderful.” Tuya clapped him on the shoulder. “Well said. Head towards the stores – I’ll be right behind you.”

He saluted her. Then without another word, he charged right at Sayana.

On instinct, she tried to slip into a combat stance. That turned out to be a spectacularly bad idea, because it put far more weight on her leg than it could take. By the time she finished blinking away the tears of agony, the man was gone. He’d run straight past them.

“Tuya,” she said – with, frankly, far more patience than the situation deserved. “What in the name of fuck is going on?”

Tuya’s only response was to wipe the blood off her dagger, and tell them again to hurry.

“Wonderful,” Sayana said, as the woman rounded a corner and vanished. “Thanks for clearing that up.”

“What did that man mean—” Arjun broke off, a hacking cough shaking his body. “About an uprising?”

“No bloody idea. Come on.”

As they took off after Tuya, grunting with exertion, a memory came to Sayana. When she had Tuya captive, the eagle hunter had told her that she’d been smuggling people out of the city, away from the Khan’s rule. And when she and Tuya had parted, after the battle at the God’s Heel, the woman had said… she’d said she was going to the mountains. I’ll find some of the people I’ve helped. Check in on them.

“Guess that’s going well,” she muttered to herself.

“What?” Arjun said.

“Never mind.”

They were moving steadily upwards, in a kind of loose spiral. Sayana had absolutely no idea what they would do if they came to a ladder. Ahead of them, the passage opened up into what looked like a mess hall. Someone had shoved the tables and benches against a door at the far end – a door someone was desperately trying to push their way through. The floor was spattered with what looked like stew, mingling with blood from at least two bodies.

“This way!” Tuya shouted, ducking into another passage – and had to duck right out again when someone attempted to put an arrow in her skull. She hugged the wall as more arrows came flying out, turned to look Sayana’s way.

Her eyes went wide. “Watch out!”

Sayana felt the air moving in front of the sabre swing before it landed. She threw Arjun sideways, twisting so she wouldn’t land on her bad leg, and the blade cut the air above her.

“For the Baina Alliance!” a dark shape shouted. The shout turned to a gurgle as an arrow sprouted from the shape’s neck. He went down hard, and Sayana rolled over to see that Tuya had gotten a bow from… somewhere.

“Was that a Separatist, then?” she said, feeling faintly ridiculous.

“Don’t be stupid,” Tuya told her. “The Separatists and the Baina Alliance hate each other. He thought you were a Separatist.”

Sayana winced as Arjun helped her to her feet. “Is that who you are then? Baina Alliance?”

“I would never join with those evil fucks,” Tuya spat, looking deeply offended. Without another word, she turned and ran into the passage that the arrows had come flying out of.

“I am very confused,” Arjun said.

Sayana didn’t hear Tuya scream, so she assumed that whoever was shooting at her had been dealt with. She and Arjun followed, moving in an awkward limping motion as the passages sloped further upwards.

Sooner or later, either she or Arjun was going to collapse. That was a simple fact. When she tried to call out for Tuya, she found that her voice had already quit on her. Shouting was like trying to gargle rocks. All she could do was put her head down, and keep moving.

Up and up they went. Sayana lost track of the battle, stopped giving a shit about who any of these people might be. The pain in her thigh had grown to be her whole world; for some reason, the ankle actually felt the worst, as if her foot was about to fall off.

At some point, Tuya switched out for Arjun, hoisting Sayana around the waist. Sayana had to resist the desire to tell the woman to go fuck herself.

And suddenly—

Suddenly they were out. There was a big ramp, a hefty wooden door (which Tuya laid open with a stout kick) and then freezing air smacked Sayana in the face. It was full dark; the moon was out, silhouetting the peaks around them.

They stood in a vast staging area for the mine, bordered on all sides by rock walls twice as tall as Sayana. The place was a wreck, with blood on the snow and smashed weapon racks, but it was deserted. Whatever fighting was happening, it wasn’t happening here.

“Come on,” Tuya said. Her voice was raspy with exhaustion. “Not far. If we can—”

“You!”

The bellow came from the road leading out of the staging area, opposite to where they stood. It was suddenly packed with people, all of them armed and looking distinctly murderous. Their torches turned the bloody snow into a flickering nightmare.

The man who had shouted was at the front: a barrel-chested monster with a long flowing beard and, for some reason, no deel or undershirt. He didn’t appear to be bothered by the cold at all.

He levelled a huge sabre at Tuya. “You would assist the traitors? The cowardly Separatists, who would take us—”

“Weavers, Agujam, do I look like a Separatist?” Tuya shot back.

The man named Agujam laughed. His followers echoed it, in the way that people did when they were really looking forward to licking dirt off someone’s boot later.

“What other kind of traitorous dog would free the prisoners?” Agujam said, waving his comically oversized sword at Sayana and Arjun. “You would have us break our pact with Dalai.”

Tuya stared at him. “You made a pact with Dalai?”

“Thought you told us to keep that one quiet, Chief,” someone said behind Agujam.

“Shut up, I know what I said,” Agujam spat back. He cleared his throat. “Doesn’t matter anyway. We’ve made common cause with a number of interested parties, and we believe that we can sweep down onto the Tapestry and take the—”

He was interrupted by a second burst of people rushing out of the doors behind Sayana. She, Arjun, and Tuya were immediately surrounded, the centre of a bristling circle of steel.

Tuya had her bow out, arrow nocked, but didn’t appear to know where to point it. The new arrivals were, as far as Sayana could tell, identical to Agujam’s lot.

“The Baina Alliance commands you to throw down your weapons!” someone shouted. It wasn’t entirely clear who, exactly, he was shouting at.

“You’re Alliance?” another voice said, somewhere inside the same group.

And all at once, the crush of people who had come out of the doors turned on each other, sabres and daggers raised. “We take command of this fortress in the name of Father Sky!” yet another person roared.

“Oh yeah?” said a battered-looking man on Sayana’s left, brandishing a chipped axe. “He gave you permission himself, did he?”

“The Separatists will never bow down to—”

“For the Baina! For our children! And our children’s children!”

Agujam, who clearly didn’t like being ignored, barked a command. And all at once, half of his followers switched their blades for bows. Everywhere Sayana looked, all she could see was taut drawstrings, quivering arrowheads, flashing steel.

She and Arjun and Tuya were going to die, and she still had absolutely no idea who any of these people were.







Forty-Two

Hogelun

After much back and forth, which mercifully hadn’t involved Hogelun much, Chimeg and the others had decided on a night raid.

A stealth mission, sneaking in under cover of darkness and infiltrating the mine. At the very least, they could get the lay of the land before they had to crack some skulls. That decided, they settled in to wait for the opportune moment.

They’d been waiting for about forty-five minutes when the mine’s staging area exploded with people, waving weapons and apparently intent on murdering each other for… reasons.

“Steady,” Chimeg said, studying the chaos below.

“I will wait no longer,” Jai snarled. Above him, Khun sat on the back of Sponge Bath, chanting quietly to herself and bouncing up and down in her saddle.

“What do we do now?” Hogelun asked the Chief.

“We can’t just thunder in and start hitting things,” Chimeg said.

“Why not?” said Khun. “That sounds fun.” She already had her ram’s skull on, yanked from her saddlebags.

“They’ve got Arjun,” Chimeg said. “Somewhere. We want to make sure he’s all right before we start killing people.”

Hogelun’s mind went to Sayana. They still had no idea where she was, where Princess was, what had happened to them. She badly wanted to voice these thoughts, tell Chimeg that they should look for Sayana first…

She didn’t. She said nothing.

“Right,” Chimeg said. “Here’s what we’re going to do. Hogs, Khun, get your bones on. Quickly.”

“What is the plan, my Chief?” Jai asked.

Chimeg gave him a vicious smile. And told them.

In under a minute, they were back on their lizards, Jai riding behind the Chief. Hogelun adjusted Tiny, the skull strapped to her shoulder, glancing down the slope towards the chaos in front of the mine. The slope suddenly looked a lot steeper than it had before.

“Chimeg’s out of her fucking mind,” she muttered to Tiny.

He didn’t reply.

“Is this really the only way?” Jai called, from behind Chimeg.

“Just trust me!” the Chief shouted back.

“And trust in me,” Khun warbled. “I am the whirlwind!”

Which was as good a signal as any.

Hogelun closed her eyes, pushing forward on Toothy’s horns and muttering a sincere prayer that she wouldn’t die from her araatan losing his balance. Toothy grunted, and began to move.

A moment later, all three of the Rakada’s lizards were thundering down the slope, a scaled avalanche, plunging towards the melee in an explosion of noise and flying snow, and Hogelun was working very hard not to shit herself.

As Chimeg had explained, whatever was going on down there, whatever shit-storm had blown into this particular part of the mountains, the Rakada had no time for it. They needed shock. They needed awe. They needed to scare the absolute piss out of the people who’d come out of that mine. They needed everybody so terrified that they stopped trying to kill each other, and immediately handed over their prisoner.

The sheer speed of their descent was terrifying. Toothy didn’t make a sound, as if he understood the purpose of the mission, but it seemed like at any moment he would lose his footing and send himself, and Hogelun, into a lethal tumble. She had never felt as much at the mercy of gravity as she did then, holding on for dear life, praying that her Chief knew what she was doing.

The plan was to slow as they reached the bottom of the slope, which ended just above the south wall of the mine’s staging area. They’d come to a stop in a neat line, towering over the people below, sending out a few bowel-loosening roars for good measure. Three araatan, ridden by three extremely annoyed raiders (and one prince from a faraway land), would probably get the job done.

The problem was, Toothy didn’t slow down.

In fact, as they thundered towards the bottom of the slope just behind a wash of freshly fallen snow, he started to go faster. Hogelun glanced to her right; Chimeg was having exactly the same problem.

“Shit.” She could barely hear herself above the crunching of the lizards’ feet and Khun’s manic chanting. She pulled back hard on the horns, gritting her teeth. “Toothy, no, slow down, Too—”

For a horrible few moments, she truly thought they were going to go right off the edge of the slope, crash down into the staging area, turn half of the crowd to bloody paste. Toothy had finally picked up that something was wrong, had started to furiously backpedal, a panicked little whine coming from his throat…

The backpedalling worked. Hogelun and her lizard skidded to a halt at the bottom of the slope, coming to a stop at the top of the rock wall and sending a huge gush of freezing snow into the shocked crowd. Chimeg’s lizard came closer to flying off, teetering like mad on the edge, but got her balance – sending out an ear-splitting roar as she did so. And Sponge…

Sponge hit the bottom of the slope, and jumped.

Threw himself through the air above the staging area, hurtling over the crowd. Khun howling like a demon.

Chimeg had certainly been right about stopping these people fighting, whoever they were. Every single one of them froze in absolute terror. Weapons fell from hands. The araatan towered over the crowd, peering down at them like angry gods. Like mountains, come to life.

As Khun and Sponge hurtled through the air, Hogelun spotted Arjun. He had his arm around—

Sayana. She was alive.

She was alive.

And… was that Tuya?

Hogelun hadn’t spent much time with the eagle hunter, but she remembered her well enough. What in the name of the Weavers was she doing here?

Khun’s mad lizard twisted in mid-air, and landed with a bone-rattling thump on the ledge across the far side of the open area. Skidding a little, claws sending up bursts of snow. Khun scrambled from her saddle. She clambered over Sponge’s neck, over his head, and perched on his snout. Sponge Bath didn’t appear to mind at all.

Khun stood with arms outstretched, knife in each hand, perfectly balanced and screaming her head off from inside her ram’s skull. “You dare,” she roared at the crowd.

Everyone stared at her in stunned, horrified silence. “I will strike you from existence itself,” she said. “Give back the dancing man’s father immediately, or I will have my araatan eat your faces.”

She was interrupted by Jai, who had caught sight of Arjun. He yelled in triumph, quickly climbing down from Chimeg’s lizard.

“Fuck’s sake,” Chimeg muttered. “Jai! Wait!”

Hogelun dismounted too, landing on shaky legs. She drew her club, letting the stone head fall into the snow with a thump. She was delighted to see several of the fighters quickly take a step back.

Between Khun still yelling threats, Sponge Bath growling, and the panicked shouts from the crowd, it took Chimeg a whole minute to get everyone to shut up. It didn’t help that she was trying to restrain Jai; Hogelun had half a mind to tell the Chief to let him get stuck in. Still, the last thing they needed was for this to descend into a bloodbath…

“OK,” Chimeg said. “Sayana, get your arse up here. Bring Arjun with you.”

Sayana’s answer drifted up to them, her voice cracked and exhausted. “Not sure I can do that, Chief.”

“Whatever you’ve got yourself involved in here, we do not have time for—”

“No, Chief, it’s…” The younger raider pointed to her leg, which did not look good at all.

“Father,” Jai shouted. He finally managed to get away from Chimeg. “Are you all right? Did they hurt you?”

“I am fine,” Arjun said, although there seemed to be a phantom question mark at the end of that sentence. Jai clambered down the rock wall at the bottom of the slope, elbowing his way through the crowd. No one dared to stop him.

“Who are you?” said one of the fighters, a stout man with a long beard. “Are you the reinforcements from Dalai?”

“We have killed the reinforcements from Dalai!” Khun roared.

“No, no, we haven’t killed anyone,” Chimeg said. “Yet. Just give us back—”

She finally spotted Tuya, who was making her way through the crowd. Chimeg stared, eyes narrowed, as if this was some kind of trick.

Tuya’s voice rang out. “They’re the Rakada.” She sounded both relieved and dismayed.

That caused a very satisfying ripple of panic through the crowd. Hogelun still had absolutely no idea what any of this was, but if these idiots didn’t give Sayana back, she was going to start cracking heads.

Princess was nowhere to be seen. Hogelun actually looked around, as if the lizard was perhaps hiding behind one of the shattered wagons.

“Rakada!” shouted someone in the crowd – a woman, Hogelun couldn’t see who. Either way, they’d clearly recovered from their initial shock. “Help us defeat the Separatist cause. Share in our victory!”

A wave of jeering answered her. Half the crowd started yelling something about the Baina Resistance, whatever in the nine hells that was, and then all of them had their weapons up again, pointed at each other, arrow tips and sabres and blunt, rusted axes. The stout man with the beard was roaring particularly loudly, still going on about Dalai.

It was as if every single person had forgotten the bunch of raiders standing over them next to three enormous araatan. Tuya was yelling for quiet, but everyone was ignoring her.

Chimeg signalled to Khun, who twisted around and rapped hard on her lizard’s head. Sponge let out some more of those chittering barks, tongue curling over his teeth.

It was enough to finally, finally get everyone to shut the fuck up. One lone individual kept shouting. He was still bleating about the Separatists, and kept doing it for a good few seconds before he realised that the others had stopped talking.

“Here’s what’s going to happen,” Chimeg said, when she was satisfied that she had everyone’s attention. “We are going to take those two—” she pointed at Sayana and Arjun “—and then we’re going to go.”

Hogelun took that as her cue. She lowered herself off the rock wall, landing with a thump in the staging area. 

She quickly made her way over to Sayana, taking her from the exhausted Arjun. It took everything she had not to wrap the woman in a giant hug. She settled with holding Sayana up, as best she could.

“Fancy meeting you here,” she muttered, unable to keep a relieved smile off her face. Sayana returned it, but said nothing. She looked about ten seconds from passing out.

Chimeg was still addressing the crowd. “Anyone who stops us, for any reason, they’d better hope they…”

She trailed off. Looking at the entrance to the mine, a slight frown on her face.

“Come on,” Hogelun told Sayana. “You can ride on Toothy with me.” She let out a breath. “Might have to go side-saddle, though…”

“Hold up for a minute, Hogs,” Chimeg said. “Khun: if anyone does anything stupid, have Sponge eat them.”

Khun’s skull waggled as she spoke. “If anyone does anything stupid, I will eat them.”

Chimeg dropped into the staging area, rose to her feet. “You.” She pointed at Tuya. “Guessing you know what’s going on. Come over here.”

Tuya slowly made her way over, pushing through the crowd to stand in front of Chimeg. “Hunter,” the Chief said, with a small nod.

“Chief,” Tuya replied, her lips barely moving. She glanced up at Toothy, towering over her on the slope above them. “I see your plan worked.”

“Never mind that.” Chimeg jerked her chin at the crowd. “You the leader of this lot?”

The stout, shirtless man stepped forward. “Actually, I am the commander of the…”

Chimeg raised an eyebrow, and the man suddenly found a very interesting piece of ground to study.

“One of the leaders,” Tuya said. The bitterness in her voice was unbelievable.

“Then what is this?” Chimeg said. “Just so I understand. And do me a favour: keep it simple?”

The strength seemed to drain out of Tuya then. Her shoulders slumped, hands hanging limp by her sides. When she spoke, Hogelun had to strain to hear her.

“Everyone here escaped from Karkorum.” She waved to the rest of them. “From the Khan’s rule over the Tapestry. I helped some of them – got them out of the city. I knew where they’d gone, and after you… after we met, I came to see how they were doing.”

“Not very well, I take it?”

“It was fine, at first.” Tuya gazed through the men and women in the staging area, as if she wasn’t really seeing them. “But as the winter hit, there were… disagreements.”

“Betrayals,” the man said, subsiding when Tuya gave him a nasty look.

“Arguments about food,” the eagle hunter said. “Whether we should stay, or go somewhere else. Whether we could survive the winter.”

For the first time since they’d arrived, the place was silent.

“Which we could.” Tuya spat the word. “But by then, it didn’t matter.”

“Bunch of factions?” Chimeg said. “Bunch of people who can’t agree?”

Tuya said nothing.

The Chief absorbed this, nodded. “Right. Just wanted to make sure it wasn’t anything incredibly urgent. Hogs, put Sayana down before she passes out.”

Hogelun carefully lowered Sayana to the ground, wondering where the fuck this was going. Sayana sat in a puddled heap, breathing hard.

Chimeg put her hands on her hips, tilted her head back slightly. When she spoke, her voice rang out across the crowd. “Here’s what’s going to happen. My associates and I are going to spend the night inside your mine.”

What? Hogelun narrowed her eyes. What was Chimeg—

“It’s late,” the Chief went on. “I have absolutely no desire to do any more gallivanting across these bloody mountains tonight – not when there’s a perfectly good shelter right there.” She jabbed a finger at the mine entrance.

Hogelun wanted to tell her that they had to keep going. That they couldn’t waste a second. But Weavers, she was tired – tired, and hungry, and colder than she’d ever been. The thought of stopping, even for a few hours, was intoxicating.

Tuya gaped. “You can’t just—”

“And since you’ve all caused us quite enough trouble for one day, you’re going to let us in. You’re going to stop killing each other until we leave. You are all going to be very quiet little mice for the next twelve hours, while we sleep and rest up and actually get some proper food in our bellies. If you don’t, our araatan will start doing things you won’t like one bit.”

She raised her voice to just below a shout. “Now, does anyone have a problem with that?”

There was a good deal of shuffling and muttering, but that was all.

“Good.” Chimeg’s face cracked in a tired smile.

As the crowd began to disperse, most of them shuffling back through the doors to the mine, Jai made his way over to Chimeg. Before the Chief could react, he threw his arms around her, squeezed tight.

To Hogelun’s considerable surprise, the Chief did not immediately shove him away.

“Thank you.” Jai’s words were only just audible. “My father would be dead without you.”

“It’s… it’s OK.” Chimeg squeezed hard, then let him go. There was the strangest look on her face. One Hogelun didn’t think she’d ever seen before.

She didn’t get a chance to ask, because at that moment, Sayana slumped over, unconscious.







Forty-Three

Erhi

“Show me,” the Khan said.

Temujin glared, said nothing. He’d fought the soldiers who had captured him and his followers; there was a black bruise on his left eye, blood frozen on his upper lip.

Erhi stood beside the Khan, aware that her smile was just a little bit smug. And why not? She might not have exactly been treated as an honoured guest – she’d been under guard since she’d broken into the Khan’s tent – but she hadn’t been mistreated. They’d given her a new deel to replace her tattered grey uniform. It wasn’t much better – the fabric was stiff and ugly. But to Erhi, it might as well have been the finest silk.

She’d been fed, and given a place to sleep, and neither of those things happened in a prisoner’s cage.

She glanced at the woman standing next to her, who signed for her whenever the Khan spoke. Solongo, her name was. She was in her mid-twenties, brown hair pulled back in a neat ponytail, her button nose making her look much younger.

More importantly, she knew sign – the only person in the camp, as far as Erhi could tell, who did – and was quite happy using her voice with the other soldiers. “I only have a little hearing loss,” she’d said to Erhi, using sign. “How about you? How much do you have?”

Erhi had shrugged. She had absolutely no intention of revealing that she had some level of hearing herself, not in this situation, where every bit of information would be key.

Fortunately, Solongo hadn’t pushed. “I can interpret,” she’d said, and Erhi had nodded agreement

Temujin and his acolytes hadn’t received the same treatment she had. The Khan’s troops had taken most of them. The ones who had fought back had found out very quickly that their leader’s powers didn’t protect them from the sharp end of a sabre. The ones who survived had spent the night in a cage, and now huddled behind Temujin, silent and shivering.

It was midday – overcast and frigid, but clear, without even a breath of wind. They were in the camp’s main parade ground, the Khan surrounded by his aides. He was resplendent in his full armour, gleaming gold. He wore a conical helmet, like the soldiers; it was designed to make him look tall and imposing, but something about the way that he wore it made him look faintly ridiculous. Not that it mattered. This was his world, and Temujin had no choice but to obey.

“I said: show me,” the Khan told Temujin. “Now.”

For the first time since they’d gathered here, he actually glanced at Erhi. Impatient, irritable.

A sudden, harrowing thought: it was possible, just possible, that Temujin wouldn’t comply. That he would claim ignorance. That he would say, I have no idea what this woman has told you. I have no such power – we are poor travellers passing through.

And then Temujin, his followers, and Erhi would all be murdered. And the Khan would never think of them again. Surely there was no way Temujin would risk that…

In the warmth of the barracks this morning, the plan had seemed flawless. By bringing Temujin and his red flame to the Khan, Erhi was solving every problem the leader of the Tapestry had. Which, in turn, solved every problem she had.

The big, mounted bows were the source of the rumours she’d heard back in Karkorum – the ultimate weapon, to kill the araatan. But Erhi had seen the problem immediately. The lizards were big, but they were fast. Getting a clean shot, in a place that counted, was almost impossible. It would be hard enough to hit those targets if you were a skilled archer; when your bow was the size of a large wagon, and presumably took time to manoeuvre into position, it was a waste of time.

Solongo had filled her in, told her that they’d been working on this problem for some time. The Khan, frustrated that his engineers couldn’t solve it, had even tried to make an alliance with the other raiders. Erhi had smiled when Solongo told her – that must have been quite a meeting.

And then along she came. With a way for him to steer his giant arrows in mid-air.

Oh, but it was so much better than giving the Khan a way to wipe out the araatan. If he hadn’t known the beasts were sick before, he would soon – and now he knew about the pool, too. He could destroy it, let the lizards die out… and if any somehow survived, taking care of them would be simplicity itself.

And if Mother Earth ruled the Tapestry again, the Khan – and those who supported him – would be the ones who put her there.

Erhi had brought this gift – these gifts – to the Khan, at considerable risk to herself. They understood that, of course they did. Whatever happened from here on out, it would be her victory too.

She would get everything she’d ever wanted. Not just the Rakada – Hogelun, watching everything she’d worked for crumble to dust. No more cleaning floors. No more tattered robes and shitty food. The Rakada brought low, the araatan gone. And then? A place in the palace. High at court, sitting at the right hand of the Khan. Erhi didn’t particularly care for the man himself, but it hardly mattered; for once, she was going to get everything she deserved. Why wouldn’t she? When she handed him victory beyond his wildest dreams?

And from there? Who knew where she’d go?

But it all depended on Temujin. On whether he would cooperate. Erhi stared at him, eyes boring into the side of his head. If he refused, she would—

Then, slowly, Temujin rolled up his sleeve, exposing his bare forearm. In the cold light of day, he looked small and uncomfortable. It hardly mattered: the flame sprang to life immediately, curling around his forearm and wrist, glowing with red light.

Everyone – including, she was delighted to see, the Khan himself – took a step back. Eyes locked on the dancing worm-flame, suspicious awe on their faces. Some of the soldiers tore their gaze away, looking right at Erhi herself. The awe stayed on their faces, and that was good. That felt right.

Temujin closed his fist, and the flame vanished.

It was as if everyone let out a collective breath, all at once. The Khan looked like he’d just had a conversation with one of his ancestors; he was white-faced, staring at Temujin with his mouth slightly open.

He gestured to a nearby guard, who stepped forward and grabbed hold of Temujin’s arm. Erhi’s eyes widened in horror – surely this idiot wasn’t going to cut it off? Surely he couldn’t be that stupid?

But no. The Khan just wanted a closer look. Erhi let out a breath of her own, unable to stop herself glancing at the centre of Temujin’s chest.

She couldn’t be entirely sure that whatever was there was the source of his power. Perhaps she’d misunderstood what she’d seen. Not that it mattered; whatever it was, Temujin could keep it.

Both she and Temujin would be elevated, but the Khan would honour her the most. For Temujin, it would be as if he was a prized knife, or a fine saddle. A useful implement, to be cared for and maintained, but more than anything, to be used.

One kept a tool in its sheath; one didn’t display it at court.

The Khan finally glanced at her. “And you… you say this can help me take down those vermin?”

He meant the araatan. She patiently waited while Solongo interpreted, then said: “I believe so, bahadur, although of course we will need to test it on your new weapons to know for sure.”

“Well then.” The Great Khan gave both her and Temujin a look, as if he still expected betrayal. “A test you shall have.”

He snapped his fingers. Moments later, the soldiers wheeled one of the contraptions into the main parade ground. It took six of them to push it; Erhi still had no idea how they’d gotten the wood to this isolated spot, or why they’d even chosen it. Was it all about secrecy? Keeping these weapons hidden until the last moment?

It was astounding that the Khan had ordered them made in the first place – that he could possibly have expected them to get the job done. The act of a desperate man, faced with an enemy he could not harm. Still, it hardly mattered now.

She was looking forward to this. And looking forward to what happened after, when she basked in the Khan’s grateful, delighted smile.

She marched towards the bow, gesturing at the soldiers pushing it to get out of the way. The arrow was in an open-topped V of wood, angled upwards. It was enormous, tall as a man, with a sharp iron head. Dozens were stockpiled nearby; each of them took two people to lift.

At first, she intended to smear earth on the shaft herself. But at the last moment, she snapped her fingers at one of the soldiers. The interpreter had followed her, and she ordered the soldier to do what Erhi wanted.

After all, she was done kneeling in dirt.

The man gave her a dirty look, but dug his hands into the slush. The ground beneath was rock-hard, and he had to call for a shovel to get it done. He was sceptical, asking several times through Solongo if Erhi really wanted him to put the muck on the arrow shaft. She rolled her eyes and told him to get on with it.

Soon, the shaft was smeared with earth. Erhi stepped back, glanced over at Etugen. The Great Khan seemed bored by the whole thing, studying his fingernails. Behind him, Temujin glared.

Erhi got his attention, pointed to the giant bow. If he didn’t do what he said he could, if this didn’t go exactly to plan, she would kill him herself. Damn the consequences.

Had there really been a time when she squatted next to this man, sitting on a dirty board on an even dirtier street? Telling herself that he was the only one she could talk to? He was using her. Once she’d had the vision, she’d been just another member of his flock. Someone to worship him as Mother Earth’s voice. After he’d destroyed the pool, and the Weaver ruled over the Tapestry again, Erhi would have been barely an afterthought.

Had he really thought she would just fall in line? Become another one of his mousy little acolytes? Even the fact that she had been reduced to talking to this… this mad beggar in the first place was like a sharp bone in her throat.

For a moment, she was filled with loathing. Not for Temujin, but for herself. She had come so close, so close to absolute bottom… but in the end, she’d pulled herself to the very top. Outsmarted Temujin, used him for her own ends.

And even if he refused to obey now – she realised this with a kind of exaltation – nothing could change the fact that she had bested him.

Giving her one final look of hatred, Temujin brought the flame to life.

The soldiers pointed the bow in the direction of the western slope of the mountain. Erhi had a sense that a hush had fallen over the assembled troops, but she caught several amused, sceptical looks passing between them.

Perhaps she would end up commanding some of them when this was all over.

One of the soldiers – a younger warrior, with no helmet – stepped to the rear of the machine. He fiddled with a wooden catch, and then looked to his Khan for confirmation. Etugen raised his hand.

The arrow left the bow with such force that Erhi felt the vibration running through the ground, up into her calves. For a horrifying second, she couldn’t actually see it; it was lost against the brown and white mountainside. What if it moved too fast for Temujin’s fire? What if—

She didn’t see him launch the flame. There was a sudden streak of red, rocketing after the bow, and then a flare as it wrapped around the shaft.

The arrow began to turn, following the curve of the slope, tracking upwards towards the peak. Smaller and smaller. In the instant before it vanished in a low cloud, Temujin brought it back. Rocketing towards the camp.

Erhi was aware of the soldiers edging away, their discipline cracking. She was grinning, unable to stop herself. It’s working.

The arrow hit the dirt so hard that it actually splintered. A burst of filthy snow shot upwards, and when it came down, the broken shaft was rocking gently.

Erhi clenched her fists, that ridiculous grin still on her face. She’d been right. She’d observed, put the pieces together, seen what had to be done. Seen what could be done. And it had worked better than she could have imagined. Several of the soldiers, Erhi noted, were praying, they’d removed their sashes and slung them over their shoulders, heads bowed.

She marched over to the broken arrow. Sauntered, really. This time, she deigned to run her hand over the wood, scrape up what little dirt remained. The flame was long gone, of course. She lifted her hand into the sky, held it up as she turned to the Khan.

Who wasn’t even looking at her.

He was staring at Temujin, stunned incomprehension on his face. And as Erhi watched, Temujin straightened, flickering the flame into life on his bare arm once more.

The Khan said something to him – something Erhi didn’t catch. She looked for the interpreter, but couldn’t see her just then. And the Khan was putting a hand on Temujin’s shoulder. Leading him away.

What is this?

No one was looking at her. Not the Khan, not the other soldiers, not even Temujin. It was as if she’d ceased to exist.

The Khan paused. He did look at her then, as if she was a last trifling matter he needed to deal with. “You have done well,” he told her. “You will of course be rewarded.”

His arm was now around the beggar’s shoulders. They were talking animatedly, Temujin gesturing to the wheeled bow.

Someone clapped their hand on her shoulder, and Erhi jumped. It was one of the soldiers, one she hadn’t seen before, but wearing the gold sash of command. He was tall, almost seven feet, towering over her, and had a face that could have been carved from the mountains themselves. Solongo appeared at her shoulder, and interpreted the man’s words. “We’ll get you squared away. We’ve got an archery company here; those bastards could always use more soldiers.”

He cast a critical eye over her bow, slung across her back. “Have to do something about that too. We’ll get you a better one.”

Solongo asked him to repeat. Erhi, however, had understood; she had to struggle to keep her face neutral as the woman interpreted, to keep them believing that she couldn’t hear anything.

None of this made any sense. Temujin had planned to kill everyone in the camp, or try to anyway. He was going to bury them. But she had risked everything to deliver a message to the Khan herself. She’d put her life on the line. Was this going to be her reward? After everything she’d done?

How had she gotten this so wrong? How had the Khan gotten it this wrong? Couldn’t he see? Why was he inviting that beggar, that filthy, disgusting man, into his inner circle?

The man must have seen the thoughts on her face. “Don’t worry about the Khan,” he told her, Solongo signing as he did so. “He knows what you did for him. He’s giving you a chance to fight with one of the best units in the whole army. I know this place doesn’t look like much, but there’s plenty of good work here, if you’ve got the stamina for it.”

He made a fist with one of his huge hands, tapped her on the bicep. “Food’s better than most places – we have hunting parties go out regularly. You’ll get plenty of warm clothing, and you won’t have to do too many runs or drills, so long as you keep your nose clean. This is a prime location, even if it doesn’t seem like it.”

He pointed somewhere behind her. “Go on – get your weapon. Quartermaster’s that way.”

Solongo beamed, gestured her to follow. Erhi did as she was told. As she turned to go, the arrow that Temujin had slammed into the dirt fell over, it’s shaft finally cracking in two.

No one even appeared to notice.







Forty-Four

Hogelun

“Got him.”

Chimeg clapped Jai on the back as the mountain goat crashed into the snow, twitching, the arrow sticking up from its neck. Its herd scattered, leaping up the mountainside. Heading for the ridge above, getting away from the nasty humans with their nasty flying death sticks.

“Come on,” Tuya said, close on Hogelun’s left. “That’s it…”

The goats crested the ridge and vanished. There was a triumphant snarl as the three araatan, standing out of sight over the lip, fell on their prey. A few panicked bleats echoed across the rocky slopes.

Hogelun puffed out a breath. That had gone better than expected; not only did their lizards now have some actual food in their bellies, but the humans had a goat for themselves too.

Jai beamed in triumph, lowering the bow as the slain goat rolled down the slope towards them, speckling the snow with blood. Amazingly, he had almost no experience with archery; once Chimeg had heard that, she’d taken it as a personal challenge. “Can’t ride with us if you can’t shoot,” she’d told him.

Hogelun wondered whether or not to mention that out of all the Rakada, the Chief was by far the worst shot, but she decided not to.

Between getting themselves split up, losing and then finding Sayana, and almost getting involved in some fucked-up civil war, they’d taken way too much time in the Baina. Every moment in the mountains was a moment they might be losing to Erhi and her people.

All the same, Hogelun would admit that things that morning were looking up.

They’d camped out just inside the entrance of the mine last night – Chimeg might have scared the living daylights out of the occupants, but the Rakada wanted a quick exit if any of them actually decided to start trouble. Fortunately, no one had. And Chimeg had been right: a night’s sleep under cover had done them good.

Hogelun had wanted to get going right away, when morning came. Sayana, however, was still in no state to travel. She’d completely passed out, and when they had managed to rouse her to take a sip of water, she didn’t appear to know where she was. Her leg was an absolute horror, and Arjun, uncharacteristically, had insisted that they at least take the morning so he could give the wound more attention.

They’d left Khun to watch over Sayana, and come out to hunt down some fresh game. It was mid-morning, and the mountains gleamed under a bright blue sky, with not a single cloud in sight. There wasn’t even a breath of wind. It was as beautiful a day as they’d had so far, and yet Hogelun couldn’t help thinking about how much time they were wasting. The thought of Erhi racing ahead of them was an itch between her shoulder blades.

Tuya – Hogelun still couldn’t wrap her head around the fact that the eagle hunter was with them again – had kept them company. She hadn’t said much since the night before, but when she heard they were going out hunting, she said she knew where to find some game.

“You see, Father?” Jai said. “You always complained that I am too distracted at study, but see what happens when I have a good teacher, huh?”

Arjun gave a pleasant grunt.

“Yeah, well,” Chimeg said as she bent to grab the goat’s body, “This one was standing still. Pick out a moving target at a hundred yards, then we’ll start talking.”

Her voice was gruff, but there was a note of satisfaction there that even she couldn’t hide. Hogelun smiled privately; despite everything that had happened, all the shit they’d been through, it was nice to hear the Chief sounding a little like her old self.

She thought back to the night before, to how Jai had hugged Chimeg. And how the Chief hadn’t seemed to mind one bit.

Tuya cleared her throat next to Hogelun, making her jump. “If I remember right, you did the cooking?” She gestured to the goat. “What do you want us to do?”

And so she roasted a goat, had the rest of them build a fire while she cleaned and dressed it, cooked everyone a meal under the frigid blue sky. Squatting by the fire, relishing the heat as she turned the meat on a makeshift spit, prodding it now and then and peering at the juices that ran out and hissed against the burning coals.

“Weavers, that smells amazing,” Tuya said. She, along with the others, was crouched close by the fire, putting up with the smoke to get a little of that delicious heat.

“Heavens, yes,” Jai said. He spoke in a low voice, never taking his eyes from the crispy meat, as if he was scared it would suddenly leap up and attempt to escape.

Tuya glanced at him, then at Arjun. “Don’t think I asked. How on earth did you land up with this lot?” She jerked her finger at Chimeg and Hogelun.

Jai cut in. “You still haven’t explained why you took my father. He meant no harm to you.”

Arjun cleared his throat. “My son, I can speak for myself.”

“Apologies, Father, but we are owed an—”

“I’m sorry about that,” Tuya told him. “Things got a bit out of hand. Everybody was nervous, and someone thought you might be trying to… fuck, I don’t know. Disrupt things. Someone made a bad decision, and by the time we had you and Sayana in there, it was too late.”

Jai didn’t look as if this explanation was going to be enough, but he stopped when his father put a hand on his shoulder. “What’s done is done,” Arjun said, in a low mumble. “I am safe, and unharmed.”

He coughed. “And they did save Sayana from freezing to death. We owe her thanks for this, at least.”

“Tell you the truth, I was a bit worried about her,” Tuya said. “She wasn’t making much sense. The cold got to her, maybe… you see that sometimes, with anyone who gets stuck out in the open.”

“What do you mean?” Hogelun asked.

“She was talking about getting visions from the Weavers. That kind of thing.”

Tuya had taken off her bow while she spoke, was doing something to the string groove. A good few seconds of silence went by before she realised that no one had said anything.

She looked up, frowning, then laughed. “Yeah, OK,” she said going back to her task. Then: “Wait… you’re serious?”

Hogelun puffed out her cheeks, gave a one-shoulder shrug.

“You had a vision. From Father Sky.”

“We all did,” Chimeg said.

“You really think there’s some magic pool in the desert—”

The Chief sighed. “Tuya…”

“That somehow no one has come across before—”

“Tuya.”

“—that you saw in a dream, and you think—”

“Tuya. I don’t know what you want me to tell you. You think we came up here for a laugh?” She gestured to the lizards. “You did see their tails, yes?”

Tuya stood, started pacing. “You know that’s the maddest thing I’ve ever heard?”

“Mad or not,” Chimeg told her, “it’s the truth.”

“And on that note.” Hogelun sawed a sizzling hunk off the carcass.

Tuya looked as if she wanted to ask more, but the sight of roasted meat shut her up. For a few minutes, the only sounds were contented chewing and occasional moans of delight. Hogelun was pleased to find that she’d judged the fire’s heat perfectly, charring and crisping the fat while rendering the flesh beneath tender and flavourful.

Goat was a bloody tricky meat to cook at the best of times, lean and difficult, but she’d absolutely smashed this one. They used their daggers to spear the chunks of meat, tearing at them with their teeth, and before long everyone’s chins dripped with juices.

“Fuck me,” Chimeg said, no one in particular. “That is good.”

Another round of agreeable groaning was the only response.

Every bite seemed to light up Hogelun’s brain, sending delicious little shocks into the back of her skull. For a while, she forgot about everything: forgot about altitude sickness and Princess and Sayana’s injury, forgot about the way she’d been feeling lately, forgot about visions and pools in the desert and everything they’d been through over the past few days. None of that shit mattered. For the first time since they’d left the grasslands, she felt full, and warm, and even – somewhat amazingly – comfortable.

“Don’t forget to save some for Sayana,” she said. “And Khun – if she hears we didn’t leave her any goat, she’ll be going on about it for months.”

Chimeg nodded, with feeling, hacking off and setting aside a sizeable piece.

Eventually, when the unfortunate goat had given up every scrap of meat they could possibly tear from the carcass, the raiders and their companions sat back on the snow in contented silence, blissed-out smiles on their faces.

“Hogs,” Chimeg said. “I think I might kiss you. I really do.”

“That was exceptional,” Arjun said, wiping his mouth. “Thank you.”

Hogelun beamed at him. “It’s the sage, to be honest. Just really complements the flavour. I always used to use ground-up wolfclaw root, like I do for antelope – we don’t really get many goats in the Tapestry, so I don’t always get to cook them, but Erhi, she’d done some before, and she said—”

And just like that, it all came rushing back. As if it had just been taking a little stroll, and had now sauntered right back into her head.

“Anyway, she showed me,” Hogelun mumbled. She sniffed, poked at the dying coals with a stick.

Chimeg suppressed a burp. “Weavers, you’re not still thinking about her, are you, Hogs?”

Hogelun stared. “I…”

“You need to let it go. Doesn’t matter if it’s Erhi, or the Khan, or anyone else. They’re in our way—” she chopped the air “—we deal with ’em.” She grinned, displaying bloody teeth. “Just keep cooking food like this, and we’ll be all right, yeah?”

Just keep cooking food like this.

For the first time since she’d seen Erhi up on that ridge, a small spark of anger flickered into being in Hogelun’s chest. It had been one thing for Erhi to want her to stay timid, to let everyone else do the thinking, to do what she was told. It was quite another for Chimeg to want that. Hogelun found, to her astonishment, that she wasn’t OK with that at all.

Tuya was saying something to Jai. “… land up with them, exactly?”

“They saved us from a band of Dalai soldiers,” he said. “And we agreed to help them find their way over the mountains.”

“Nice of you,” Tuya said absently.

Jai wasn’t done. “In fact, now that I think about it, I do not believe we have properly been introduced.”

“She knows your name,” Chimeg said, picking her teeth with a fingernail. “Told her last night.”

“My short name, to be sure, but I have not had the chance to make the introductions befitting my station.”

“Here we go.” The Chief rolled her eyes. But she was smiling, too.

“I am Jaigadisha Bhagvatsinhji, the Yuvaraja of Sidhu. This is my noble father, Arjun.”

Tuya considered this. “Long way from home aren’t you?”

“That is quite a tale. It begins when—”

Mercifully, Tuya seemed to understand that this might occupy most of the day if she let him keep talking. “I’m Tuya,” she said quickly. She looked over at Arjun, wincing. “And… sorry again about the whole prisoner thing. I promise it wasn’t my idea.”

Arjun waved this away. Hogelun wouldn’t exactly call him healthy-looking – ever since they’d met each other, the old man struck her as someone who might be reaching the very end of his race – but at least he was well fed today.

“And you?” Jai asked Tuya. “You seem to know the Bone Warriors quite well.”

“Should bloody hope so.” Tuya leaned back on her elbows, ignoring the cold snow. “They kidnapped me this past summer.”

“Kidnapped you?” Jai looked between the two Rakada. Hogelun’s heart began to beat just a tiny bit faster, because…

Because in all the chaos of the past day, none of them had given any thought to what Jai might do if he found out they weren’t righteous freedom fighters.

And no one had actually thought to tell Tuya to keep it to herself.

“Needed someone to help train up those fabulous lizards.” Tuya waved in the general direction of the slope, where there were still vague, distant chewing noises as Sponge and Toothy and Chimeg’s lizard dealt with the goats. A cloud crossed the eagle hunter’s face. “Such a shame about Princess. She was… special.”

Jai’s eyes were narrowed in confusion. “But… I am sorry, I do not think I understand. Why did they kidnap you?”

“Loooong story,” Chimeg said, glancing at Tuya in a particularly pointed manner that the eagle hunter completely missed. “Anyway, we should be getting on, so—”

“Like I said,” Tuya told him. “They thought I could help them with the araatan.”

“But this is strange behaviour for freedom fighters. You did not wish to help them willingly? Align yourself with their cause?”

“Freedom fighters?” Tuya snorted, utterly oblivious of the giant fire she was currently stoking. “Interesting way of describing a bunch of raiders. Still, I suppose you could put it that way. They definitely put the Khan back in his…”

She finally realised that this was no longer an idle conversation. “What?” she said, looking up at them.

“Raiders,” Jai murmured. “But… no.”

Hogelun’s mouth had gone very dry. She was remembering the conversation she had on the back of Tooth Monster, before the Rakada had gotten separated.

They are murderers. They rape and pillage and steal, and face no consequences… They have no loyalty. No honour.

Abruptly, Jai shook his head. “You are wrong,” he told Tuya, voice brusque. “In Sidhu, many tales have reached us of their heroism. Their rebellion against an oppressive regime.”

“Jai.” Arjun placed a hand on his son’s bicep. A gust of wind swept into their little gully, as if it wanted to get in on the action too.

Jai ignored his father. “I don’t know what story you intend to spin us,” he said to Tuya, “Or what grievance you have with them—”

“It’s not a story, friend.” Tuya had always been quick to anger, and there was plenty of it flashing now. “I think I would know the difference between a freedom fighter and a raider, on account of having been kidnapped by a bunch of them.”

She spread her hands: “You’re telling me… you’ve been riding with these idiots for days now, and you had no idea? The Rakada? The Bone Raiders? Who did you think these people were?”

Hogelun had a sudden urge to tell Jai everything. All of it. He was staring at Chimeg now, and while the Chief was doing her very best to meet his eyes, she couldn’t keep the guilt off her face. Good, Hogelun thought, a spiteful little impulse that she nonetheless took great pleasure in.

“Why did you not tell me?” Jai whispered to Chimeg.

“Jai,” Arjun said again, a note of warning in his voice.

The yuvaraja turned to his father, his mouth open. “You… you knew?”

Hogelun had no idea how he could figure that out from just a single word, and decided not to ask. The less she said in this particular conversation, the better.

Tuya, finally, appeared to realise that she’d caused a bit of a problem. “I mean, they’re not… you know, the worst raiders I’ve ever met—”

“Not helping,” Chimeg said, out the side of her mouth.

Abruptly, Jai stood. Hogelun thought for a moment that he was about to storm off, like a child throwing a temper tantrum. It was written all over his face: the hurt, the anger, making themselves known in his narrowed eyes, in the twitch of the muscles around his mouth.

Instead, he dipped his chin to his chest. When he lifted his head again, his face was a perfect blank.

“I would like a few moments alone,” he said simply. “I will not be far, if you require me.”

“Jai.” Chimeg sounded heartbroken. “Jai, no, wait.”

Without another word, he walked away across the snow.







Forty-Five

Sayana

Sayana came back slowly, a little glimmer at a time. It reminded her of that feeling you got when it was cold outside but you were incredibly warm and you slipped in and out of darkness without trying and you had no desire to move again, ever.

She was wrapped in blankets. A huge number of them, pressing down on her. She didn’t mind. Somewhere in the very far distance, her leg was absolute agony, but that was outside the bubble.

She was in a cave of some kind; no daylight at all, but a cheerfully burning fire, small and bright. The air was thick and smoky, but not unbearably so.

No: not a cave. A room, with walls carved from dark rock. To her right, a huge ramp, wide as an araatan, led up to a massive wooden door, currently shut. Opposite her, far across the room, was a cart of some kind, dusty with misuse. The word mine floated through her brain, looking for something to connect with.

Voices. She turned her head, wincing at the crick in her neck. A passage led off from the room, and there were two people hovering there: two men she didn’t know, clad in furs, looking at her with fear and suspicion. As she watched, one of them jerked his chin at the other, and they vanished.

The events of the night before were coming back. The araatan. Chimeg. The Chief’s threat.

Sayana guessed the people living in the mine were keeping their distance. But where were the other Rakada? Where were Jai and Arjun?

She didn’t feel like calling out for anyone just yet; the longer she could lie there, wrapped in warm blankets, staring at the fire, the better. She got to enjoy precisely three seconds of this before Khun popped into view, her face right in Sayana’s.

“You are smaller than I remember.” Khun’s breath smelled of herbs and old animal blood. Sayana had no idea where she’d come from. “I suppose that’s what happens when you lose one of your limbs.”

That made Sayana come awake in a hurry. “What?”

She frantically felt for her wounded leg, but all at once the blankets were fighting her. She couldn’t tell if it was still there, couldn’t move it—

“Oh wait.” Khun snapped her fingers. “Forgive me. It was another warrior who lost their leg. Friend of mine when I was young, got into an argument with a tiger.” She sniffed. “Strange woman. Eyes the colour of salt.”

She nodded to herself, satisfied, then turned to tend to the fire. The empty leather pouch on her chest bobbing as she moved.

Sayana found her leg, which was very much still there. “What the fuck, Khun?”

Khun was humming to herself, as if all of this was perfectly normal.

Carefully, Sayana sat up. “Where’s everyone else?” she croaked.

“Hunting for food.” Khun poked the fire, sending a burst of sparks towards the smoky ceiling. “Finding snacks for the beasties. They slept outside last night. Didn’t seem to mind.”

The mention of the beasties brought Princess to the front of Sayana’s mind. For a few seconds, despair held her in its soft, clenching fingers.

Didn’t matter that she hadn’t even had the chance to look for her best girl, that she’d spent the last day injured, imprisoned, unconscious, or a combination of all three. The lizard needed her, and she couldn’t even stand up.

“Princess,” she said to Khun. “Did anyone—”

Khun had the good grace to look a little sad. “Not a hide or hair. They do have hair, you know. On their bellies. Little invisible tufts. Sponge likes it when I stroke him there.”

Sayana tilted her head back, resting it against the cave wall. She’d known Khun long enough to know that the woman was trying to make her feel better, and as much as she wanted to shout and scream and get up and go stampeding out of the mine, she didn’t.

For a few moments, the only sound was the gentle crackling of the flames, the odd little thump as Khun pushed a piece of wood into a better position. Sayana’s leg was starting to wake up in a major way, and she shifted uncomfortably.

“Oh, you will be fine,” Khun said, without looking up from the fire. “Soon you will walk the Tapestry as the First Riders did. Well. When they weren’t riding. I assume they walked some of the time; we just don’t hear about it because First Walkers doesn’t sound nearly as important.”

“I guess.” Sayana’s voice was a low grunt. Weavers, even the thought of walking right now made her leg hurt more.

“A few days of rest,” Khun went on. “A week at the very most. Otherwise the next time we get in a fight you will just fall over.”

She didn’t sound unhappy about this idea at all, humming as she poked at the fire.

There was something about her words that cut through the pain from Sayana’s leg. “I’ll be fine,” she snapped. “We need to… we need to get to the desert. To the pool.”

She hadn’t even asked how the other araatan were doing, if the sickness had progressed. But they couldn’t have much time left; definitely not enough time to sit here for days and days while her leg healed. “Just put me in the saddle. Strap my leg to… fuck, I don’t know. I’ll be fine. We have to get going.”

“Nonsense.” Khun gave her a vague wave. “We have plenty of time.”

Sayana opened her mouth to say that no, actually, there was no way that Khun could know that, none of them had any idea how much time they had – and stopped.

She’d always found that if there was a problem she couldn’t solve – an issue she was having with another Rakada or a tricky raiding plan that she could tell wasn’t going to work – she could usually find the solution after a good night’s sleep. Made sense: stop your thoughts for a bit, and then when they came back, they would be as fresh as dew.

Apparently, having your brain retreat into a nice, warm cocoon worked the same way. Better, in fact. Because despite her exhaustion, despite the agony radiating up from her thigh, she suddenly realised that there was a problem she hadn’t even known about.

It had been playing around the edges of her mind for days, refusing to come into the light. Little fragments – ones she hadn’t even been aware of. Not really.

And all the fragments connected back to Khun.

Her terror, after they got the vision. The way she’d had to be convinced to come with them.

Her reaction after Jai had said he knew a way through the mountains. The solemn, thoughtful, distinctly un-Khun-like look on her face.

The way she’d acted after Erhi had made the rock shelf collapse. She’d been relaxed; happy, almost.

And when they were trapped by that storm, before Tuya’s people had attacked… Khun had insisted they wait for it to clear.

Sayana licked her lips, eyes never leaving the older Rakada. Pieces inside her mind slowly clicking into place. She didn’t want to believe it, hated what her thoughts were telling her. Because there was no way, no way that Khun would do what Sayana thought she’d been doing.

But then, another image slid into her head. Khun’s guide – the one she’d directed them towards. That lonely ger on the desolate plain, with its rag-covered skeleton.

“Your guide,” she whispered. “You knew he was dead before we got there, didn’t you?”

Khun didn’t look round, but the poking stopped, just for a moment. The stick hovered, and then Khun went back to jabbing at the coals.

Sayana closed her eyes.

“You knew he was dead, and you took us there anyway. Because… because then we’d have to spend more time finding another guide, wouldn’t we?”

Every part of her wanted to believe she was wrong. But there was just too much evidence, too many things to ignore.

“Every time,” she said, the anger stealing into her voice like a thief through a dark camp. “Every single time, you wanted us to slow down. To stop. You wanted us to stay put when that storm came in. When we got split up, you knew it would take us days to get back together… and you wanted that, didn’t you?”

Khun’s poking had gotten faster. Sparks flying from the coals, flickering out of existence above the flames. She still hadn’t said anything, still hadn’t turned around.

Their araatan were dying. Their world was falling apart around them. They needed to get to the Eye of the Desert as fast as possible… and all this time, Khun had been trying to delay. Gently and quietly sabotaging what they did, doing everything she could to slow them down.

Sayana couldn’t keep the betrayal out of her voice. “Why?”

But, of course, she knew why.

Because in Khun’s mind, if she met the Weaver she’d sworn an oath to…

Without anything to show for it…

Khun’s back was turned, but the edge of the big leather pouch was just visible in the firelight. Sayana thought back to what the woman had said to them around the fire in the Gün, when they managed to convince her to come with them. Swear you will resist him. Whatever he offers you, swear you will turn it down.

Khun was the living embodiment of the word unpredictable. But no matter what weird shit came out of her mouth, she had always, always sided with her clan.

The crazy thing was, Khun probably thought she was doing them a favour: protecting them from the god that had ruled her life for so long. Protecting them from themselves. Thinking that if she could just delay their progress, everything could carry on as it had before.

“Khun.” She made her voice as steady as she could. “Khun, look at me.”

And finally, Khunbish did.

Her expression was impossible to read. Usually, that was a sign for whoever was talking to her to get as far away as possible. Not this time. Sayana had zero intention of backing down.

“If we don’t go to that pool,” Sayana said, “If we don’t… aaargh, shit, that hurts… if we don’t do what Father Sky tells us, then our araatan are going to die. Sponge is going to die.”

And still, Khun said nothing.

“What are you planning to do?” Sayana asked. Her throat felt thick, and it had nothing to do with the smoke. “When Sponge and Toothy and… and whatever name Chimeg’s lizard has. What’s the plan for when they’re too sick to move?”

Khun made a dismissive noise, turned back to the fire. “Destiny is not written,” she snapped. “I have seen to the end of time and eternity, and—”

“Shut the fuck up.” Oh, Sayana was sick of Khun’s babbling. She hadn’t even realised how much until right now. “We have a plan. A good one. It was never going to be easy, and yes, it’s going to be a lot harder now—” she almost, almost slapped her leg, pulled her hand back just in time “—but we’re still going to get it done.”

Her words echoed deeper into the cave, trailed off.

When she spoke again, her voice was soft, but firm. It wasn’t a tone she’d heard coming out of her mouth before, and she wasn’t sure she liked it yet.

“I’m not going to tell Chimeg,” she said. “Or any of the others. But it ends now, Khun. No more getting in our way. No more diversions. No more pretending that you know better than us when it comes to… to whatever this damn god wants.

“And I promise you this. Whatever he has to say to you, about the arrangement you had, he’ll say it to us, too. Me, Chimeg, Hogs. Jai and Arjun as well, why not? We will be right there with you. We’re the fucking Rakada.” Sayana smiled, even though it hurt. “The Bone Raiders. Khun – no Khun, look at me – we are going to get through this. We’re going to get to that pool, and I promise you, we’re going to get there toge—”

Her little inspiring speech had the exact opposite effect from what she intended.

Khun sprang up from the fire, crossing the space to where Sayana sat in an instant, gripping her chin with bone-thin fingers. Sticking her face so close that their noses were almost touching. For a long moment, all Sayana could do was stare into those mad, mad eyes.

Khun slowly opened her mouth. There was a real moment, utterly terrifying, where Sayana thought the woman was going to sink teeth into her face.

Then, all at once, Khun let go. Rocketed to her feet. She stared down at Sayana, her mouth twisted in a sneer. “Don’t,” she said, her lips barely moving.

She didn’t elaborate. Didn’t tell Sayana what the don’t was referring to. She just left, took off, heading deeper into the mine.

“Shit,” Sayana muttered.

Who was she kidding? Get there together? They weren’t even together now. They were all pointed vaguely in the same direction, but it was as if each one of them was trapped in their own bubble. That’s what it felt like, anyway.

There was a deep, grinding creak as the big door shuddered open, and a blast of cold air buffeted Sayana. Tuya’s voice reached her. “Is it weird that I actually missed Khun?”

She squinted into the light from outside. Tuya turned to shut the door – Arjun was with her, walking down the ramp.

It was as if the old man read her thoughts. “Your friend here knows the mountain well,” he said. He was carrying a large leather pouch of his own, and he lowered it to the ground, wincing as he did so. “We found game.”

Tuya came down the ramp – the old wood bending a little under her weight – and leaned against the wall, arms folded. Very briefly, she caught Sayana’s eye, then looked away. “Nobody killed each other in here overnight,” she muttered. “Guess your Chief’s plan worked.”

“Your wound needs attention,” Arjun told Sayana.

“Again?” She did her best to make it sound like a joke, but she couldn’t stop just a little bit of resentment sneaking in. Not being able to walk, not knowing if she could fight… it was as if she really had lost her leg.

Arjun clearly noticed, giving her a reproachful look. “Tuya showed me some unusual plants,” he said, arthritic fingers tugging at the blanket hem. “They may help you heal faster. Perhaps.”

Turns out, Sayana didn’t actually have any trousers on underneath the blankets. The corners of Tuya’s mouth flicked upwards, and Sayana pretended not to notice, biting her lip as Arjun went to work.

The wound was an angry red, puffy and swollen – it was going to leave one bastard of a scar, that was for sure. Still, it didn’t look like it had the rot. Yet. Arjun fussed with it, rubbing in small sections of a paste that smelled like mountain flowers.

All at once, Sayana had had enough. Not that she wasn’t grateful to the old man for helping her, but she needed just a little bit of space.

It’s not just space you need, is it?

She put her own hand on his, stealing it. “Would you give us a minute?”

“There is still much to do. If I do not cover the wound—”

“Please.”

She didn’t dare look over at Tuya. Didn’t dare try to find out what her reaction was.

Arjun seemed to take the hint. He rose stiffly to his feet, clearly not happy about it, but resigned nonetheless.

“I will go see to my son,” he muttered, heading for the door.

And then finally, Sayana was alone with Tuya.







Forty-Six

Sayana

As the silence descended on them, Sayana thought back to all those scenarios she’d played out in her head. Everything she wanted to tell Tuya, if they ever met again.

She literally had whole speeches prepared. Multiple different versions.

Some of them were angry, some desperate and pleading. Some, if she was perfectly honest, were a bit mad. When you fell for someone, and they left, those thoughts tended to occupy a lot of your spare time.

Right now though? Right now, even the most logical, calm speech she had sounded completely ridiculous. It was strange, given the insanity she’d just gone through with this woman, but she couldn’t believe Tuya was in this cave. With her.

She’d always told herself she’d probably never see Tuya again. It was the kind of vague, hopeful thought you had when you’d lost a favourite whetstone or polished bone, had given up looking, but still sort of thought that you’d casually glance in a random direction and spot it lying in plain sight. It was only now that she realised she’d actually, truly believed it… and it was only now she realised just how much that had hurt.

“So,” said Tuya.

Sayana didn’t think a single syllable could make her heart skip a beat, but apparently it could.

“You’re probably wondering what all that was,” Tuya went on, gesturing to the mine around them.

Oh, thank the Weavers. Yes, let’s talk about that. Let’s really get into it. “I heard… I heard most of it last night. But what was all that shit where you didn’t recognise me? Why did you and your friends throw me into a cell?”

“We also rescued you from a mountainside and patched up your leg,” Tuya said. “Just a reminder.”

The firelight flickered on her face. There was something about it, something about the enclosed space, that made Sayana want to reach out and touch her. Put a hand on her cheek, just to see what it felt like. This was a problem, because she also wanted to throw something at the woman. She had forgotten just how infuriating Tuya could be.

“Don’t get me wrong,” she said. “Super grateful for that. Also still really confused. Why did you pretend like you didn’t know me?”

“Because I was trying to stop a bloody war breaking out.” Tuya ran her hands through her hair, corralling some stray strands. “If I admitted that I knew a raider, especially one near our territory, it would have caused so many problems. You have no idea.”

Sayana’s leg had started to itch. On the one hand, that was a great sign. On the other, she actually had to sit on her hands to stop herself from scratching at it.

“I don’t get it,” she said. “You helped so many of them get out of the city. Why wouldn’t they listen to you?”

“They did, for a while.” Slowly, Tuya slid down the wall next to Sayana, resting her arms on her knees. “Turns out, people stop doing what you say if you can’t feed them.”

Tuya paused. Looking in the direction of the passage leading deeper into the mine. No one watching now, although there was the sound of distant voices, an argument of some kind.

“It’s so fucking stupid,” Tuya said. Her voice was suddenly hot, as if she’d been wanting to get this out for a while. “We’ve got such a good situation here – or we would, if everybody would just listen. I told them it would be hard, we’d have to ration, all of it, but if we could just buckle down until spring… and this whole place is perfect! No one even knew we were here! We could just…” She trailed off, hands falling into her lap. “We’ll figure it out,” she said, more to herself than Sayana. “I’m not going to let that idiot Agujam and those two shit-heads Borte and Chuluun fuck this up. Maybe if this truce holds…”

Once again, silence fell.

For a long time, neither of them spoke. Just stared into the fire. The world seemed suspended around them, as if they were the only two people in existence.

Sayana had the urge to tell Tuya that she understood. That she got it. She wanted to tell her about the meeting in the raider camp, all the problems they were facing, the enemies approaching from all sides.

She didn’t. More than once, the words were on the verge of leaving her mouth; every time, she found herself pulling them back.

She’d spent enough time with Tuya – admittedly under very strange circumstances – to know how the woman would react. Tuya wouldn’t see it as a peace offering, or a way to connect. She’d get defensive, respond with scorn.

Sayana didn’t want that. What she wanted was to see the other Tuya. The one who came out when she worked with animals, when her curiosity got the better of her.

That Tuya was pure joy. It melted the hard lines off her face, sent a glowing shimmer through her eyes.

It was what had made Sayana fall in love with her.

This whole time, whenever she’d thought of Tuya, whenever she’d let herself daydream, that was the woman she saw. That bright, glowing expression. Like a secret that Tuya was sharing with her, and only her.

But what Sayana could see now was that prickle beneath the surface, the twitchiness. A woman ready to fight the whole world if she had to.

And Sayana had no idea how to get past it. It was just another problem she couldn’t solve.

Maybe it was better if she didn’t. Maybe she should just thank Tuya for everything, and leave it at that.

Tuya’s words came back to her, from when they’d parted, months ago. She remembered them perfectly. You need to think about what you want, Sayana. I’ll never force you to leave the Rakada – I’ve watched you too, and I’ve seen how happy this clan makes you. But I couldn’t be with someone like that. And I have so much more work to do.

She cleared her throat. “We got some more araatan.”

“I saw.” A small smile flickered on Tuya’s face. “Not bad.”

“I showed them all how to do it. The other Rakada.” A sudden thought hit her, and her eyes went wide. “They’re sick – you saw their tails, right? Do you know any way…”

But Tuya was shaking her head. “Never seen anything like it,” she said. “Sorry.”

Sayana dropped her chin to her chest. She didn’t truly expect Tuya to have the answer, but it would have been nice for once, just once, to have something go their way.

“Guess it’s the desert then,” she muttered, wondering how the hell she was even supposed to get there now.

“Still can’t wrap my head around the vision thing,” Tuya said.

Sayana’s eyes widened, as her thoughts from before came rushing back. “You… you didn’t get the same vision we did?”

“No.”

“No… no pool, or…”

“Sorry. That’s why I thought you were talking out your arse.”

“But you were right there with me. You helped train Princess. Why are we getting them, and you’re not?”

Tuya could do nothing but shrug.

Will you come with us?

The question was on Sayana’s lips – and for a heartbeat, a solitary instant, she thought Tuya might say yes. That despite everything she had here, she might go with the Rakada.

In that moment, it was the only thing Sayana wanted.

And she wasn’t going to get it.

Because Tuya wouldn’t. Sayana could see that already. Tuya was brilliant, and Tuya was kind, but she was also stubborn. If she thought something had a chance of working, she wouldn’t let it go.

Tuya felt responsible for these people. And so she’d make it her job to fix the problems in this place. She wouldn’t walk away.

The hunter had walked away from her, made her choice. Sayana would be a fool to expect that distance and time might change that. It didn’t really matter that Tuya’s adventures in the mountains, with the people she’d helped to escape from Karkorum, had gone so badly. They’d happened – a whole section of Tuya’s life that Sayana still knew very little about. Who knew what was in there? Or who had shared Tuya’s bed while…

No. She wasn’t going to go down that path. Not now.

And she was tired of pining. At least now, she could stop thinking about it. She finally, finally had her answer.

It was time to move on.

“Hey.” Tuya snapped her out of her thoughts. “Where’s yours?”

“Where’s my what?”

“Your araatan. Princess.”

“She…”

But she could see in Tuya’s eyes that the woman understood. After all, the hunter knew where Sayana had been found.

Tuya looked away. “Shit.”

“Could you find her?” All at once, this seemed more important than anything. Tuya knew the mountains. She’d lived in the Baina for months now, and spent years of her life training as an eagle hunter here. If anybody could find Princess, it was her. “We could… we could go back to where I fell. Look around there. Maybe there’s still time. I know the others are sick, but maybe… maybe there might be…”

But Tuya was shaking her head. “I’m sorry.”

“You won’t even try?” Sayana suddenly realised the tears were pricking at the corners of her eyes, and reached up to wipe them away. “You were with me, training her. She and I saved you back at the God’s Heel.”

“That’s not what I mean.” Tuya’s voice was sad, but firm. “The place where you fell… almost fell, anyway. It’s hundreds of feet. Humans can’t even get down there, not without a full team and a whole lot of rope. And that area is known for bad weather. Even if she was alive down there, we might not spot her.”

“She could have gotten away. Crawled or… or something, even if she was injured. You’ve seen her, you know how tough she is—”

“We’d never find her. Or at least, not without all the luck in the world. There are dozens of caves in that area alone, and she could be in any one of them. We could spend weeks searching. Months.” She closed her eyes for a moment. “I’m sorry, Sayana, truly. But she’s gone.”

Sayana barely heard her. She was thinking about how she used to scratch Princess’s neck, below her horns. Most of the time, the araatan didn’t respond – the spot was hard to get, and felt like it moved around – but every so often, she would shudder with pleasure.

When was the last time she had done that to her best girl? When was the last scratch? Sayana couldn’t remember. It must have happened, but with everything they’d been dealing with…

The tears came, finally. Soft and silent. Tuya took her hand, fingers interlaced with hers. She said nothing; just held it.

And after a long while – or perhaps no more than a few minutes – Tuya kissed Sayana on the cheek. Stood, and walked away. Just like before. She hovered at the edge of the passage leading into the mine, looking back, an unreadable expression on her face.

Then she was gone.

The itch in Sayana’s leg had returned, worse than ever, and this time she couldn’t stop herself from scratching.







Forty-Seven

Erhi

The stew was thin and watery, globs of fat pooling on the surface. Erhi couldn’t tell what animal the meat came from; the chunks were gamy, gristly between the teeth.

It was the best meal she’d ever eaten.

When she was with the Rakada (when Hogelun was cooking, she thought, without wanting to), she would have thrown this meal into the dirt if someone had presented it to her. She should have taken this back to the lumpy mess cook who’d dished it out, and launched it at their face.

But she had been trekking through the mountains for a long time, with nothing more than scraps to eat. Before that, it was mess food in Karkorum – which, amazingly, was even worse than this particular stew.

Before she could stop herself, she’d wolfed down the first portion, only just managing to avoid licking the bowl.

Gantalgun – the big man in command of her new unit – laughed, waving his hand at the kitchen tent. To Erhi’s amazement, one of the workers actually ducked inside, scurried back out with a second helping for her.

At no time in her army career, pre- or post-Rakada, had Erhi ever been brought a meal. But Gantalgun was one of those soldiers who knew absolutely everybody: a gruff, grinning man with a huge beard and shoulders like an ox. He didn’t appear to be high up in the ranks, but he was one of those people who everybody was quite happy to do things for, even if it vastly inconvenienced them.

Amazingly, she was still hungry. She dug into her second bowl, only looking up when Gantalgun slapped his knees. “Now that’s a good appetite,” he said. “Nice to see someone appreciates the cooking around here!”

Solongo, on her left, interpreted. Erhi smiled thanks, even though she’d caught Gantalgun’s words. The three of them sat at a fire in the gathering dusk, with nine other content-looking soldiers.

Erhi finished off the second bowl of stew, her stomach doing happy little dances. Gantalgun waggled his enormous eyebrows, then tossed her a skin.

Airag. These bastards had airag.

She gave a dazed smile of thanks, then took a pull. It was so strong it tasted almost rotten, but it set her belly on fire, made it dance even more.

Gantalgun, suddenly serious, levelled a thick finger at her. “You’re bloody lucky,” he said, thunder appearing on his face. “If one of us had worked out who you were, when you were sneaking through, you’d have had your guts in the dirt.”

He held Erhi’s gaze for a moment, then his mouth cracked in a grin. More laughter on the faces of the soldiers around her, several of them reaching across to slap her on the back. One of them did it so hard that she almost spat out a mouthful of airag, and that just made them laugh harder.

Another soldier, a stocky woman with a mole on the very tip of her nose, was talking animatedly off to her left. Erhi missed her words, really did need Solongo to interpret this time. There was an apologetic smile on Solongo’s face, and Erhi was startled when she realised that the stocky woman was telling the story of how she, Erhi, had gotten into the Khan’s tent. Usually, she despised people speaking for her, but this felt different.

“And then, from what I heard, she stands over old Etugen while he’s stark naked, reaches across, and gives his little toe a waggle.” The woman had a skin too, and took a deep swig. “Should’ve given his manhood a bit of a waggle, he might have woken up in a better mood.”

“You forget your place,” Gantalgun thundered, as they all roared with laughter. He made an attempt to keep a serious face, but in the end, he was laughing too. To her astonishment, Erhi found herself smiling.

The Khan’s forces, with their giant bows, were going to head across the desert. Hunt for that pool. Erhi had told them exactly where to go, holding nothing back. She’d been worried that identifying herself as a raider would go badly for her, had prepared a whole line of defence for herself… but to her surprise, she hadn’t needed it at all. They didn’t care.

Even before she’d landed up around this fire, eating the worst/best stew in the entire world, the soldiers seemed to have accepted her as one of their own. Before Temujin’s demonstration, they’d looked at her with suspicion, even hostility. After all, she’d made fools of them by sneaking into their Khan’s tent. But now… when she’d shown them a way to make their supposedly ultimate weapon actually work…

The soldiers in Karkorum had been utterly indifferent to the raiders and their araatan, but Erhi hadn’t fully appreciated just how much the army in the grasslands despised them. How many friends and fellow soldiers they’d lost to those lizards. That’s why they were out here: developing the lizard-killing weapons, deep in the mountains.

Temujin might be the one who’d brought that strange red flame, but she was the one who had made it happen. She did that. The Khan might have taken Temujin as his own, cloistering himself in his tent with the former beggar, but Erhi? She belonged to the soldiers. She was one of them.

Mobilising a camp like this took time; they wouldn’t be able to leave before morning, and even when they did, it would be slow going. Maybe enough to erase the head start she’d held over the Rakada – Erhi wasn’t sure. It hardly mattered.

Around them, the camp hummed with activity: horses being loaded, tents being taken down, soldiers rushing back and forth. A light snow had started to fall, prickling Erhi’s neck where it settled.

One of the other soldiers, a grim-looking man whose name Erhi didn’t know, looked up in a way that slowly drained the laughter out of the circle. He locked suspicious eyes with Erhi.

“It’s not right,” he said. Gantalgun started to reply, but the grim-faced man kept talking. “The Weavers don’t give their power willingly. We don’t know anything about this… this Temujin person.”

“Oh that’s easy,” someone else said. Erhi had to remember to keep glancing at Solongo, as if she truly had no hearing at all. “Heard some Khan’s Guard talking earlier. They reckon he was a hermit who used to live in the Gün – ran into dear old Mother Earth under the trees, and she gave him her gift.”

Solongo raised an eyebrow at Erhi, who shrugged. Another story – another lie from Temujin about where he’d gotten his power. What did it matter?

The man who’d first spoken up jerked his chin at Erhi. “She’s probably fine, but I don’t trust him, or that fire of his. How do we know it’s not a demon?”

Nobody said anything for a few seconds. Erhi could understand why; honestly, she was surprised no one had raised this already. Temujin said his flame power came directly from Mother Earth but how did anyone know for sure? Especially when his story kept changing?

It was Solongo herself who spoke up first, signing as she did so. “I don’t give a shit. We kill the araatan, then we worry about demons.”

It broke the spell. The man tried to keep talking, but a dozen voices shouted him down. Erhi found, in that moment, she didn’t especially care where the power came from.

She’d given the Khan everything he needed. His araatan-killing weapon had been useless before she arrived, before she’d seen how Temujin’s flame could help. Not only that: she’d told him about the pool in the desert, and given him a way to destroy it. The araatan would fall to a disease they couldn’t cure, and those that somehow survived would be no match for the heavy arrows, shrouded in red flame.

The araatan, gone. Any and all raiders who opposed the Khan, scattered. The Khan himself gaining the favour of a god.

Then Erhi would find the Rakada, look them in the eyes, and let them know it was her. All her.

And wasn’t this – this laughing, boisterous group of soldiers, with their weather-bitten faces – wasn’t this good? For the first time in for ever, she had a place. Accepted. Brought into the circle. Just like the Rakada, before it had all gone to shit.

If she tired of it? Tired of Gantalgun and Solongo and the rest? Well, it would be a stepping stone – a rung on a ladder to something better.

Solongo moved closer to Erhi, signing. “We’ll get you a horse in the morning. The ones we have here are pretty tough, more than enough for the desert.”

Erhi nodded, signed her thanks. As she did so, she happened to glance past Solongo, to the end of the line of tents.

The Khan had shed his armour, but his golden deel still glimmered in the light from a dozen fires. He strode across the camp, parallel to them, at the head of a dozen retainers and bodyguards. One of them, Erhi was stunned to see, was Bugaral. Freshly resplendent in army uniform, regulation sabre on his hip. He didn’t march so much as waddle.

Temujin was deep in conversation with the Khan. He’d shed his beggar’s rags; he wore a simple black silk deel, and at some point, he’d washed. He looked cleaner and stood taller than Erhi had ever seen him. He didn’t even look her way.

More of his acolytes in the Khan’s retinue – one of them, that fucking scribe, was writing furiously, struggling to keep up, almost tripping in the filthy snow.

The procession vanished, disappearing behind the next line of tents.

“Sorry,” Erhi signed to Solongo, distracted. “I missed that?”

“The desert’s a real bastard, but if we—”

“Oi, Sol!” One of the other soldiers waved to get their attention. “Do you want to—”

Erhi missed the next bit. The circle erupted with laughter, and there was more back-slapping and someone pulled out some dried antelope crusted with herbs and it tasted better than anything she’d ever had and she was warm and fed and among friends with her honour restored and she couldn’t stop thinking of Temujin and how tall he stood, as he walked next to the Khan, no, she couldn’t stop thinking about it at all.







Forty-Eight

Sayana

On all the maps Sayana had seen, the boundary between the Baina Mountains and the Great Desert was a crisp, clear line. As if one step, there was rock and snow, and the next, soft sand.

Sayana had some idea that wasn’t going to be the case, mostly because it was a completely mad idea. So it was startling to find that the desert really did pop out of nowhere. They’d been moving through low, rocky foothills, and suddenly, there was deep sand beneath the araatan’s feet. When Sayana looked up, all she could see was that sand, rolling to the horizon in impossibly wide waves. The biggest expanse of nothing she had ever seen.

Sayana was pretty sure – certain actually – that deserts were supposed to be hot. As far as she knew, that was their defining characteristic. She had genuinely been looking forward to a little bit of warmth after the freezing hell of the mountains.

Instead, what she had – what they all had – was more snow.

It seemed very unfair.

She hadn’t even known you could get snow in the desert. Admittedly, they weren’t talking deep drifts here; this was a thin layer of crusty ice on top of shifting sand. The lizard’s feet sunk through it every time he took a step. The desert in winter was clearly a very distant beast to the scorching heat of summer.

And there was wind. Constant, unrelenting. Not strong, not enough to blow you off your feet or anything, but just there all the time. At least in the mountains, the peaks and canyons gave some shelter, and even when the Rakada were out in the open, the wind had varied in speed.

Here, it was constant. Sayana’s lips were a cracked and bleeding mess. She’d given up holding a piece of her deel to her face; it just got soaked through, then froze solid. Her eyes were constantly gritty from the dry air. As for her sinuses…

She didn’t even want to talk about her sinuses.

And then there was her leg. Turned out, if you got stabbed in the outer part of your thigh, it became incredibly difficult to move that leg out to the side. That made riding an araatan virtually impossible.

Sayana could just about climb up the side of Chimeg’s lizard – Sponge Bath was shorter, but Khun advised against it, or else the lizard would eat Sayana’s soul. Chimeg’s lizard was the next smallest. Getting up was one thing, but once she was on her back behind the Chief, Sayana had a problem. She just couldn’t get her legs wide without excruciating pain, and she certainly gave it a bloody good go.

Which meant she had to ride side-saddle. Hanging on for dear life, a safety tether around her waist.

She was dreading this. You know who rode side-saddle? Very old women, and very young women. She braced herself for a torrent of shit from the others, endless jibes about how fabulous she looked up there.

They didn’t come. Nobody gave it a second look. It was startling, at first, but Sayana thought she understood. They were tired. All of them.

The mountains had taken so much.

Through some unspoken agreement, the Rakada had made camp right then. It was the end of the day anyway, and after Tuya had left them, the trudge through the foothills had been tough going.

Jai and Arjun were still with them – Jai had consented to riding on the back of Hogelun’s araatan, but didn’t speak, staring at the horizon with hooded eyes.

Chimeg had told them that the canyons were two days’ ride away, maybe three. But in the freezing dusk, with Sayana’s leg throbbing like it had acquired its own fucking heartbeat, it may as well have been a million miles away.

While the others made camp, Sayana sat against a handy rock – not like she could help, anyway. Hanging on side-saddle for hours might have been the only option, with her leg, but it had absolutely drained her of energy. Well, whatever energy she had left. Still, she felt she should stay awake while they made camp – for moral support, if nothing else.

But eventually, her body stopped fighting, and she drifted into an uneasy, uncomfortable sleep. It was only when Jai said that he and his father were leaving that she snapped awake, blinking, eyes crusty with sand.

Weavers, her mouth felt like one of the lizards had taken a dump in it. 

“We have made our decision,” Jai said again, from off to her left.

“Yeah, I got that,” Hogelun snapped. “You do know that it’s a stupid decision, yeah?”

Sayana twisted around – did the best she could, anyway. Jai and Arjun were packing their gear; Hogelun stood over them, hands on her hips, looking both furious and desperate.

Khun and Chimeg were nowhere to be seen, and neither was Chimeg’s lizard. Sponge and Toothy were snuffling around to her right, pawing at the sand, as if they’d never seen it before (which, Sayana supposed, was probably true). She might have been imagining things, but their tails looked even shorter now, and when they moved, it was with careful slowness, as if the sickness had sunk into their joints.

Hogelun glanced over at Sayana. “You’re awake. Thank the fucking Weavers. Tell these idiots they’re idiots.”

Sayana opened her mouth. Closed it again. Jai, she noted, was doing most of the packing; his father stood nearby, looking miserable.

Hogelun didn’t appear to register that Sayana hadn’t actually said anything. “You’re just going to walk off into the desert,” she said to Jai. “Just by yourselves. No horses.”

Dimly, Sayana wondered if she was still dreaming. Surely Arjun wasn’t going to just… just walk away? How was she supposed to heal without him? What if her leg got the rot? What if—

“We will make do,” the yuvaraja said, pulling his pack closed. “We have sufficient food and water.”

“Oh. Splendid.” Hogelun threw up her hands. “And just by the way, don’t think I didn’t notice how you waited until Chimeg was off chasing those wild horses. Really classy.”

Jai’s head snapped up. He rose to his feet, stiff and proud.

“I am a man of my word. We agreed to see you through the mountains.” He gestured to the desert. “We have fulfilled our obligation. I have no desire to associate with raiders any longer.”

The word raiders came out of his mouth like it had been a piece of food stuck between his teeth.

“My son.” Arjun stepped in close. “Perhaps we should—”

“No. Enough is enough. We will continue our journey as before.”

His words were even more stiff and formal than usual. For a brief instant, Sayana got a sense of the prince he was. The man who had aspired to lead his people, who desperately wanted to save his land.

She understood why Jai wanted to leave – Hogelun had told her how Tuya had blown their cover. But she agreed with Hogs: wandering off into the desert by themselves was crazy. Surely Jai wasn’t going to be this bloody-minded?

Apparently, he was. He stared down Hogelun, hand resting on the hilt of his sword, as if daring her to say another word.

Arjun made his way over, squatted down next to Sayana.

“Please tell me you’re not serious,” she said. She was stunned to find how badly she didn’t want the old man to leave. Losing both him and Tuya in two days felt like an absolute kick in the kidneys.

He wouldn’t meet her eyes. “I must go with my son.”

“But—”

“As I told you before, you must put weight on the leg as soon as you are able.” He spoke quickly, as if there wasn’t much time. “Change the dressing once a day – fresh linen, always. And if you see even the slightest hint of redness beyond the wound site, it must be treated immediately, do you understand? Immediately.”

“Arjun, come on. You can’t think we’re—”

“Drink plenty of water. Hydration is crucial, especially out here.”

Finally, he raised his eyes to meet hers. Gave a weak cough.

“I wish you all the luck in the world,” he said.

Then, abruptly, he stood and limped over to his son.

Sayana almost did it. She very nearly shouted out his secret, let Jai know that he was dying. At the very last instant, her mouth open to speak the words, she stopped. It would achieve nothing. Just drive a wedge between father and son.

And they’re going to need to work together out here, she thought, biting back despair.

Weavers, she missed Princess. Missed her with a fierce, desperate longing. She would have given anything in that moment, anything at all, to be on the araatan’s back again. Riding hard for this fucking bastard Eye of the Desert.

“No.” Hogelun was shaking her head. “Absolutely the fuck not. I… I forbid it.”

A humourless smile crossed Jai’s face. “You would keep us prisoners? Free us from those Dalai soldiers, only to hold us here?”

He bent to pick up his pack, shouldering it as he straightened. “Whatever journey you are on, you are nothing but parasites. You have no honour.”

“You’re about to have no fucking head,” Hogelun spat.

“Then strike me.” The yuvaraja threw out his arms. “Overpower me. Lock me and my father in chains. It will just prove my words.”

The worst part of it – and Sayana was amazed that there was actually a part worse than being called a parasite – was that imprisoning them would serve absolutely no purpose. They didn’t need Jai’s knowledge of the mountains any more. Taking them captive would cause huge problems, adding to the giant pile they already had.

And after everything the Rakada and the men from Sidhu had been through, it would be the worst kind of betrayal.

“Hogs,” she said quietly. “Just leave it.”

Hogelun looked at her like she’d gone insane.

Jai met her eyes briefly. Nodded once. Then, without another word, he strode past her, marching up the slope of the dune to their east.

Arjun paused for a moment, then followed. As he passed Sayana, he reached down and gave her shoulder a squeeze.

Which was when Chimeg and Khun rode out of the dusk, both on the back of Chimeg’s lizard. The beast came to a shuddering, exhausted halt close to Sponge, who sent up a miserable growl.

“The horses fell into a sinkhole!” Khun bleated, to no one in particular. “I wanted to go in after them, but the Chief said no. I told her I can swim between realms, but…” She trailed off, as if realising that things were not quite as they should be.

Chimeg took in the camp. Took in Hogelun, and Sayana. Took in Jai and Arjun: packs on, gazing up at her from the slope of the dune. She closed her eyes briefly, then moved, clambering off the saddle and down her lizard’s leg faster than Sayana would have thought possible.

“Thank fuck,” Hogelun snarled. “Chief, I bloody told them, they won’t—”

Chimeg ignored her, striding up to Jai, her spear wobbling from side to side in its sheath on her back. “Where in the nine hells are you going?” she spat. She clearly intended it to sound furious, an order that must be obeyed, but Sayana had known Chimeg for a long time and caught the note of panic in her voice.

Jai raised his chin slightly, as if trying to stare down his nose at Chimeg. Sayana got a flash of the prince again, the leader he aspired to be. The one who wouldn’t, couldn’t compromise on his principles. His honour. The effect didn’t quite work, mostly because he and Chimeg were roughly the same height.

“As I said to your companion.” Jai gestured to Hogs, without looking at her. “We have fulfilled our obligations to you. We will make our own way.”

“You didn’t even have the fucking balls to do it while I was here, did you?” Chimeg jabbed a finger at him. “After everything, after we got your father back for you in the mountains, you just sneak away like a bloody thief.”

It was the wrong thing to say. Jai’s nostrils flared, and he got right in Chimeg’s face. Arjun tried to pull his son back, but the yuvaraja shook him off.

“You name me thief,” he whispered. “You.”

“I wasn’t—”

“I have dedicated my life to fighting people like you. To ridding my land of those who do what you do.”

Weavers, Sayana wanted nothing more than to get to her feet and slap him. She always hated self-righteous people, and clearly Jai had a big streak of that. In the flickering firelight, his face looked carved from stone.

But she couldn’t help but think back to what Arjun had told her, in that mine. How he’d lost friends to the raiders of his homeland.

As if he’d been reading her thoughts, Jai said, “Two of my closest… my closest allies lost their lives to a raiding party. A skirmish at a border station.”

To her astonishment, Sayana remembered their names. Arjun had told her in that cell, after all, and the detail must have stuck. Sanjay and Rahul.

Jai’s cheeks worked. He spat, saliva staining the desert sand.

If anybody else in the entire world had done that to Chimeg, they would’ve found the haft of a spear growing from their guts. As it was, Chimeg came close, fingers flexing at her sides. But it was impossible to miss the anguish on her face.

Jai stalked away. Arjun finally pulled him aside, arguing with him, the harsh whispers of their words lost in a sudden burst of wind.

“He’s going to die out there,” Chimeg said – more to herself than to the rest of them.

“Chief, I’m sorry.” Sayana desperately wanted to take Chimeg’s hand, but that would entail getting up, and she didn’t think that was possible right now. “They said they would get us across the mountains, and they did. They stuck to their word. If they don’t want to ride with us any more because we’re raiders, then… I mean, I don’t know what you want us to do here.”

Chimeg gave Sayana a mirthless smile. “Perhaps if your girlfriend hadn’t opened her mouth—”

“She’s not my girlfriend…”

Oh, it was going to be a long time before that thought would stop driving a blade through her chest.

“Oi.” Hogelun pointed to Chimeg, then to Sayana. “It’s not her fault, yeah?”

When the Chief rounded on her, she threw up her hands. “Well, we can’t just tie them up.”

“I’m sorry, Hogs, maybe you aren’t up-to-date with current events, but I do believe I’m Chief of this particular clan, and when I tell you to do something, I shouldn’t have to explain myself.”

She turned away, heading for her lizard – as if she really did intend to fetch some rope. She hadn’t even gotten three steps before Hogs called after her. “Have you just forgotten about Erhi? About her people? They’re on their way to that pool too, and if they get there before we do—”

“Who gives a shit about Erhi?” Chimeg snapped.

Hogelun’s response was with her entire chest, a bellow that practically shook the dunes around them. “I fucking do!”

Jai stared at them wearily, shook his head as he shouldered his pack.

Sayana happened to be looking at Khun then. The older raider didn’t look nervous, or angry. She looked calm. Sayana blinked – that wasn’t right. She looked satisfied. Sayana didn’t even think the woman knew the expression was on her face. It was as if Khun…

Wanted this?

No. The thought had uncommon power. She just wants to delay. Anything that slows us down. Anything that keeps us away from Father Sky.

And suddenly, Sayana was angry. The kind of anger that fills up every part of you with liquid fire.

The Chief might be deluded, but Khun? This had gone beyond a joke, beyond a personality quirk. This was now actively harming them. 

“Hey.” The voice that came out of her mouth didn’t sound like her regular voice. It sounded like a wounded, furious animal. “You. Yes, Khun. You. Wipe that fucking smirk off your face right now.”

Khun scoffed, shook her head… but she knew, Sayana could see it.

“Sorry, what’s happening?” said Hogelun, momentarily distracted from the Chief, looking between Khun and Sayana.

“Well, that’s an interesting question, Hogs.” It was crazy how good this felt, getting it all out in the open. “Khun? Care to tell everyone why you’re staying so quiet?”

“The whispers of mortal tongues do not bother me,” Khun said, still not looking at her. “If they do, I will rip them out.”

Sayana didn’t want to do this. She didn’t want to drop Khun in the shit. But she was tired and in pain and it was all coming to the surface, all of it. “Why don’t you tell them, Khun? Tell them about the guide.”

“The guide?” Chimeg’s eyes were narrowed. Sayana had the oddest idea: that Chimeg suspected all this already, that the thought had crossed her mind before. Maybe she hadn’t dared to think it.

Sayana couldn’t stop even if she wanted to. “And when we got separated, after we saw Erhi. Tell them how happy you were, Khun – that it would take ages and ages for us to get back together.”

“Khun, what the fuck is she talking about?” Hogelun snarled.

It was as if a demon from one of the nine hells had seized control of Sayana’s voice box. “She’s so scared of facing up to Father Sky that she’s been trying to slow us down. That guide? She already knew he was dead. We got stuck in a storm, and she wanted us to just wait for ever. She liked it. Because if Erhi gets to the pool before we do, she won’t have to—”

Slow, steady, like a snake disturbed while basking in the sun, Khun swung her gaze around to fix on Sayana. And all at once, her knives were in her hands. They came out of nowhere, as if the older raider had wished them into being.

Chimeg’s voice was urgent. “Khun, what are you doing?”

Somehow, Sayana thought the Chief already knew.

They’d both hung around Khun for long enough to know that this wasn’t a warning. It wasn’t even a threat. It was a sincere, deadly promise. The scariest raider in the scariest clan in the entire Tapestry was about to come right at Sayana, blades out.

Hogs reacted much faster than her big frame suggested she could. She snapped her hand up, grabbed hold of one of Khun’s wrists. “Put them down. Right now.”

“Lies and lies and more lies,” Khun spat. And she didn’t drop her blades, either. Instead, she put the one in her free hand to Hogelun’s throat. “Step aside.”

“That’s enough.” Chimeg had her spear out, and for an alarming second, Sayana thought she was going to impale someone. But all she was trying to do was put the shaft between Hogs and Khun.

Her balance was slightly off, and the blade nicked Hogs’ bicep. The big Rakada grunted, face twisting in anger as she snapped her eyes towards her Chief.

It was as if every issue they’d had over the past six months, every petty grievance and tamped-down grain of rage, had suddenly decided to come bursting into the open.

Sayana told herself that they’d get past it, like they always did. But as Hogs shoved the Chief away, as Chimeg’s eyes flashed with anger, as Khun fought to get past both of them so she could do horrible things to Sayana…

She found she wasn’t so sure.

“Please.” It was Arjun, palms up, getting into the middle of whatever this was. Sayana stared in horror, watching as he did the single worst possible thing you could do in this situation. “Please, you have so far to—”

Hogelun put a hand on his shoulder – probably, Sayana thought, in an attempt to pull him back. And suddenly Jai was there, blade out, face twisted in anger. “Take your hand off him.”

They were going to kill each other. All of them.

And Sayana could do nothing but sit there, and watch it happen.







Forty-Nine

Hogelun

At that moment, Sponge Bath gave out a curious little yelp.

There was a crunching hiss, the sound of something heavy hitting the sand. And in the next instant, a wave of the stuff exploded across the four Rakada and the two men from Sidhu.

The granules filled the air in a powdery cloud. Hogelun spat, blinking hard.

The dust cleared almost immediately, the wind ripping it away. All of them were caked in it. Khun was the worst; fine grey sand and thin snow covered her head to toe, caked her face. She stood in the same position she was in a moment ago, knives raised, blinking in astonishment and making little peh sounds with her tongue.

Behind her, Sponge Bath gave them all an ugly stare. The other two lizards, behind him, were watching too.

Sponge might be the smallest araatan, but he still had claws as long as sabres, attached to a foot like a moving boulder – enough to dislodge an absolutely huge amount of sand, send it bursting across the desert.

Somehow, Sponge knew – for all Hogelun could tell, all three araatan did. They’d known that the humans were going to kill each other.

And they’d intervened.

How…

It didn’t matter how. Didn’t matter if the lizards could sense emotions, or understand what was happening in front of them. Didn’t matter if they could reason, which was something Hogs felt like she could spend the rest of her life wrapping her head around. The fact is, if Sponge hadn’t kicked sand at them…

Chimeg’s fingers flexed on the haft of her spear. Then her shoulders slumped, and she turned away.

For a few seconds, none of them said anything. They didn’t even look at each other. Jai holstered his sabre with an irritated snarl, an effect that was ruined by the way sand cascaded off his face. “I have seen enough. Do not follow us.”

“Sure.” Chimeg waved at his back, sand puffing off her palm. “I’ll look for your bones on the way back. Maybe we could—”

Hogelun didn’t hear the rest. There was a sudden pressure in her chest, as if her heart was seizing. Her hands clenched into fists at her sides, and her face twisted as a huge, booming, furious roar burst out of her. She let her mouth hang wide as she screamed at them, all of them, shaking as the energy flowed through her.

They all took a step back. Even the araatan did. Hogs held the roar for a few moments before she ran out of air, her shoulders slumping as the sound rolled, fading, across the dunes.

She felt mildly ridiculous – actually, a lot ridiculous but decided she didn’t care. Enough was fucking enough.

“You are all,” she said, forcing the words through sand-gritted teeth, “extremely stupid.”

Sayana spread her hands. “What did I do?”

“No idea, but you should shut up now,” Hogelun said. Amazingly, Sayana complied.

The voice at the back of Hogelun’s mind was telling her that she should quit before she said something she couldn’t take back. Except she found, to her astonishment, that she didn’t give a shit.

“This…” She pointed to the araatan, then in the approximate direction of the Eye of the Desert, “should be the simplest thing in the world. Lizards sick, go to pool, fix them. I admit that a bunch of stuff’s gotten in the way, but I never expected that some of that stuff would be us. Khun: how could you?”

Khun wouldn’t meet her eyes.

“Don’t you care?” Hogs said, unable to keep the dismay out of her voice. “About Sponge? And Toothy, and the rest?”

“Of course I care,” Khun snapped, but still didn’t look at her.

Hogelun made fists, knocked them together in front of her chest. She was about to explain to Khun how badly the woman had fucked up, how this was unacceptable, how it hard hurt them badly. But she did not, absolutely did not, have the patience to argue with Khun right now. Sometimes you just had to be as direct as possible.

“It ends now,” she told the older raider. “All of it. Do you understand?”

Finally, Khun looked up. There was a flicker of the terror she’d shown back in the Gün, when they’d first got the vision, but only for a second. She nodded, then bowed her head.

Hogelun turned to Jai. “I’m sorry about your friends,” she said. “I really am, and I’m sorry about what raiders are doing to your people. But we aren’t them, you hear me? We didn’t kill your friends, we didn’t raid in your territory, and you are a long, long way from home.”

Jai glanced at his father, as if asking for backup. Arjun grunted.

Hogelun pointed at Chimeg. Her finger hardly trembled at all. “You can’t even imagine what she’s done for the Tapestry. For our land. Not just her – all of us.

“So yes, we’re raiders. Sorry we didn’t tell you. Can you do me a favour, and please get over it? Unless you really do feel like marching off into the desert to die of thirst, just to prove a point.”

Chimeg nodded. “Thanks, Hogs, that’s exactly what I was—”

“And you.” Hogelun rounded on her Chief. “Stop pretending you know what’s best for everyone. You don’t. You’re a really good Chief, most of the time, but sometimes you just ignore the absolute most bleeding obvious things that are right in front of your stupid face.”

The Chief tried to fight through this bewildering spray of words, opening her mouth to interrupt, but Hogs wasn’t done. “Obvious things, like the fact that we have no good reason to keep these two as prisoners—” she pointed to Jai and his father “—and the fact that you actually like him.”

Weavers, it felt good to get that out in the open.

Jai wouldn’t look at any of them. “I will not entertain such—”

“Dead dog shit,” Hogelun said, drawing out each word. “Every time one of you puts themselves in danger, the other absolutely loses their shit, or tries to get in the way. Between you two, and Khun, it’s making it really hard to get to the end of this particular journey, so I’d appreciate it if you all… if you’d…” She trailed off.

“If we… what?” Sayana said.

Hogelun didn’t answer immediately. An important thought had sneaked into her head, quietly made itself at home without her noticing.

This wasn’t about getting them all pointed in the right direction, or finishing the journey without incident. Khun wasn’t going to delay them any more. They didn’t need Jai to get them to the Eye of the Desert. They would figure it out, because that’s what they did.

But what was the point, if Khun was terrified? If Chimeg had a chance at happiness, after all this time, and let it go because she was too stubborn? If Jai returned to his lands having learned nothing? Or died in the desert?

She didn’t care about the Weavers, or that pool – well, fine, she cared about fixing that horrid sickness the araatan had, but that was just the end goal. It would happen, or it wouldn’t. They’d fight with everything they had to make it so, but…

But what mattered was her clan. Their happiness. Didn’t they deserve it? After all they’d been through together?

They were all looking at her now. It was a strange feeling.

“Khun,” she said – this time, with a little more softness in her words. “You remember what I told you? After we had the vision?”

The older raider looked at her, miserable.

“I said that last time Father Sky spoke to you, you were by yourself. This time—”

“You’d all be there,” Khun finished, in a low whisper.

“Damn right. And Chief? Jai? Talk to each other. I’m begging you.”

She let out a breath, suddenly very weary.

“Sorry,” Sayana said. “Are you telling me the two of them—”

“Oh yeah.” Hogelun smiled, despite the exhaustion. “You were kidnapped or unconscious for a lot of it. But trust me: they like each other.”

Chimeg considered Hogelun, digesting her words. She was rolling her tongue around her mouth, very slightly pushing out her cheeks. Jai stood a few feet away, not looking at her.

The world held its breath. Even the araatan had gone quiet.

“I barely know who you are,” Jai said to the Chief. “This whole time, I thought…”

“Yeah.” Chimeg ran a hand through her sand-crusted hair.

And all at once, she came to a decision. Stepped close to him, held out her hands.

“If you still want to leave,” she said, “then I won’t stop you. But I’d… I’d very much like you to stay.”

Jai gave no clue as to what he was feeling. His face was blank, eyes very slightly narrowed as he studied the Rakada Chief. Hogelun believed, for an instant, that he was going to say no. That he was going to turn away. That old fear was back: that she didn’t have the right to try and change things, that she was just there to do what everyone else told her. That she couldn’t make a difference at all.

Then he softened.

Took her hands.

Chimeg stepped closer to him, a small smile on her face. Chin tilted up, eyes on his.

They stood like that – two sand-crusted figures, motionless as statues. Doing nothing but looking at each other, the world around them as still as they were. Behind them, Arjun was smiling too.

Hogelun closed her eyes. If you’d given her a thousand years, and a thousand scribes to write down her every word, she couldn’t have told them the thoughts going around and around in her head right then.

Chimeg’s lizard broke the silence, letting out an irritated growl. As if to say, Yes, yes, human emotions, love, how wonderful, can we please just go already?







Fifty

Erhi

Erhi couldn’t believe how bright the desert night was.

In the Tapestry, even on clear nights, you still needed a campfire. Here, though? The army was camped between two enormous dunes, and something about the air magnified the moon, made it seem twice its usual size.

All told, it was a damn good thing she didn’t need to sneak around the camp any more.

She made an effort to stay away from the soldiers on watch, but not too much. They all recognised her now; even the ones who initially challenged her relaxed when they saw who she was, raised their hands in greeting.

She wound her way through the gers – no longer laid out in regimented lines, thanks to the sloping, uneven terrain. If anything, it was colder than it had been in the mountains. Each breath Erhi took was a puff of vapour. It was the deepest part of the night, when everyone but those poor souls on their freezing watch was asleep.

The Khan’s tent now had multiple men standing on all sides around it – she gave them a knowing nod as she passed, and one of them even mimed that he was watching her, fingers to his eyes, a grin on his face.

None of them questioned what she was doing up so late. None of them stopped her.

She made her way to a much smaller dwelling, around fifty feet from the Khan’s. She expected to see soldiers outside this one too, but the tent stood, dark and silent, attended by no one.

Erhi waited, stepping deep into the shadow of another nearby ger. Nobody arrived. No guard – one who might have stepped away to take a piss, perhaps – returned to his post.

She’d been prepared to enter the tent the same way she had the Khan’s: digging into the soft earth around the side, slipping under the fabric. The irony was it would have been much easier in the soft desert sand. But after she was sure she was alone, Erhi padded her way over to the flap, and slipped inside.

In here it was dark, and she stood still for a moment, letting her eyes adjust. An odd smell hung in the air, metallic and musty.

There wasn’t much inside the tent in the way of furniture. Only two items, as far as she could tell. A cot, made of sturdy bamboo, and a small wooden chest. The fabric floor didn’t do much to keep out the chill. On the bed, the occupant slumbered under heavy blankets.

Erhi’s mouth twisted. Of course Temujin got his own tent. She was bunking down with the other soldiers in a communal barracks, but not him. He got to sleep in solitude.

She crossed silently to the bed. He was turned away from her, facing the wall. The top of his head just visible under the blankets. Slowly, very slowly, she withdrew the dagger from her sash.

There was a good chance he would wake up in the middle of this. That could cause problems. If he raised the alarm before she could…

No. She wasn’t going to think like that.

Hardly daring to breathe, she gently pulled the blankets down, exposing Temujin’s neck.

Looking for the necklace.

It had to be there. An amulet, a pendant, something like that. She thought back to every time she saw him use the power, how he would be rubbing something on his chest. A small motion, insignificant… but she’d noticed it.

And the longer she thought about it, the more it made sense. There was no possible way that Mother Earth, if that’s who was behind the red flame, would give her power to someone like Temujin.

A random beggar. A nothing person. A madman, who couldn’t even tell the truth about his past. Which meant that the power came from an object, one that could be picked up and held.

All those stories. Ceremonies on mountaintops, dying men in the desert, living as a hermit in the forest. The tales Temujin liked to weave about himself. She didn’t know how he’d come into possession of the necklace or amulet, if indeed there was one… but knowing Temujin, it had probably just fallen into his hands.

And if Mother Earth wanted to dominate the Tapestry so badly, triumph over Father Sky, then why not give her power to the Khan? Someone of influence? Why choose this… this beggar?

The answer was: she didn’t.

There was a game, played at court in Karkorum and at some of the wealthier houses in the city. Hiashatar. A ten-by-ten board of squares, with twenty pieces on each side. Easy to learn, difficult to master.

Perhaps that’s what this was: a game. And perhaps Mother Earth could not choose her preferred player. Maybe she could only whisper in their ear, hoping they carried out her commands.

Erhi had an image of a ball of bright red flame, set into his chest like a jewel. If it turned out to be something she couldn’t take from him by force, this was going to get very difficult indeed. But she didn’t think it would. Any second now, her fingers were going to brush a string, or the metal links of a necklace.

She would take it from him. Whether he woke or slumbered, fought her or not, it was hers. And when she had it…

It would be so, so satisfying to take that power for herself. But that was a good way to get killed. Instead, she would take the power, the object that held it…

… and present it to the Khan.

She would expose Temujin as nothing more than a vessel, and elevate herself at the same time. How could the Khan possibly deny her place by his side, if she had shown that much loyalty? Had held that much power in her hands, and willingly surrendered it?

I had my suspicions, of course, but I had to be sure, bahadur… I would not waste your time on a hunch… now, the power is yours.

Erhi had toyed with the idea of involving Gantalgun and Solongo and the others. Had decided against it. They were too comfortable, too unimaginative. They might be content as soldiers, but not her. Never her.

Her fingers brushed Temujin’s neck. Praying that she would feel string, something she could easily cut.

Instead, what she touched was wet. Warm.

Erhi pulled her fingers back, and even in the low light, the blood stood out.

She turned Temujin over. Someone had cut his throat. Those mad eyes were blank, staring at nothing.

There was a slight shift in the air behind her. She spun, dagger out, but didn’t even manage to get it up before they were on her. Grabbing her and throwing her to the ground. Panic rose up as they twisted her dagger from her fingers.

The strangest thought: this was the second time in as many nights that a group of guards had grabbed her in a tent. They dragged her towards the door, threw her out onto the sand. In the light of the moon, Gantalgun stared down at her, a faint look of disgust on his face. Solongo appeared at his side, arms folded. She wouldn’t meet Erhi’s eyes.

Gantalgun gestured at someone behind and above Erhi. “Fetch him. Quickly now.”

They’d fucked her. They were always going to fuck her. How could she have been so stupid? Did she think she’d ended up with these people by accident? They’d been told to watch her – that was the only explanation.

But why? Why not just kill her, and be done with it?

She didn’t have to wait long to find out.

For someone who had presumably just been aroused from a sound sleep, the Great Khan looked insufferably smug. Bugaral stood next to him, and if anything, he was even worse.

The Khan peered down at her as she was yanked up to her knees, a small smile on his face. He wore his usual silk deel, under heavy furs; when he reached inside them, it took a good few seconds to extract the pendant.

It looked like nothing. A simple stone, uncut, with only a hint of red shine to it. It hung from an ornate chain with heavy links, swinging gently. The stone did not fit the opulence of the chain, and Erhi was almost certain that it had been inserted after the fact.

It was so ordinary that for a second, Erhi genuinely thought they’d all got it wrong. That it had nothing to do with the red flame. But then the Khan hid it in his deel. Held up his hand, letting flickers of red flame dance around his fingers.

Erhi had to resist looking back into the ger behind her. All of Temujin’s stories, all his preaching, the hold he had over people. The aura that he’d built up around himself, the myth. 

And in the end, he was just another corpse.

She didn’t have to wonder about the other acolytes. The scribe, the mousy woman, the raiders who had fallen under Temujin’s spell. The Khan wouldn’t have let them live, either.

Erhi didn’t bother signing anything at Solongo. Didn’t bother explaining. What would be the point? She could tell them she was just trying to get the amulet for the Khan, and they wouldn’t believe her. There was nothing she could say that wouldn’t make this situation worse.

She focused on the Khan. The last time she’d seen him, his beard had been black. Perhaps he’d forgotten to refresh the dye; there were several grey strands peeking out now. It made him look older than he was, the moonlight sharpening the lines on his face.

“I had such high hopes for you,” Etugen said. “You showed such loyalty, coming to me last night.”

Solongo, standing just behind the Khan, did not sign his words for Erhi. Just stared at her, stony-faced.

Which meant she knew that Erhi had some hearing. That she wasn’t completely deaf.

Shit.

“Were you displeased with your posting?” the Khan said, leaning forward, hands behind his back. “A place of honour, in my elite infantry? A chance to fight for your Khan?”

He went to one knee, staring deep into her eyes. Beside her, Gantalgun tensed, but Etugen waved him away. “You think you are the first one to try and displace me?” A thin smile. “You aren’t even the first one this winter.”

Erhi had to work very hard not move. For a second, she forgot entirely that this man was the Khan; he was just another obstacle, a small-minded fool who had no idea what she was capable of.

All she’d wanted was a place at his side, the place she deserved. Weavers, she was going to give him the amulet…

The Khan stood, held out his hand. A sabre appeared in it as if by magic – one much larger than normal, with a hooked end.

So.

Erhi lifted her chin, refusing to look away. She tried to tell herself that there were worse places to go: on soft sand, in the glowing light of an enormous moon. It had a certain grandeur.

But no matter how she thought of it, she was still going to die on her knees.

The Khan took a step towards her, bringing the sabre up. The blade flashed out, and at last, without wanting to, Erhi closed her eyes.

They were still closed when the Khan buried the tip of the sabre in Gantalgun’s chest.

This time, Erhi did move. Threw herself to the side, more out of surprise than fear. Scrambled backwards on the dirt as Gantalgun collapsed, blood spurting. It had been a good strike, right between the ribs. He slumped onto his side, lay still.

The Khan didn’t wipe the blade off. Just handed it to one of the other soldiers. “What you did,” he told Erhi, “was his failure. He should have never let it get this far.”

The reality of the situation was starting to hit. Gantalgun – a man respected by all, known to everyone. A leader, one who soldiers would follow even if they doubted the Khan.

Gone. Erased. Just like Temujin.

And not a single soldier around them, not one, had tried to stop it.

“You were a raider once,” Etugen said. He examined the fingers on the hand that had held the sabre, frowning in distaste as he noted a drop of blood. “I see now that you always will be. No matter. You can watch as I execute your clan, and then you can join them.”

One more thin smile, and then he was gone.

Erhi stared after him, mouth open. All this time, all the effort… and it wasn’t going to matter.

Solongo pulled her to her feet, and as she did so, she spoke. Even with Erhi’s minimal hearing, she picked up the nasal, laboured quality of the woman’s voice. “You let me believe you couldn’t hear.”

Erhi met her eyes. Took in the betrayal there, the simmering anger.

“My whole life,” Solongo said, “people told me I was lying. Because I can voice, and I can hear a few things, they told me I was lying about being deaf. Like I was doing it to make my life easier. And then you…”

She shook her head slowly. “Why would you lie about that? To me? I was trying to help you.”

Erhi said nothing. Didn’t move her hands, and certainly didn’t speak. Solongo’s voice – that awful, mangled sound – took her right back to when she was a child. When they’d laughed at her. Imitated her. Made her feel less.

Maybe this bitch had been lucky – maybe that particular brand of mockery was one she’d never have to face. Erhi didn’t give a shit. She wasn’t here to make Solongo feel better. And now that everything Erhi wanted had been taken from her, she simply couldn’t bring herself to care.

The younger woman looked as if she was about to say more. Then she set her mouth in a thin line, and she and the other soldiers hauled Erhi up, marched her towards the barracks.







Fifty-One

Sayana

Arjun was an evil bastard.

Did it matter that Sayana had slept poorly the night before? Did it matter that the wound in her thigh itched and burned, and that putting any weight on it was torture? The fuck it did.

“You must walk,” he’d told Sayana, after he, Jai, and Chimeg had returned. “Weight must be applied, if you hope to shorten recovery.”

The first time he’d told her that, back in the cell, she’d thought it probably meant some gentle hobbling to and fro. Nope. What he wanted her to do, while the others packed up the camp, was march her arse up and down a sand dune.

It took her a whole five minutes to reach the top of what was, all things considered, a pretty shallow hill. By the time she got there, she was sweaty and aching, in agony, fantasising about how she would murder the old man when she got back down to the bottom. If she didn’t, he was just going to make her do it all over again.

Sayana stopped at the peak, breath coming in husky gasps. The weather hadn’t changed one bit: same white, overcast sky, same infuriating wind, blowing icy sand into her face. Same dunes stretching for miles and miles.

She glanced back the way she came, spotted Khun and Hogelun rolling up the ger. Arjun sat nearby, fiddling with his wrist-mounted crossbow. No sign of Chimeg or Jai, which was weird; maybe the Chief had gone to fill in the latrine pit, or something…

As if the thought had summoned them, Sayana spotted the two missing party members. They were walking up the other side of the sand dune, over on her right, perhaps a hundred yards away. She was about to call out to them, when Chimeg did the oddest thing. She stopped, gestured at Jai to wait, then began to hotfoot it back up over the dune. Jai was carrying something, stuffed under his left arm, a big bundle…

“Isn’t that interesting?” Sayana murmured.

She turned, and began to make her way back down. Amazingly, her leg hurt much less now.

By the time she got back to the other raiders, both Chimeg and Jai were busy attending to the araatan. Neither Hogelun nor Khun were paying them much attention; the tent fabric was much stiffer than normal, and was looking like a giant pain in the arse to fold up.

Sayana couldn’t keep the smile off her face. “You all right there, Chief?”

“What? Fine.” Chimeg gave the strap on her araatan a tug, spun around to face Sayana. “How are you? Leg doing OK?”

“You should save your strength,” Jai said, a little too loudly. He was fussing with his blade, trying to seat it in its scabbard just so. “We have a long way to go.”

“So… where were you just now?” Sayana said, limping over. She tried to sound serious, but couldn’t.

Hogelun looked up, puzzled, as if she hadn’t realised that Chimeg had left.

“Just… scouting,” the Chief said. A flush was creeping up her neck. She turned away, tugging on a strap that was perfectly tight already. “I thought I saw something on the horizon that way yesterday, and I wanted a closer look.”

“Mmm. And Jai, you were with her?”

Hogelun and Khun exchanged a look. “You don’t need two people to scout,” Hogelun said to the Chief. “We could have used some more help with this stupid ger, you know?”

“Oh, I wouldn’t give them too much shit, Hogs.” Sayana was enjoying this. She lowered herself to the ground, grateful to take the weight off her leg. “Scouting can be boring. Trust me, I know. Always nice to have company.”

She was happy to see that Jai was blushing as well. “I… well…”

“And the ground is awfully cold. I’m glad you took a blanket with you, Chimeg, that would have made it much more comfortable.”

“What…” Hogelun’s eyes went wide. “Oh, for… Seriously, Chief? Now?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Chimeg snapped, as Khun burst out in cackling laughter. “I was—”

“It’s not like we don’t know you two are together,” Hogelun said. “Why are you sneaking off?”

“We weren’t.” Chimeg’s shoulders were somewhere around her ears.

“Well, Chief,” Sayana said, “I’m sure I speak for everyone when I say how delighted we are for both of you. Although maybe you could keep your hands off each other long enough to help poor Hogs and Khun pack up the camp.” She nodded at Jai. “Not that I blame you, with that wandering around.”

“Are you quite finished?” Chimeg hissed through gritted teeth.

“I don’t know, Chief. Are you?”

This time even Hogelun howled with laughter. The howls got even louder when Jai frantically tried to deny it, saying that he would never, saying that he fully respected their mission and would not wish to distract any of them and that he wasn’t sure what Sayana was implying or what she thought she had seen but…

“Chief!” Khun shouted. “There is a secret I must teach you. A way to achieve the ultimate pleasure – a prostitute showed me once. It requires perfect timing, and you have to drive your hips forward at exactly the right angle.” She demonstrated this a few times. “Also, Jai, you will need precisely three stalks of grass, to tickle her on the—”

Her words were drowned out in a hail of noise, everybody yelling at her to stop.

The only person who hadn’t said anything was Arjun. Sayana glanced over at the old man, who was sitting, studying Chimeg and his son. Maybe that was why the Chief had been so secretive; stolen fucks were hardly a problem, unless dear old dad happened to be in the same camp as you.

Sayana was prepared for Arjun to look embarrassed, or irritated. She’d had to be careful with her adoptive parents, when she was growing up in Karkorum; they took a dim view of anyone she happened to be interested in, almost on principle. For many people, the Tapestry was still a place of arranged marriages, often decided when the husband and wife were kids. She had no idea if it was the same in Sidhu.

But Arjun didn’t look annoyed at all. There was a strange expression on his face, and it took Sayana a few seconds to understand it. He looked at peace.

As if a difficult task had finally been taken care of.

Sayana didn’t know how long he had left. He’d never said; maybe he himself didn’t know. But she remembered his words, echoing in her head:

If I could show him a great adventure, one last marvellous journey together…

She was pretty sure he hadn’t planned on matchmaking. More than that: he probably had nothing at all to do with his son hooking up with the Chief.

But it made Jai happy.

And maybe, for Arjun, that was enough.

“Oh, leave it,” Chimeg said to the yuvaraja, when he kept coming up with mad excuses. She laced her fingers in his, raised her chin to the rest of them. “Didn’t know when we’d get another chance. Anybody got a problem with that—” she sent an evil glare at Sayana, who was still chuckling to herself “—they can fuck off into the suns.”

Arjun got to his feet, suppressing a small cough as he did so, wincing in pain. Made his way over to Chimeg and Jai. They watched him approach, suddenly wary. Sayana had the strangest thought that he was going to take both their hands and propose marriage.

Instead, he just gave Chimeg a warm smile. Stopped in front of his son, reaching up and clasping Jai around the back of his head. Still smiling, he nodded once, then grunted and turned away.

Jai and Chimeg exchanged a look. Absently, Chimeg smiled, brushing a strand of hair out of her face.

“Tell you what, Chief, “Hogelun said. “If you want to take a break today at any time, you know, steal a few minutes, just ask?”

“Oh, shut up,” Chimeg said.

It would have been wonderful if the good mood could have carried into the rest of the day. But this was the desert, and the desert sucked. It was exactly the same as it was the day before.

Until midday, when it got even worse.

Sayana was with Arjun and Hogelun, side-saddle on the back of Tooth Monster. She’d been studying the horizon to distract herself, hoping to get a glimpse of the rocky canyons from their vision, but she’d long since given up doing it in any serious way. There was nothing out there, just more sand. Most of the time, it was hard to tell where the horizon even was.

Her leg hurt worse than ever, and her heart ached with how slow the lizards had gotten. Tooth Monster just trudged, one foot in front of the other, head down, as if he didn’t care any more. They all did.

Sayana was just about to suggest that they stop and rest, give the araatan a chance to breathe, when she happened to glance behind them. She frowned, trying to understand what she was looking at. It was a vast cloud, wide and flat. Low to the ground, a swirling mass of white and brown. Utterly silent, and that was somehow the most unnerving thing.

Hogelun saw it too. “What is that?”

“No idea,” Sayana murmured.

That was when Arjun spoke up, his voice a hoarse whisper: “Sandstorm.”

Perfect.

Sayana thought back to that mountain storm that she, Khun and Arjun had gotten caught in, right before her unfortunate meeting with that tree. There were no cliffs to fall off here, but there were sinkholes; she couldn’t stop fear from trailing icy claws down her spine. And it made her think of Princess, which somehow hurt worse than her injured leg.

Chimeg wasn’t taking any chances, and ordered the lizards to stick close together. Sayana wondered if perhaps they should stop after all, perhaps at the bottom of a dune where the wind might not hit them. But they had no idea how long the storm would last.

Not ten minutes later, as they trudged along a curving ridge of sand, it swept over them. Khun spat an ugly curse; Sayana wouldn’t have minded doing the same, if the sand hadn’t immediately decided to drive itself into her nose and throat.

It was the strangest storm she had ever been in. The ones on the grasslands of the Tapestry were like getting punched repeatedly in every part of your body. Driving rain, hailstones that could crack your head open, lightning strikes that would stop you caring about your suddenly broken head. This, though? This was…

It was fucking creepy.

The swirling mass was made of freezing grit, and it got everywhere, sneaking into every orifice, every tiny crack in the raiders’ clothing. That was bad enough, but the worst part was how quiet it was. The storm just killed sound, wrapped it in thick blankets and buried it.

Sayana’s own breathing sounded muffled and distant. One of the lizards sent up a pained, angry roar, and the swirling sand immediately sucked the life out of it, turning it to nothing. Outside of the low hissing of the wind, there was hardly any sound at all.

The araatan bunched up, getting in each other’s way. It was a miracle they all kept going in the same direction. Hours went by, hours of absolutely nothing. No colour, no sound. Sayana wouldn’t have been surprised if the entire world had simply blinked out of existence around them, leaving them trapped in this nothingness.

We’re never going to reach the Eye.

She buried her head in her furs, and waited for it to be over.

A shout woke her up; she hadn’t even realised she’d fallen asleep. She jerked awake with a snort. Snorting turned out to be an atrocious idea; a horrible, crusty mix of sand immediately gunked the inside of her nostrils.

The air was clearing. They were coming out of the storm. She held her breath, not wanting to believe it. Thinking it might be a trick of the light. But no, she could make out the details of the dunes now. Sponge Bath and Chimeg’s lizard were actually visible, not just murky shapes in the gloom.

“Finally.” Hogs sounded like a corpse, reluctantly reanimated.

Sayana cracked a smile, and then immediately regretted that, too. They were still deep enough in the storm for it to fill the spaces between her teeth with grit.

Slowly, daylight began to trickle in. Sayana was just beginning to get seriously impatient, had even started to think that maybe the storm was going to roar back to where it was before… when, like a curtain being raised, the swirling clouds of sand and snow suddenly lifted away from them.

Fragments of dust still filled the air; Sayana’s eyes were gritty with them, and every scale on Tooth Monster’s back was crusted with the stuff. But they could see. Horizon to horizon. The three lizards were bunched together on top of a particularly large dune, and in that instant, Sayana saw two important things.

The first was a series of stony hills, climbing from the desert on the horizon, perhaps three miles to the north-west. The hills rose to a towering plateau, barren and forbidding. Beneath the plateau, rocky canyons were cloaked in shadow. Sayana stared at the canyons, wondering if they were real.

After all, she’d only seen them in her dreams.

Unfortunately, her attention was distracted by the second thing: a huge group of mounted soldiers.

Two hundred yards to the east, clad in the black uniform of the Khan’s army.

Every one of them gaping at the Rakada.







Fifty-Two

Sayana

There was no way.

No fucking way that in this vast emptiness, this titanic stretch of nothing, the Rakada had stumbled onto a huge group of soldiers who just happened to be in the area.

But even as Sayana stared in stunned horror at the troops, she understood.

They were here for the Eye of the Desert. And there was only one way that could have happened. Sayana could tell from the set of her shoulders that Hogelun had figured it out as well.

Erhi.

She wasn’t visible at this distance, but she had to be there. And this wasn’t the small group they’d seen her with on the ridge. This was way, way worse than that.

Somehow, Erhi had gotten herself an army.

Sponge Bath, on Toothy’s right, gave his little chittering bark. As if asking his humans what he was looking at.

The sound knocked Sayana out of her stupor. The whole reason she’d convinced the Rakada to train the araatan in the first place had been to deal with battalions just like these. To even the odds against the Khan and his army. This was hardly what she’d call an ideal situation: the Rakada were weary, the araatan underneath them were sick, their tails rotting away, their fire breath gone.

But they still had teeth.

They still had claws.

Chimeg stood in her saddle. Jai peering out from behind her. Her voice rang out: “Listen up! Khun, you and Sponge take the lead. If their archers shoot any arrows with that red fire, use your Release Mechanism.”

Khun gave her a blank look, and Chimeg rolled her eyes. “The Drop Shot. You know what I mean.”

Sayana understood. Anybody shooting an arrow at them with Erhi’s mysterious red shit wrapped around it wouldn’t be targeting the araatan. No arrow could get past the beasts’ tough scales; they’d be targeting the riders.

Sponge Bath was the only lizard with a single rider – Toothy and Chimeg’s lizard had doubled and tripled up. If Khun went ahead of them, she could bait a shot. Wait until it was almost on her, then throw herself off the side of her lizard.

Sayana wasn’t sure what they would do after that… but she had an idea that Erhi wasn’t going to be firing hundreds of red arrows at them. After all, they clearly had to be steered, and that might be difficult if there was more than one.

All they had to do was dodge the first few shots. Then their lizards would be on top of the army, and the fun would start.

As Khun began her approach, Sponge Bath cantering down the dune towards the army, Sayana reached over and gripped Hogelun’s shoulder. “You got this?”

The worry had sprung up in her mind unbidden. This was the first time Hogelun was going to face her former lover in open combat.

Hogelun reached back, put her hand on top of Sayana’s. Gave her fingers a squeeze. Her voice, when it came, was a low growl: “She should’ve stayed gone.”

“Rakada!” Chimeg called out.

Sayana spoke over her shoulder to Arjun. “You might want to cover your ears for this bit.”

“What?”

And as their lizards began to move, Sayana, Hogelun and Chimeg threw their heads back, and unleashed a devastating, sand-shredding, how—

There was something at the back of the army.

Five or six somethings, too big to be horses.

At first, Sayana thought they were wagons, but that was wrong. She stopped howling, even as Hogelun and Chimeg kept going. There was something about those constructions, something angular and menacing, that she didn’t like one bit. Men clambered over and around them, doing Weavers’ knew what.

It didn’t matter. Whatever they had built, whatever those things were, they were about to encounter a thousand collective tons of araatan in their general vicinity.

The first wave of arrows arced into the air as Khun hit the bottom of the dune. She didn’t even need to use the Drop Shot; the volley was scattered, badly aimed by panicked hands, and Khun easily dodged them. She would be on the army in moments, Sponge Bath ripping and tearing and stomping. There was confusion among the front ranks – the commanders appeared to be trying to get the troops out of the way.

But as Tooth Monster lumbered across the sand, growling hard enough to rattle stomachs, as Khun’s shrieking howls split the air, Sayana finally understood what she was looking at.

Her heart suddenly felt as if it was encased in ice. She grabbed Hogelun’s arm. “Turn around. Turn around!”

Hogelun broke off her howl. “Huh?”

“We have to leave. Right fucking now. Khun!”

Khun didn’t hear her. She and Sponge Bath kept on rolling right towards the army.

Hogelun finally spotted what Sayana had. “What in the nine hells…”

And as she spoke, the first of the giant bows fired. A powerful, booming thunk.

The arrow – bigger than any arrow Sayana had ever seen – went right at Sponge Bath’s face. It shot through the air, a black blur almost too fast to track. Khun’s lizard leaped sideways, and the arrow only just missed, burying itself in the sand dune behind Sponge. Jai cried out – he’d actually ducked, as if the arrow had been aimed at him.

“Circle around!” Chimeg shouted, whirling an arm in the air. “Flank them!”

It was the right move. Whatever those things were, Sayana bet they took an age to reload, and probably weren’t good at tracking moving targets. Plus, the red flame hadn’t appeared. At all.

Maybe Erhi wasn’t with them. Maybe they’d got that wrong. If so, these idiots were about to learn that they could have the biggest arrows in the world, and it wouldn’t mean shit.

Hogelun made Tooth Monster turn. Chimeg took the other direction, Khun trailing her. A second oversized arrow rocketed above Chimeg and Jai, way off target. The Chief didn’t even flinch.

The lizards would circle around the army’s sides, come up behind those weird bow things before their operators could turn around and smash them to pieces. Then go to work on any soldiers stupid enough to still be there.

Weavers, Sayana wished Princess was here. She wanted to be on the back of her own araatan, charging her into battle. Up here, wounded, a passenger, fucking side-saddle, she felt absolutely useless. Not that it would matter; Hogelun and Chimeg and Khun were going to break this army into very tiny pieces.

Soldiers were helping a man onto his horse at the rear of the army, next to an ornate wagon. Even in the flat desert light, the gold of his armour stood out against the black of the other soldiers.

It can’t be.

But as he reached forward to calm the animal, he looked in Sayana’s direction, and she knew.

Her father. The Khan.

He was here.

Another huge arrow shot into the sky. This one wasn’t actually aimed at them; it was pointed almost straight up. The Khan raised his arm, and as Sayana watched in stunned horror, a burst of red flame shot after it.

The flame enveloped the arrow. It began to curve, splitting the sky. Even now, Sayana couldn’t believe what she was looking at. It sent every rational thought in her head scurrying to the back of her skull.

The arrow turned. Pointing right at them. Screaming down out of the sky.

In that moment, Sayana flashed back to raiding the Flaming Death Skulls’ camp, which had only happened days ago but felt like it took place in another life. She remembered how that idiot had shot an oversized arrow at her and Princess, the tip lodging in the lizard’s scales. She remembered thinking that you’d have to get a seriously lucky shot at the softer belly to have…

To have even the slightest chance…

“Hogs!” Sayana yelled so loudly that she actually felt something give out in her throat. “Peel off! Peel off, now!”

Hogelun yanked hard on the horns, and Toothy began to turn. The bolt straightened out, rushing across the surface of the desert, perhaps three feet above it.

Coming right towards them.







Fifty-Three

Erhi

The Khan’s army had been marching for days, but Erhi hadn’t had to walk a single step.

They’d shoved her in a bamboo cage – the only one in the entire camp, so far as she could tell. A cramped and freezing prison, the door bound with thick, oily rope that she had precisely zero hope of unknotting. And she’d tried.

She’d expected to be pulled out the next morning, made to march alongside the horses. But to her surprise, six soldiers had surrounded the cage, lifted it (and her) off the ground, and shoved it onto the back of a supply wagon. While the soldiers had sweated and sworn, pushing their horses through the soft sand, riding hard for hours every day, she’d been taking her ease.

Well. Ease wasn’t the right word. They’d given her just barely enough food to keep her alive. She’d had a single half-full water skin, which had run out some time ago and still hadn’t been replenished. The cage did nothing to keep out the freezing wind; sand crusted every inch of her deel.

Still, she’d had time to plan. Time to think of how she was going to get out of here, make her escape. Now, watching as the araatan thundered across the sand towards them, every plan she had blew away like smoke.

The Khan wasn’t ready. The army wasn’t ready. The Rakada had taken them by surprise, and the soldiers were panicking, horses everywhere, men yelling commands that wouldn’t make a single damn bit of difference.

Erhi clutched at the bars, watching the biggest of the lizards as it grew larger and larger. No mistaking the rider on its back, even at a distance.

Hogelun.

A bolt finally appeared, shooting high above the desert sand. It missed the lizards completely, impacting a dune, not even close. Erhi bared her teeth, pulled and yanked at the bars, kicked at the thick rope holding the door shut.

The Rakada were going to ride right over the army. Crush the soldiers, scatter them. Erhi would die in this cage – flattened, burned, torn to pieces. And none of the raiders would even know she’d been there.

And where was the great Etugen? Where was the fearsome, indomitable Great Khan? The one who had all the power in the world?

His wagon was off to her left, surprisingly close to the cage, as if he wanted to keep an eye on her. He came stumbling out, right after the first bolt missed completely. He’d been getting his armour on – or rather, standing while his attendants put it on for him. The Khan was flustered, red-faced and sweaty. Barking orders, waving at the giant bows to find a target.

The second bolt shot into the sky. This time, the Khan was ready. He yanked up his sleeve, the familiar red worm of flame appearing – Erhi couldn’t help but notice how his retainers shrank back when it sprang to life – and shot into the sky. Etugen had commanded that every bolt be smeared in earth, the entire length of the shaft, and the red flame found it in seconds.

Erhi watched the Khan. Watched him intently focused on the bolt, steering it. It wasn’t his first time, of course: she had seen him practising with the flame and a few spare bolts last night, and she would give him this: he’d quickly found his rhythm. The bolt rocketed into the sky, curved into a wide sweeping turn, heading for Hogelun’s big araatan.

Solongo stood nearby on the Khan’s right. She glanced at Erhi, as if to be sure she was still in her cage. Erhi stared back, impassive, then turned her eyes to the arrow. It was dropping now, streaking across the desert, not far off the ground. The Rakada knew what was coming; they’d begun to circle, to turn their lizards away.

Erhi’s fingers twitched. She ached to be out of this cage. To snap Solongo’s neck, cut her way through the soldiers – not a single one was watching her now, all of them focused on the arrow. For the thousandth time, her fingers found the rope around the bamboo door, tried to pick it loose.

It was no good. She was stuck, forced to watch the Khan – who had probably already forgotten she existed. She’d been preparing to give him everything, literally hand the amulet over to him; if he’d just waited one more night, they would both be where they wanted. But no. He couldn’t help himself. He couldn’t deal with a rival, couldn’t handle someone smarter than him.

And Erhi was going to pay the price.

As she watched, the arrow seemed to leap off the ground. It shot upwards like a striking snake—

—and buried itself in the belly of Hogelun’s araatan.







Fifty-Four

Hogelun

Hogelun didn’t see the bolt hit Tooth Monster. She didn’t have to. The thud of the impact rolled up through his body, into her thighs and lower back.

And Toothy screamed.

Araatan let off growls, they roared, they snarled and hissed. But Hogelun had never, not once, heard them scream like Toothy was doing now. It was a sound that seemed to reach into her soul, reach in and grab hold and twist.

Toothy’s back legs started to drag. He lurched to one side, forcing Hogelun, Sayana and Arjun to hold on. Hogelun was too terrified and angry to speak. She still couldn’t understand what she just seen, couldn’t process the fact that Erhi had tracked them, that whatever strange power she had gotten a hold of had done… this. Everyone was yelling now, the other lizards roaring, the Chief shouting commands that went unheard. Hogelun couldn’t see where Toothy had been hit – he was just too big. Maybe she could use the Drop Shot, hang off the side, get a better look…

And then, while she was doing that, another one of those bolts would come rushing right at them. He wouldn’t survive a second. She wasn’t even sure if he was going to survive the first.

So she did the only thing she could do. Willing her araatan to keep going, willing him to stay on his feet, she pointed him towards the plateau. They had to get out of range of those arrows.

It wasn’t going to work. The realisation made her feel like she had been hit by that giant arrow, like it had plunged directly into her heart. Toothy was dragging his legs, specifically his back left, lurching hard with every step.

Please no. Please.

She was begging Father Sky, she realised. Begging him to do something. How could he let this happen? When they were so close to doing what his vision had asked them to?

She shouldn’t have been able to hear the thrum of another arrow releasing, and yet somehow, she did. She caught it in the chaos, pushed as hard as she could on Tooth Monster’s horns, bracing herself for the hit.

In that moment, she didn’t care about Erhi. She didn’t care about visions, or red flame. She didn’t give a shit about any of it. All she wanted, the only thing she wanted, was to get somewhere safe. To get her araatan to a place where he could rest, where she could climb down and fix him.

A streak of red, launching out of the sky right at her. Too fast to follow. Hogelun shut her eyes, and this time, she screamed too.

A deep, heavy thud. And then Sayana’s voice, loud in Hogelun’s ear. “It missed!”

It was true. The bolt had buried itself in the desert floor on Toothy’s right; it must have come within feet of hitting them.

Khun thundered into view on their left, her lizard’s legs moving in a blur. She was coming right at Tooth Monster, and Hogelun had the strangest thought: that the older raider was going to tell her to jump, to abandon her lizard, to climb aboard an uninjured one so they could make their escape.

She would never do that. Not ever.

Sponge Bath lunged, jaws open, as if trying to take a bite out of Toothy’s torso. The big araatan suddenly pulled hard to one side, that awful scream coming again. Hogelun and her two passengers had to hang on even harder, and Sayana, awkward in side-saddle, nearly got flung off the side.

With a titanic grunt, Khun’s lizard ripped the bolt out of Tooth Monster’s belly, flung it away. Hogelun stared in shock. Toothy was still dragging his feet, and there was dark-green blood haemorrhaging onto the sand, but…

But he was moving faster. Whimpering with pain, but picking up speed. Hogelun, who had always been told not to remove something that had stabbed you, had no idea if what Khun and Sponge had done was a good thing. Didn’t matter; if it gave them enough time to get away, she’d take it.

She desperately wanted to reassure Toothy, tell him that it would be OK. Let him hear her voice. She was still there, she wasn’t going anywhere, she wouldn’t leave him. No matter what. But she was breathing so hard that she couldn’t speak, couldn’t get a single word out.

All she could do was hold on tight, willing Tooth Monster onwards, towards the rocky canyons on the horizon.

Towards the Eye of the Desert.







Fifty-Five

Sayana

Three araatan, far from home, lumbered across the great emptiness of the desert.

They were all sick. Their tails rotting, their joints racked with pain. The fire that they’d been able to call on their entire lives was gone. One of them dragged its hind legs, bleeding, struggling.

They kept moving forward, because that was what they did. Because they trusted the humans on top of them. Because those humans looked after them, showed them where food was, made the pain go away when they were hurt. In return, the araatan cared for their riders: these strange, tiny creatures who had given them so much.

Ahead of them, the desert climbed into a raised plateau, sliced through with canyons. The plateau was made of ancient rock: uneven, broken cliffs that had been in this place long before either human or araatan had existed. Against the size of the plateau, its deep canyons, the vast, empty stretches of sand surrounding it, the huge lizards were nothing but specks of dust.

Araatan could see things humans couldn’t. Frequencies of light that lesser eyes couldn’t detect. And what they saw in the shadows of the canyons was a pulsing, dark green glow. A glow that whispered wordless thoughts into their minds.

More humans travelled after them, on horseback. Vicious and vengeful. Their numbers and the wagons they towed made them slower than the three lizards, but not by much.

Sayana thought they had perhaps ten minutes of space between them. She clung onto Hogelun, willing Tooth Monster to keep going. If the Eye of the Desert could heal whatever sickness the araatan had, then maybe, just maybe, it could heal Toothy’s wound too.

The biggest of the canyons loomed, the interior lost in darkness. It was just wide enough for their araatan – they should be able to get inside, and once they were in there, they could find the pool.

Just a little further…

She was aware of more bolts being fired behind them, more of them thudding into the sand. She didn’t dare look around, didn’t want to know if that red fire was still guiding them.

Chimeg and Jai pulled ahead, on Toothy’s left. And as the shadow of the towering hills fell over the araatan, Khun turned Sponge Bath in a wide circle.

Pointing him back towards the army.

Sayana stared in horror. “Khun, what are you doing?”

She couldn’t believe it. Couldn’t believe that when they most badly needed to keep going, Khun was slowing them down. After everything Sayana had said to her. It hadn’t been enough.

The others were shouting Khun’s name too. Chimeg standing in her saddle, waving wildly at the older Rakada to keep going.

The araatan were in a bad way. Not just Toothy; both Sponge Bath and Chimeg’s lizard looked exhausted, panting like dogs, the stumps of their tails moving sluggishly. They couldn’t fight the army, not with that red flame. If they didn’t move now…

“Listen to me,” Khun shouted. “Only one may stand in the shadow of the gods. The eternal flames will—”

Confusion and fury warred on Chimeg’s face. “Khun, if you don’t get moving right now…”

“We have to go!” Jai shouted. Sayana felt as if her head was going to pop off her shoulders. As if all the pressure in her body had built up too far, was going to explode out of her.

And then Khun did the strangest thing.

It was as if she deliberately tensed her every muscle. Eyes squeezed shut, teeth bared, shoulders hiked up to her ears. Holding tight enough to set her trembling.

Before Sayana could process this, the older raider opened her eyes.

“Listen to me,” she said.

Her voice, edged with panic not ten seconds before, was suddenly calm and clear. As if she’d fought through the madness, forced herself onto a single plane of reality.

“If we all go into those canyons,” she said, speaking quickly, as if she didn’t have much time before the insanity sucked her back, “our enemies will follow. We will have no room to manoeuvre. Even without the red flame, they’ll cut us down.”

“No,” Sayana said. “We’ll… we’ll lose them. We—”

“She means to divide us.” Arjun’s voice was so low as to be almost inaudible.

Sayana twisted around to face him. “What are you talking about?”

But all at once, she understood.

“No, Khun,” she said, her mouth dry. “Absolutely not.”

Khun’s fists were clenched. “We cannot know what’s in there, or what the terrain is like, or how far the Eye of the Desert may be. We cannot take the risk.”

She let out a breath. It felt like a full minute before she spoke again.

“I will stay,” she said, avoiding their eyes. “I will delay them.”

“Khun.” Under the circumstances, Hogelun sounded quite reasonable. “If you don’t start talking sense, and I mean right now…”

Khun’s smile was sad, but her eyes were sharp and clear. “These are not the only beasties in this world. You must all find a cure.”

Sayana gaped. Even Chimeg seemed stunned into silence.

“What if we block the path?” Hogelun said, desperate. “Climb up and… and collapse some rocks or something?”

But it wouldn’t work. They didn’t have enough time or space to find a way up onto the plateau, and even if they did, there was no guarantee they’d be able to collapse the cliffs. Not to mention the fact that there might be multiple ways into the canyons.

Sayana closed her eyes. This was Khun being a coward – just like before. She didn’t want to find Father Sky, didn’t want to stand before him with her oath unfulfilled. And since she couldn’t slow them down any more…

It was as if Khun could read her thoughts – not that any of them had ever ruled out that she could actually do that. “I was so afraid. And my fear… it hurt you all. I am so, so sorry, my loves. I am sorry that I was not as brave as you.”

She raised a closed fist to her chest. “He asks that I bring him something pure, before he will let me join my husband and son. I have failed and failed and failed again, but perhaps I was simply thinking the wrong way.”

Khun glanced at the approaching army, gave a sad smile. “What is more pure and perfect than this?”

If the Bone Raiders had been asked in the past few years whether or not Khun had lost her mind, they would have immediately said yes. But, Sayana thought, this was the first time it might actually be true.

Khun had always maintained that Father Sky wouldn’t allow her to die. Her curse, for what had happened to her family. Even now, after everything they’d been through, Sayana had no idea if it was real. And even if it was, even if somehow Khun was immortal, she could still be wounded. Badly. Were they supposed to just let that happen?

For the second time, Khun seemed to read her mind. She looked up at the sky, as if consulting with the Weaver who lived there.

“Father Sky will not allow me to die,” she murmured.

She looked back at the other Rakada, and her face split in an evil grin. “Let us see if the old bastard truly means it.”

She turned her terrifying smile on Jai. “You take care of my dear Chief. If you make her sad, I will return from the ashes and drag you screaming to your doom.”

“No,” Chimeg said.

“My Chief, it is destiny. This is my grand journey into—”

“No, you don’t just get to sacrifice yourself for us,” Chimeg snapped.

“Finally.” Sayana threw up her hands. “Thank you, Chief, that’s what I’ve been—”

“You and I are going to fight them together.”

“—talking about so… I’m sorry, what?”

“What does she mean?” Hogelun sounded like she was choking.

“We cannot let this happen,” Arjun said.

Chimeg had a look on her face – one they all knew well. A look that said, I’m the Chief, and if you don’t like it, you have to do what I say anyway.

“Khun,” she said, “you’re very sweet, but you know nothing about tactics. You might delay them for a minute or so, but there’s too many of them. They’ll move around you, into the canyons. If we want to stop them, then we’re going to need more than just you and Sponge Bath.” She sniffed. “And I’ll be damned if I let one of my people throw down their life for me, while I ride away.”

“No, Chimeg, please,” Jai said. “This is—”

He stopped when she turned that furious gaze on him. Chimeg held his eyes for a moment, then she softened. Put a hand on his cheek.

“I have to,” she said quietly. “I’m sorry.”

Sayana couldn’t hear Jai’s reply over the screaming thoughts in her own head. Too fast. It’s all moving too fast.

“Well… well, then I’m not fucking leaving either,” Hogelun shouted – far louder than she probably needed to.

“Don’t be stupid, Hogs,” Chimeg said.

“Don’t be an arsehole, Chief. You don’t get to make bad decisions on your own any more. Save some for the rest of us.”

The strange thing was, Hogelun didn’t look worried, or scared. She looked as if she’d finally figured something out. She and Chimeg stared at one another, and Sayana couldn’t even begin to fathom what was passing between them. It was as deep and powerful as the Eye of the Desert itself.

And as far as Sayana was concerned, it was still absolutely fucking insane.

“Um… hello?” She waved her arms wildly. “Am I the only one counting here? If you stay, that means it’s just me going… going into the…”

Her eyes went wide.

No.

A gentle smile came onto Khun’s face – a gentleness that Sayana wouldn’t have thought she was capable of. Somehow, that smile only made her panic worse.

The others couldn’t be suggesting this. There was no way.

“You can’t fight with that leg,” Chimeg told her.

“Can’t bloody run either. And what does it matter, Chief? I’ll just stay on top of Toothy here. I don’t need my legs to—”

“This is not a debate. We’ve got a few minutes before they get here, no more. We can face them together, and die; we can go into the canyons, and get overrun, and die; or we can stay, and you can get this done.”

Sayana pointed a trembling finger at the approaching army. “I’m not doing that, Chief. I’m not just going to… to… to leave you. I’m not going to fucking run.”

“Yes you are, because I’m telling you to.”

Khun’s voice was quieter this time. “We will buy you as much time as we can.”

Sayana found Jai, stared at him. Surely, he would protest, or his father would. After all, Chimeg was sentencing him to death too. He didn’t know them, had only just met them, and no matter how he felt about Chimeg…

But he gripped Chimeg’s hand hard, touched it to his chest. Looked over at his father with a sad smile.

“Jai…” Arjun croaked.

“We will fight by your side,” Jai said to Chimeg.

Hogelun licked her lips. “Which… which araatan does she take? Sponge is probably the fastest, but…”

But of course, Sayana knew the answer already.

Shudders were coursing up through Tooth Monster’s body. He was still making that awful whimpering sound. The bolt might not be stuck in his gut any more, but Sayana didn’t know how long he had left. Or if he would even be able to fight.

In that moment, all she could see was more of those red bolts, swooping around, slicing through the araatan, cutting them to pieces.

Hogelun closed her eyes. Chewed the inside of her cheek, as if she was trying out arguments, trying to find any reason for this to turn out differently.

Tooth Monster’s neck was far too big for Hogelun to hug. It was a huge mass of muscle and scales, over ten feet thick. But the big raider gave it damn good try, bending at the waist, spreading her arms and squeezing as hard as she could. Toothy sent up another desperate moan.

“She’ll take care of you,” Hogelun told the lizard. Sayana, sitting behind Hogs and Arjun on Toothy’s back, wanted to scream. “She’ll see you right.”

She let go. Rested her hand for one long moment on one of his big scales. Through gritted teeth, she said: “Sayana, you get him to that fucking pool. You fix him.”

Sayana wanted them all to dismount, come together, talk through it. Figure out a solution. She didn’t want to leave it like this. They needed more time.

But no amount of time would ever be enough.

Not if she spent decades and decades in the Tapestry with these people. Not if she rode across the entire world with them. The Weavers could make her immortal, make all of them immortal, and she still wouldn’t feel like she’d gotten her due.

Even then, she couldn’t believe it when Hogelun started to climb off the saddle. “Hogs,” she said, her voice breaking. “No. Don’t. Hogs, look at me. Just… just look at me. I’m right here.”

Hogelun didn’t. Tooth Monster’s back was so broad that it took her a good few seconds to clamber onto his leg, to start making her way down.

“Please. I don’t want to do this, I can’t just leave you all here, no, Hogs.” Sayana’s words became a despairing shout. “Please, please just stop.”

Hogs gave her one last desperate glance, and then she was gone.

A hand on Sayana’s shoulder. Arjun. “This may be helpful.”

He was holding something out to her, but her eyes were too filled with tears to make out what it was. She blinked them away: it was his wrist-mounted crossbow, small arrows strapped to the cuff.

“I don’t know how to use that,” she said. Hating how small her voice was. Like a little girl’s.

He strapped it to her arm, as if he hadn’t heard her. “If you need to walk for a short distance, your leg should be healed enough to do so. And if you need to fight, this may be better for you than a blade.”

“I’ll fucking tell him.” She was going to point at Jai, but found she couldn’t do it. “I’ll tell him about you.”

He placed a hand on her cheek. Not caring about the tears tracking down it.

“Your father should have shouted to the world about you,” he murmured.

And then, he was gone too. Slowly and laboriously clambering down. Leaving her alone on Toothy’s back.

Hogs reappeared below, crossing the sand, heading for Chimeg’s lizard. Not looking back, or not wanting to.

Send Khun to the pool. That was what Sayana wanted to say. Tell her to stop being a fucking coward, and go.

After all, Khun was the only one who had actually communed with Father Sky before. If anyone had the ability to figure this out, it was her.

But there were no chosen ones in the Rakada. This wasn’t her story, or Khun’s. It belonged to all of them.

Khunbish shifted in her saddle. “There will be visions,” she told Sayana, raising her voice to be heard. “There will be lies, and there will be promises. Trust none of it. Keep the tiniest part of yourself close, deep inside.”

Jai had dismounted to help his father. He craned his neck to look up at Sayana, lifted his hand in a salute. “It has been an honour.”

He turned to look at the horizon. The rumble of the approaching army was louder now; Sayana couldn’t know the exact range of those bolts, not for sure, but she had a sense that the launchers weren’t quite close enough yet.

Jai spoke softly, but Sayana heard him anyway. “Perhaps these will be the ones who dance.”

As if in a dream, she found herself shuffling forward into the saddle. Taking up the reins, and turning the wounded lizard beneath her, facing the canyons. They loomed above her, black with shadow.

She didn’t want to do this. They couldn’t make her.

She had no choice.

“Hey,” she called out to her Chief, her voice breaking along with her heart. “What’s her name?”

“Huh?” Chimeg shouted back.

“Your lizard. Your araatan. She got a name?”

“Don’t be bloody stupid.” The Chief leaned forward in her saddle, gave her lizard a deep scratch on the back of its neck. Despite everything, the lizard shuddered in pleasure. Chimeg smiled, then glanced towards Jai. A small smile on her face.

“Not everything needs a name,” she said.

Sayana didn’t give Toothy the command to move, but he did anyway. She kept looking back as long as she could, fixing them in her memory.

Chimeg. Hogelun. Khun.

Jai and Arjun.

Her clan. Her people.

Then the canyons swallowed her.







Fifty-Six

Hogelun

Tooth Monster couldn’t fight. He could barely walk. Throwing him into a battle with a huge army – one equipped with homing arrows – would have been an absolute dick move.

Which didn’t stop Hogelun, as she watched him vanish into the shadowy canyons, wanting to chase after him and bring him back. It felt like she’d lost one of her limbs.

She’d spent most of her life terrified of lizards, big and small. A genuine, powerful, wide-eyed-hitched-breath fear. Even one of the little geckos in the grasslands, skittering across a rock in her vicinity, would scare her shitless.

If you’d told her she would not only overcome that fear, not only end up riding a giant lizard, but that he would become more important to her than almost anything else… well, first she would have laughed, then she would have smacked you upside the head for even suggesting something so horrifying.

Hogelun turned, unsheathing her club and taking in the enormous battalion that was probably going to stop her seeing Toothy ever again. For some reason, the sheer size of the army didn’t bother her all that much. Why would it? Fighting had been the one thing she’d always been good at.

When she was a girl, she’d regularly beaten all three of her brothers at wrestling, which pissed them off no end. But fights were dangerous, even for her, and so she’d always figured she’d lose one eventually. Not a bad way to go, all things considered: dying while doing what you were best at.

Hogelun didn’t want to die. And she wasn’t exactly at peace with it; no matter which way you looked at it, it was bloody awful. But her dying might mean Toothy got to live. And Sayana too, I guess.

She smiled at that. A little embarrassed at how she wanted her lizard to survive more than she did Sayana. Only a little, though; she had a sneaking feeling Sayana would understand.

She and the others came together between Sponge Bath, and Chimeg’s lizard. Hogelun looked at the faces around her: Khun, steely-eyed and determined, twirling her knives. Jai and Arjun, standing close together, son murmuring something to his father. And Chimeg: chin raised, studying the approaching army. Hogelun thought they had around three minutes before the first arrows arced into the sky.

The Chief looked over at the two men from Sidhu. “I know you said you’d stand with us,” she told Jai, almost but not quite meeting his gaze. “But look… this isn’t your fight. If you leave now, they might not even chase you.”

“Yes.” Arjun spoke more to himself than to them. “We… we wish you good fortune in this battle, but… we will…”

Jai looked at his father like he’d gone mad. “We cannot leave,” he said, as if Arjun had suggested they grow wings and fly away. “Who would we be if we abandoned our friends?”

“Jai,” Arjun snapped. “That is enough.” He stood at his full height, jabbed a finger at his son’s chest. “We will return to Sidhu. We will share what we’ve learned here. Perhaps we can end the war, bring peace to—”

“I am not going back to Sidhu,” Jai said quietly. “But you are.”

Arjun’s voice cut off. He stared at his son in shock.

“No, no.” Chimeg stepped between them. “You don’t understand. This isn’t—”

He placed his hand softly on her shoulder. “I will not stand aside in this matter.”

Arjun protested weakly, but Jai spoke over him. “I would not be able to look my father in the eye if I did. Nor my people.”

Hogelun was aware of time draining away, that every second brought the army closer, that at any moment there could be arrows in the sky. But something told her to wait. Just for a few seconds longer.

Arjun’s face was thunder. “They are raiders,” he spat. “Criminals. You would ride to your death with them?” He tried very, very hard to make it sound fearsome, couldn’t quite get it done.

And there was something else, too, something in his expression. Hogelun frowned, trying to work out what he was saying. Arjun’s mouth was open, his lips trembling, as if he wanted to tell his son something. Something important.

He didn’t. His mouth snapped shut, and he glowered at Jai.

If his son noticed, he gave no sign. “Yes, they are,” he murmured, a small smile on his face. He looked over at Chimeg, who stared helplessly back. “But I will not abandon them.”

He pulled his father into an embrace. Arjun was shaking, the tears at the corner of his eyes making him look even older than he was. His fist beat weakly on his son’s back. His voice dissolved into a fit of coughs.

“Thank you for showing me the world,” Jai said.

“No, Jai, stop. Listen to m—”

Abruptly, Jai shoved his father away, pointed further along the plateau. “Go. Quickly, before they arrive.”

Hogelun could swear that Arjun had more to say. In the end, he stayed silent. Just stood and watched, miserable, hands knotted at his waist.

“Go.” Jai filled his voice with command, every part the yuvaraja. But he wouldn’t meet his father’s eyes.

Arjun swayed in place. Reached a hand out, as if wanting to touch his son’s arm.

“Please, Father,” Jai whispered.

The hand trembled, then fell. Arjun hung his head. “I will… I will hide,” he said. “I will wait for you. After…”

He didn’t finish. Just shuffled away, coughing, heading for a patch of rocks perhaps half a mile away. Hogelun badly wanted to go to him, to say they’d get his son back to him. Only, she couldn’t quite make herself believe it.

Jai watched his father for a moment, face carved in stone, then turned to study the approaching army.

“Is this really what you want?” Chimeg asked him quietly.

He said nothing. Just took her hand.

After a long moment, she nodded. She gestured to Hogs and Khun, pulled the two of them and Jai into a loose huddle. When she spoke, her voice was almost normal.

“Here’s what we’re going to do,” she said. “Those… those arrow things. I don’t think Erhi or whoever the fuck is controlling them can handle more than one or two at a time.”

“What makes you say that?” Hogelun said.

“Because they would have launched a whole whack of them when they first saw us. No, I think they’ve got a limit, and that gives us an opening.”

She turned to Khun, who was currently clacking her knife blades together, tapping out an unnerving little rhythm. “Sponge is the quickest one here. If you can draw their fire…”

She trailed off, as if realising what she was saying. They’d all seen what that arrow had done to Tooth Monster. Now the Chief was asking Khun to put herself directly in another one’s path.

Khun just nodded. Sponge was pacing back and forth, swinging his head from side to side. Hogelun was pretty sure that Father Sky’s protection, if it existed, didn’t extend to Sponge… but she knew better than to mention that.

We’re doing this. We’re really doing this.

“Hogs,” Chimeg said. “You and I ride on my lizard. We go round the opposite flank, dive in, find as many of those big bow launcher things as we can and smash the shit out of them.”

“Fuck yes,” Hogelun snarled. Her voice was jumpy, and she couldn’t tell if it was fear, or adrenaline.

“A good plan,” Jai said. “Chimeg, I shall ride with you.”

“I want you with Khun. Give her some support.”

He frowned, but didn’t argue. Hogelun had to admit, it was clever: there was very little chance that any of them would survive this, but of all of them, Khun was most likely to make it through. If Jai were next to her, then maybe, just maybe, he’d be alive to return to his father afterwards.

“My Chief.” Khun’s voice was so low that Hogelun almost missed it. “You still have time. You should follow Sayana, keep her safe.” She put a hand on Sponge Bath’s leg. “The sacrifice is mine, but you need not—”

Chimeg reached out and snagged her forearm. Fingers wrapped tight around it.

“Not just yours,” the Chief growled. Without looking, she put a hand on Hogelun’s shoulders. “Ours.”

Khun looked at both of them. There were no tears in her eyes, which were hard and unforgiving as polished steel. But her mouth was set just a little too tightly, her hands shaking the tiniest bit.

Slowly, she reached up, disengaging from Chimeg. Unbuckled her pouch – the one that had hung on her chest for almost twenty years. It was shiny and worn, the straps replaced a dozen times, parts of the leather rubbed through to grey shreds, other parts turned a faint green by rain and sweat.

Khun held the empty pouch in her hands for a moment, considering it.

And tossed it away.

It hit the sand with a soft thud, rolled to a stop. Khun looked at Chimeg and Hogs, at Jai, and this time, her eyes had just the faintest glimmer of tears.

“It’s not big enough to hold us all,” she said.

Chimeg reached out, pulled both Hogelun and Khun close. Arms around their shoulders, fingers digging into the meat of their biceps. Hard enough to hurt.

“You have my bones,” Khun said, through gritted teeth. “And my blades. You have them until the end of time.”

Chimeg sniffed hard. “Probably only need them for about five more minutes, but thanks, Khun.”

We should have bones. Hogelun was stunned that she hadn’t thought about this before. For a charge like this, they should have every piece of human bone they had strapped to their bodies. Ribs and scapulas and femurs, fastened to their arms and criss-crossing their chests. She should have her skull on her shoulder. But their bones were in their saddlebags, and there was no time to put them on. They didn’t even have any face paint.

It was wrong. All of this was wrong. Not that it mattered: it was happening anyway.

They broke apart, and she and Chimeg headed for the Chief’s lizard. Khun mounted Sponge, scrambling nimbly onto his back.

The Chief gestured at Jai. “See you after. Like I said, climb up behind Khun. You—”

Jai started dancing.

“You must be bloody joking,” Hogelun muttered.

If he heard her, he didn’t seem to care. It was just like before: as if there was music playing that only he could hear. A feral, primal, thundering beat. He spun in place, dropped to a one-legged crouch, spun his blade in his hand.

Hogelun raised her voice. “We do not have time for…” She trailed off, eyes wide, as the Chief began dancing too.

Chimeg was not a good dancer. Uncoordinated, jerky, and almost ridiculously self-conscious. She moved as if bits of wood were strapped to her joints.

She spun – well, turned awkwardly – and Hogelun caught the weirdest look on her face. Mostly embarrassment, her skin flushed red. Disbelief, like she couldn’t understand how she’d actually gotten in the situation. But also…

Joy.

Just the tiniest hint of it, flickering in her eyes, unmistakable.

Jai clapped his hands, cheering. He began dancing with Chimeg, yelling out instructions even as they gyrated back and forth. Matching her tempo, or trying to, because Chimeg didn’t have any rhythm at all. Zero.

On Sponge Bath, high above them, Khun hooted. Jai grabbed Chimeg, spun her, and for the first time in what felt like months, the Chief… laughed.

For a few seconds, the two dancers were the only things left in the entire world. Hogelun couldn’t tear her eyes away. She knew it couldn’t last, that the army was going to be on them at any second… but she still didn’t want to move. She wanted to keep watching them, as they danced to music only they could hear. For a brief moment, she wondered if she should dance too.

Then she decided, looking at her Chief, that she didn’t need to.

Chimeg and Jai came to a stop, flushed, laughing. Jai put his hands on the Chief’s face, bent forward and kissed her deeply.

This time, Hogelun did look away. Because the last person to kiss her like that was currently part of an army that wanted to wipe them out.

It was too big a thought. And she couldn’t let it distract her. She couldn’t spend time looking for Erhi, not before they wiped out those giant bows.

“Come with me, dancing man,” Khun crowed. “I will show you the wonders of the flying araatan.”

Seconds later, Chimeg and Hogelun were on their lizard’s back, and Khun and Jai were on theirs. “Here,” Chimeg said, turning in the saddle, holding out a thick leather strap.

Hogelun blinked – then her eyes went wide. “You want me to use your drop mechanism thing?”

“My lizard. I ride her. Put it on.”

Hogelun had known her Chief for a long time, and she recognised that particular tone of voice. She spat something low and ugly, then pulled the strap around her waist, fingers fumbling.

“Oi,” Chimeg called to Jai. “You know how to howl?”

Jai winked, then all at once, started making a noise that… well, if Hogelun was honest, sounded like a jackal being strangled.

“Oof,” Chimeg said.

“Dances better than he sings,” Hogelun muttered, clipping the safety harness closed.

“Love you, Hogs.”

Hogs eyed the hated harness, then decided she didn’t care. “Love you too, Chief.”

Her eyes were dry, and why not?

She had nothing to be sad about.

Chimeg grabbed her lizard’s horns, pushed forward, and then she, Hogelun and Khun showed the man from Sidhu what a raider’s howl really was.







Fifty-Seven

Sayana

Sayana went beyond time.

She didn’t feel it happen. There was no indication that she’d slipped into a different realm, one that had filled the spaces in the canyons like water. Her ears didn’t even pop.

But she entered the new realm almost as soon as the shadow of the plateau fell over her. A realm where distance and time didn’t mean what they normally did. A minute in the surrounding desert could stretch to half an hour in this place.

Below the surface of Sayana’s mind, though, her subconscious knew that something was different. And she didn’t like it. Not one little bit.

The canyons swallowed light. They shouldn’t have: they were wide, wide enough to let plenty of sky in, high above Sayana and Tooth Monster. And it was still daytime, the Large Eye visible above them. But for some reason, Sayana felt as if she and the lizard were making their way through the deepest, darkest part of the night. She actually had to strain to see the dim shapes of the rocks ahead of them, the twists and turns in the path.

She didn’t steer Tooth Monster. He moved all on his own. It was as if the lizard understood what was waiting, understood that the only way he would survive was to get her to whatever was at the end of these canyons.

Sayana hung on, tears drying on her cheeks. A dozen times, she almost turned the lizard around, went back for the others. A dozen times, she kept going.

Other than the thuds of the lizard’s footsteps, and her own desperate breathing, the place was eerily silent. No birds in the sky above. Not even any insects crawling up the rocks.

Tooth Monster was struggling. She loved him for how far he’d come, loved the fact that he was still upright, but she had to fix him fast. That horrible wound in his side was going to kill him if she didn’t get to that pool.

She didn’t even know how that would work; what exactly would be there to help him? But then again, at this point, who gave a fuck? What did it matter?

They’d come too far to stop now.

She stroked the back of his neck. “We’ve got this, boy,” she said, her voice a raspy wreck of itself. “Just keep going.”

It should be Hogs saying that, not me.

Toothy must have heard her. He sent up a low, moaning whimper, the sound of an animal in terrible pain.

Erhi had better hope that the other Rakada killed her. Otherwise, Sayana was going to have the newly healed araatan eat the bitch alive.

The canyons were changing. There was more light now, as if the space was widening. Sayana looked around, wiped sweat and tears out of her eyes. The air felt different: thinner, somehow. Cleaner.

In a blink, the canyons dropped away, opening up onto wide desert again. Dunes rolling away into the distance. Sayana stared, confused – she hadn’t gone through the whole plateau already? Had she missed the pool entirely? Had she—

No. It was here.

Whatever strange place they’d been summoned to, it was close.

Toothy slowed, came to a stop. A long, rolling, shivering halt. Right before the sand began to climb up the first dune.

Sayana urged him on, pushing forward on the horns, but it was no good. His shoulders rose and fell, his breath coming in rumbling, shaking gasps. Dark-green blood stained the sand behind him.

She knew he was going to fall before it happened. Frantically, heart climbing all the way up into her mouth, ignoring the agony in her useless leg, she began to scramble down his side.

Doing it with her injury took almost everything she had. More than once, she nearly fell, slipping, scrambling at the scales with her toes. But finally, she dropped to the desert sand, unbalanced, falling backwards on her arse. Skittering away, just as Toothy came crashing down.

His legs buckled, and he slumped onto his side. Chest rising and falling. A huge cloud of desert sand shooting up as he crashed onto it.

“No, no, no.” Sayana got to her feet, hop-limped over to his head. One exhausted eye stared at her, blinking slowly, as if he didn’t know where he was. “We’re almost there. Come on.”

Was that true? She didn’t know any more.

She put a hand on his snout, below one of his enormous nostrils, not knowing what to do. “Please. I can’t… I can’t drag you. I can’t get you there myself. If you don’t… if you don’t come with me…”

But he was done.

This was as far as he went.

It didn’t matter that they were close; in the end, between the tail rot and that horrific wound in his side, he simply wasn’t able to go on.

For a whole ten seconds, Sayana just stood. Awkwardly balanced on her good leg, fists balled, shaking. There had to be a way. She wasn’t just going to leave him here. Nobody could ask that of her, not after she’d just left the Rakada, not after she’d lost Princess.

More tears, streaming down her cheeks. She hadn’t known she had this many in her. It felt like she’d been crying for days.

Finally, she rested her head on his snout.

It seemed impossible that something as big as Tooth Monster could be dying. She didn’t know how old he was, or how young. How long those tree-trunk legs had strode across the Tapestry. For how many years those eyes, each the size of her torso, had looked out of that gigantic skull. She didn’t know what those eyes had seen.

Araatan deserved their reputation – you never wanted to be on their bad side – but Toothy? All Toothy had seemed to want… was to be. To exist in peace with whoever would have him.

Now, that was being taken away.

And he probably didn’t even understand why.

Sayana made a fist, drove it hard into her chest. As if she could squash these feelings into nothing. “Don’t go anywhere,” she told him, voice thick. She sniffed hard, wiped her face. “I won’t be long.”

He moaned again. Tongue darting out, gently touching her leg.

Sayana turned, and began to make her way up the sand dune.

It didn’t matter what Arjun had said. She wasn’t ready. Every time she put even the slightest bit of weight on her injured leg, the pain threatened to blow the top of her skull off. She still didn’t know how she’d managed to climb down the side of the big araatan. The soft sand threatened to unbalance her, swallowing her feet up to the ankles.

Somehow, she got into a rhythm. Every muscle aching, from her calves to her shoulders, her lower back a seething ocean of pain. Swaying, limping, stumbling, eyes squeezed shut. Sweat caked the leather strap of the crossbow on her wrist, itching and burning.

The top of the dune revealed more endless desert, stretching into nothing. She didn’t even know if she was going in the right direction any more. She just kept moving. One more step. Then one more. One more after that. It would be enough. It had to be.

“Come on,” she spat. “Not far now. Just a little walk. I go further than this every fucking day. Come on.”

She walked, and walked.

Up a dune, down the other side.

Again and again.

At some point, night fell. Something told her there’d been no sunset. That the darkness had snuck up on the suns and snuffed them out of existence, like a tiger hunting its prey. The moon shone down out of a cold, pitiless sky.

She stared at the desert around her, brightly lit, deathly silent, still stretching to infinity. Kept going. Retreating deep into herself.

Up a dune, down the other side.

Again and again.

Soon, without Sayana realising it, the sand beneath her feet became bone-white. Glowing in the light of the moon.







Fifty-Eight

Erhi

There had to be a way.

There had to.

But as the two remaining araatan charge across the desert towards the army, Erhi finally realised that it was over. There was no possible way that the Rakada could survive this.

Their lizards would fall, and then it would be a ground battle, and the army would simply sweep over them. Even if Hogelun somehow survived when her araatan fell dead in the desert sand. She would be overwhelmed, cut down, and she might not even think of Erhi at the end.

The Rakada would be gone. A memory. Erhi would never get to see them humbled.

There wasn’t a damn thing she could do about it. It didn’t matter that they were only here, the Khan and his whole army, because of her. It didn’t matter that she’d given Etugen everything he needed. She was no one to them, and what she wanted didn’t matter. It never had.

Solongo – Erhi’s shadow, her betrayer – had moved closer to the cage. Not just closer: within a feet of the bamboo bars. Hand on her sabre hilt, waiting for her Khan’s command. In that instant, Erhi stopped thinking, and just moved.

In the growing sound of the battle, nobody heard her footsteps. Nobody was looking at her, so nobody saw her reach through the bamboo. Nobody saw her grab the back of Solongo’s deel, pin her against the bars, rip the dagger from the woman’s sash.

And before the woman could so much as scream, Erhi reached around, and cut her throat.

She understood, on some level, that this might be the only vengeance she would get. Solongo stood in the middle of the Khan’s Guard, surrounded by soldiers. In the next few seconds, one of them was going to look around, see what had happened, put an arrow through her chest.

But at the very moment she killed the woman – the instant it happened, as if Mother Earth had finally decided to reward her servant – the Khan gave the command to charge. And every soldier surrounding the cage obeyed.

Not a single one of them so much as looked at the gurgling, struggling Solongo. Erhi was left holding her up, her body still twitching as her lifeblood soaked her deel. Gaping in astonishment as the soldiers just… rode away.

She shoved Solongo’s body away, and with her heart making every attempt to climb up her throat and lodge itself in her mouth, sawed frantically at the ropes with the woman’s dagger.

They were thick, oily. Old. But she would give Solongo this: the woman had kept her blade sharpened to a keen edge. In under a minute, the cage door swung open.

Erhi stared, still not quite ready to believe that it had come together that quickly. One of the soldiers stopped nearby, turning his horse about, as if hunting for the araatan. He paused, frowning at Erhi, as if he wasn’t sure what to do about her.

She moved faster than she ever had before. Sprinting over, pulling him from his saddle, driving the dagger into his chest again and again. She didn’t even wait to see if he was dead before ripping his bow and quiver from him, ignoring his feeble attempts to hold on. Then she was on the back of his horse, breath burning her throat.

The rage in her veins was so huge, so overwhelming, that she almost started firing into the backs of the other soldiers. Just unleashing a storm of arrows at anything that moved. The horse seemed to sense that she wasn’t its regular rider, tried to buck her off. She held on almost without thought, digging in with her thighs and knees, like the animal was a wild one she was trying to break.

She had no idea where the Khan was. She assumed he was at the rear, by the launchers, ready to steer them with the power she had brought to him. It was amazing to her that he was advancing at all, that his mounted troops were even bothering to run towards the lizards. They could all hang back, wait until the animals were dealt with, then overrun the survivors. More stupidity.

Dust enveloped her, kicked up by a hundred hooves. She could just see past it, to the hulking shapes of the araatan running straight at them across the desert. Only two. Where was the third? Was it trying to flank them?

Before she could stop herself, Erhi was pushing her horse even harder. Perhaps, if she was at the front of the pack, the very vanguard, she might be there when Hogelun’s lizard was brought down.

Hogelun wouldn’t live through the day. She was dead, no matter what happened. Maybe, just maybe, Erhi could look into her eyes before she died. It was the thinnest of thin hopes…

But oh, Erhi had gotten used to thin hopes. Over the past few months, hers had dwindled down to almost nothing. But a thousand thin hopes could thread themselves together. Form a single filament. And if you had enough of them, you could weave a new destiny for yourself.

There was no point in thinking about what happened next. About the life she would have after this. About whether it would be what she deserved, or simply something she would have to settle for. It didn’t matter.

The only thing left to her was reaching the Rakada before the rest of the army.

There was something on her cheeks. Erhi reached up, touched her face, her fingers coming away wet. Tears mixing with desert dust.

She would have given Hogelun everything. Given her a whole new life, if only Hogs had just listened to her. If only the woman had done as she was told.

One way or another, this was where it ended.

Erhi was suddenly aware of the other soldiers looking upwards, pointing into the sky. She followed their gaze, and watched as red flame wrapped itself around one of the large arrows. A glimmering fire through the dust, high above them.

She followed its path, watching as Etugen bent it to his will. Steered it towards the approaching araatan.

She dug her heels into her horse’s flanks, willing it to go faster.







Fifty-Nine

Hogelun

Chimeg pulled hard on the horns, driving her lizard left as Khun took hers right. Sponge Bath sent out another one of those chittering roars, skirting the oncoming army.

The mounted troops were shapes in a huge cloud of dust, and they didn’t follow the lizards when they split. Made sense: no point riding directly at the giant araatan when you could let those flaming red arrows do the work for you, then harry the raiders’ flanks when the arrows found their targets.

How the fuck were they even going to be able to find the giant bows in all of this? Hogelun wiped sweat and dust out of her eyes, spat gritty saliva. “Chief,” she growled. “Maybe we should—ah, fuck.”

The fuck was because of the first arrow. It came out of nowhere, arcing into the sky, trailing red fire.

It was on the far side of the Khan’s troops, hunting Khun. There was nothing Hogelun could do; she would just have to hope very fervently that Khun and Sponge (and Jai, couldn’t forget him) were quick enough to avoid it.

The soldiers on their right were doing a good job of hanging back, circling around behind them. “Hey, Chief?” Hogelun shouted. “What happens if they shoot at us?”

“Hopefully they’ll be shooting at Khun.”

“No, I mean like, with regular arrows.”

“We use the Release Mechanism.”

Hogelun looked down at the harness, currently strapped around her waist. “Fine for me, but what about you?”

The thought about what Chimeg would do, if she was stuck on the lizard’s back while a hail of arrows fell, hadn’t occurred to her before now. She really wished it had.

The lizard let out a huge roar then, and Chimeg had to raise her voice to be heard. “I’ll come with you. We’ll both hang on.”

“You’re not strapped in!”

“I’ll hold on tight.”

“Are you out of your mind?!”

Hogelun had a bow, slung awkwardly across her back. She was already dreading having to unsling it and fire while balanced on the side of a rampaging lizard, and now here was her Chief saying that apparently there were going to be two of them hanging off the bloody thing. This is insane.

The sky above the araatan filled with arrows, streaking black shapes against the bright clouds.

“Ready?” Chimeg shouted. She twisted round in the saddle, dug her fingers into the gap between the harness and Hogelun’s waist.

“No. Chief, don’t, this isn’t—”

Chimeg hit the release catch. Then, in one movement, flung both of them off the side.

For a second, gravity spun the world around Hogelun. Then the harness pulled tight, and she smacked into the side of the lizard, a scale shredding the edge of her cheek.

Chimeg only just managed to hang on, dangling by her fingertips, swinging wildly. The momentum took Hogelun with her, and suddenly they were both swinging, rolling along the side of the lizard. There were loud thuds as the arrows hit the other side of the beast, bouncing off her scales.

“Chief?” Hogelun could barely get the words out. “Remember when I said I love you? I lied. I hate your fucking guts!”

Somehow, Chimeg had managed to grab onto the side of the lizard, holding onto the tough scales. She gave Hogelun a wink, and started to climb. “Stay here,” she shouted down.

“What do you mean, stay here?”

“Anybody comes up on our flanks, put an arrow in their face.”

“What about you?” It wasn’t like there was a second drop shot thingy waiting to save the Chief if another hail of arrows came her way.

“I’ll be fine.”

“That’s not how this works. Chimeg. Chimeg!”

Somehow, the Chief managed to clamber back up on top of the lizard. Hogelun fumbled with her bow, cursing.

Getting her feet under her, standing on the side of the lizard like she was supposed to, just wasn’t going to happen. It was beyond impossible. All she could do was hang there, still swinging.

The first of the horses came into view. Four of them, galloping at full pace, their riders aiming arrows at her. They loosed before she could, but the shots went wide, plinking off scales. She fired back, didn’t even come close to hitting her target.

Somehow, she nocked and fired again. A third time. It was the only thing she could think to do. Maybe she could scare them off, send enough arrows their way that they might…

But they were drawing closer now, almost right underneath her, aiming to fire an arrow into her gut. Made sense. If you had a bouncing, unpredictable target, then you wanted to get as close as possible. She had to admit, these bastards didn’t lack for guts.

Hogelun reached for the catch to trigger the counterweight. Getting back up top was the only option that made sense. As she did, her fingers brushed the clasp on the harness, and her eyes went wide.

She had just had an incredibly bad idea.

She grabbed for the dagger in her sash, began sawing at the harness. It would have been quicker to undo the clip, but it was finicky at the best of times. Out of the corner of her eye, she was aware of one of the mounted troops taking careful aim. He clearly knew what he was doing, keeping his mount out of the range of those flashing claws.

The knife cut through the harness, and Hogelun fell—

Right onto the back of his horse.

She’d been prepared to roll. To hit the icy sand hard, to get away as fast as she could, accepting that she might do herself some damage. But somehow, she found herself behind his saddle, legs hanging down one side of the horse, arms on the other, torso across it.

The horse, quite understandably, didn’t like this very much at all. It veered away from the araatan, huffing in annoyance. The rider turned in his saddle, goggling at Hogelun as if he had absolutely no idea where she’d come from.

She didn’t bother trying to get herself upright. She simply reached up, grabbed a handful of his deel, and ripped him right off. He screamed as he flew sideways, arms flailing. Vanishing into the dust.

She pulled herself upright, clambering onto the saddle, where the horse accepted her as if she’d been riding him all along.

This was already so much better than hanging off the side of a stupid lizard.

Chimeg’s araatan had peeled off to her right, now fifty yards away, shrouded in a cloud of dust. The other riders who’d been trying to fill Hogelun full of arrows were closing in. One of them, braver than the rest, was coming right at her.

To Hogelun’s amazement, her club had managed to stay strapped to her back. She ripped it from its sheath, and the eyes of the man riding at her went wide, as if he realised he might have made a mistake here.

Hogelun confirmed this by swinging her club at him so hard that he more or less stopped in mid-air, frozen, wrapped around the stone head while his horse continued on without him. A spray of blood erupted from his mouth, spattering Hogelun’s cheeks and forehead.

That’s more like it.

The man fell away, and Hogelun gave her new horse some heels. His name was Doof Monster, she decided, after the sound her club had made when it hit the soldier’s midsection.

Turned out, Doof was fast; he – if it actually was a he, Hogelun wasn’t quite sure – thundered away from their pursuers, following the arc of Chimeg’s turn.

The dust, plus the fact that the lizard blocked her view of the rest of the battle, made it impossible to tell what was going on. Hogs had absolutely no idea where Khun and Jai and Sponge Bath were. All she could do was charge forward, swinging her club at anyone stupid enough to get in her way.

Arrows whipped past her head, slicing the air around her, none of them making contact. At any second, she was expecting to hear an agonised roar as a big arrow, wreathed in flame, plunged into the underbelly of Chimeg’s lizard.

The giant bow exploded out of the murk in front of her: a sudden huge, hulking shape. Hogelun yelped, only just managed to stop her horse from crashing into it. Doof tried to buck her off, fighting the tight turn, hooves kicking up sand.

Right then, she got her first good look at the machine.

She had to admit, it was impressive. A huge wooden contraption, with a drawstring as thick as her wrist. Big wheels, and a whole whack of those arrows in brackets arranged on racks above them. The arrowheads were huge, as big as Hogelun’s own skull.

There were two men on top of the contraption, in the act of loading another arrow into the launcher. They froze, staring at Hogelun in horror. One of them scrabbled for his sabre, fingers slipping on the hilt.

“Right,” Hogelun bellowed, pointing her club at them, the head trembling. “You.”

Before either of them could react to that, she made her horse rush the machine.

She didn’t drive him right at it – that was a good way for him to suddenly dig in his hooves. Instead, she aimed him slightly past the bow, and as he reached it, she got one foot underneath her on the saddle, and jumped.

As she leaped from the horse, she two-handed her club, cocked it back over her head. The operators stared in frozen terror at the giant, howling woman flying through the air towards them.

Hogelun drove the club in a huge arc, bringing it down in the centre of the launcher. Right in the middle of the big arrow’s shaft.

The thing detonated in an explosion of wood and metal. An instant later, Hogelun crashed into the wreckage.

It wasn’t an elegant landing. She barely noticed, didn’t even register the cuts from the splintering wood, the gash that opened up in her shoulder. The soldiers operating the machine went flying, knocked sideways, vanishing into the dust.

Laughing, swearing, growling, Hogelun scrambled up and out of the now very broken machine. She wiped blood from her lip as she got to her feet, swaying, pretty sure she had a concussion and not caring one bit.

That was for Toothy, you fucks.

The dust had cleared, just a little. Enough for her to see anyway. She was at the rear of the army, as she’d expected; Chimeg’s lizard was a little way ahead of her to the right. There was one of those giant arrows, sticking out of it. Hogelun couldn’t be sure, but it looked like the thing had gotten lodged between some scales, without fully penetrating.

Her heart, already hammering hard enough to pound its way out of her chest, actually started beating faster. These idiots were at least one launcher down – maybe more, if Khun was doing her job right – and clearly, it wasn’t as easy to steer the arrows as they thought.

Hogelun still didn’t know if they could win this, but you didn’t question things when they were going well.

But as if the thought had summoned it, another arrow, cloaked in red flame, rocketed through the air above her head. Heading straight for Chimeg and her lizard.

“Chief!” Hogelun shouted, even though there was absolutely no way the woman was going to hear her. A soldier ran right at her out of the dust, and she knocked him away with barely a thought, almost without noticing. “Chief, watch out!”

Chimeg had seen the arrow coming, was trying to turn her lizard away. For two desperate seconds, Hogelun thought it might work.

And then, with a distant thud, the arrow embedded itself in the underside of the lizard’s neck.

Hogelun took off running, heading in the direction of the Chief. She got a split-second look at the araatan, her head twisted to the sky, mouth open, dark blood gushing from the wound.

Then the lizard was gone. Vanished into the dust.

Hogelun lost all track of what was happening around her. Her body reacted without any thought behind it, her club swinging, obliterating anybody who popped up in front of her. She lost track of how many soldiers she took out, the cuts and scrapes she sustained. The adrenaline in her veins burned so hot that time ceased to have any meaning. She had only one thought in her head: Get to Chimeg.

The Chief couldn’t fall from that height without injury. And Hogelun wasn’t going to let her die, not without doing everything she could.

In the end, it wasn’t a soldier that took Hogelun down. It was the sand.

She crested one of the dunes, breath ragged and harsh, not even sure she was still headed in the right direction but powerless to stop. As she launched herself onto the slope, the soft sand beneath her boot heel gave away. She lost her balance, rolling, tumbling, skidding to a halt at the base of the hill. Her club went flying, bouncing away.

She landed on her stomach, sand in her mouth, between her teeth, mixing with blood. She spat, rolled over – but as she did so, a soldier materialised above her. Blade raised to plunge into her chest.

Hogelun got a hand up. It was the only thing she could think to do.

Chief, I’m sor—

And all at once, there was another blade – one sticking out of the chest of the soldier above her. He coughed, dropped his sabre – it bounced off Hogelun’s side, hilt first, actually knocking a little wind out of her – and collapsed.

She managed to roll out of the way just in time, which was good, because otherwise that blade sticking out of him would have driven right into her. She got to all fours, trying to see who had—

Arjun.

Streaked with dirt and blood, robes torn, hauling her to her feet. She stared at him, not understanding. He looked like he wanted to pass out, his skin a horrible grey-green. But there was something in his eyes: a wild, vicious energy. As if he’d found a little extra tucked behind a lung.

She almost told him to run. His eyes stopped her. He was in this fight now, and nothing she could say would change that.

Besides: he’d saved her arse.

“Come on,” she snarled.

Together, the two of them kept going, cutting their way towards the Chief.







Sixty

Sayana

Sayana stood at the top of the dune, looking down at the Eye of the Desert.

The pool was a green so deep and dark it was almost black. The surface was utterly still, with not a single ripple. No waves lapped at the soft, white shore. The pool reflected the sky above, which held more stars than Sayana had ever seen in her life. Prickles of cold light, stretching horizon to horizon.

There was no moon any more – she had no idea where it had gone – but it didn’t matter. The dunes glowed anyway, shone with a soft light. There wasn’t a single sound, not even a breath of wind.

Sayana had gone beyond pain and exhaustion into a kind of hollow numbness. She had a sense that her wound had opened, that she’d done real damage to her leg… but it didn’t seem to matter any more.

The steep slopes of the dunes became more gentle as they ran to the edge of the pool. The area around it was nearly flat. The man with the black eyes stood at the water’s edge, looking up at her.

Sayana figured he’d probably be here.

He said nothing. Simply stood, hands clasped behind his back, studying her. A slightly petulant thought: he could tell she was hurt, but of course he had no intention of helping her down this last dune, or walking up to meet her. She would have to go to him.

Sayana hung her head, gathering what little strength she had left. Then slowly, measuring every step, she began to make her way down the sloping sand. It felt softer here, and several times she had to put out her hands for balance, little waterfalls of white powder running ahead of her. There was a sound now: a low hum, barely audible. She felt it more than heard it, as if it was coming from her bones.

The first time she’d seen the man with the black eyes, he’d been an elder. And when he’d stared at her, she had felt small enough to hide behind a single blade of grass. It had been one of the most unnerving experiences of her entire life, and she was bracing for it now.

It didn’t come. He simply stood and looked at her, unmoving.

He was no longer old – wore a completely different face, in fact. A tall man of middle age, beardless, dark hair pulled back in a short ponytail. He wore a simple brown deel – the hem was slightly frayed, a detail Sayana couldn’t help zeroing in on. Soft boots on his feet – ox leather, she thought.

Her breaths came in heavy, heaving gulps, and she had to work hard to steady them. She stared at the Weaver, at Father Sky, one of the two all-powerful gods of the entire Tapestry, and said, “Fucking get on with it then.”

His expression didn’t change, but a gentle ripple rolled out from the shore, distorting the reflected stars. That was all.

Sayana barely noticed. “Come on. Let’s go.” There was a voice in her mind, whispering that it probably wasn’t a good idea to talk to one of the Weavers like this, but she was beyond caring at this point.

When he still didn’t move, she said, “We have come a long, long way. I fell off a cliff, and I got stabbed in the leg. I lost my best girl. My friends are probably…”

No. She couldn’t think about the other Rakada right now.

“We did what you wanted,” she went on. “We came. We humped our arses over the mountains and through the bloody desert, and here we are.”

“We?” His voice was soft, cultured. He made a show of looking around him, still with that infuriating, blank expression. “I only see you.”

That brought a laugh out of her. “Maybe if you wanted us all here, you would’ve helped a bit along the way.”

She bared her teeth at him in what might have been a smile. “But that’s the thing, isn’t it? You couldn’t just swoop down and introduce yourself, could you? Couldn’t just walk up and put a hand on Princess and fix whatever the fuck was wrong with her. No, you had to have us come all the way here on our own, and after what we’ve handled along the way? It’s a damn miracle any of us made it.”

Her head had cleared, just a little, and for the first time, she was able to ignore the pain and exhaustion. “Which really leaves only two possibilities. Either you have the power to do all of that, and you chose not to for whatever damn reason… or you don’t, and you needed us to come here. Specifically here.”

She spread her arms. “In fact, you know what? I’m not taking another step. Not until you explain exactly what this is all about.”

“You have less time than you think,” he told her. “After all, your friends are fighting for their lives.”

“Funny thing, that.” She jerked a chin at the pool. “Everybody knows the canyons around this place, but no one’s ever been where we’re standing.”

She pointed at the sky. “Never seen stars like that anywhere. And the first time you and I met, when you saved my life from that group of nomads – which, don’t get me wrong, I’m super grateful for – I’m pretty sure they had no idea it was you. So don’t give me that shit about time. We’re somewhere else now, aren’t we? We can take all the time we need.”

Another ripple, this one actually reaching the other side of the pool. A gentle wave lapped there, staining the white sand dark. And for the first time, Sayana wondered if perhaps she’d gone too far.

Then she decided she didn’t care. He wasn’t offering to heal the araatan out of the goodness of his heart, which meant that he wanted something. He needed her, needed all of them.

“How about it, Father Sky? You going to tell me what’s going on? No? OK.” She half turned, as if to walk back up the dune – even though the thought of it made her want to pass out. “Guess I’ll just start heading all the way ba—”

“Father Sky.” He appeared to be trying the name out, rolling it around in his mouth. “I’ve always wondered about that. I have no children.”

“So Father Sky and Mother Earth… it’s all made up? That’s what you’re saying?”

“Humans have a need to name things. In truth, I am not a father, and my counterpart is no mother. We have no gender. We are simply… collaborators. Twin creators of this reality.”

“The Tapestry?”

“And everything beyond it.” He lifted his eyes to the sky. “Every speck of dust in creation.”

Sayana huffed an exhausted laugh, thinking of Jai and Arjun. “I should introduce you to someone. He thinks there are three million of you…”

But even as she spoke, she couldn’t stop herself thinking: if Father Sky and Mother Earth created the whole world, not just the grasslands of the Tapestry, then why did Jai have a different story? Why didn’t he believe in the Weavers, as they did?

Father Sky frowned, but didn’t answer her immediately. “I control the creatures of the sky,” he said. “My… counterpart… the creatures of the earth. A magnificent work of art.”

He smiled. Small and fleeting. “You refer to us as the Weavers. Are you surprised that we create for the pleasure of doing so?”

He looked around him, a faintly surprised expression on his face, as if he hadn’t realised where he was. “We once held dominion over all of it. Full control over our creation. But as time went on—”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake.” Sayana ran a hand through her hair. “I don’t need the whole story right now, just please tell me what I need to—’

“You will be silent.”

She looked into those black eyes, and got a flash of the feeling she had before: of being as small as a speck of dust. Grains of sand were blowing around her feet, although there wasn’t a breath of wind. The pool was rippling steadily now.

And Sayana laughed.

Maybe once, she would have cowered, knelt at his feet. But that was before she’d crossed the entire Tapestry, the mountains and the desert that surrounded it. That was the old her. The new Sayana didn’t give a shit.

“You can’t do anything to me, can you?” She waved at the world around her. “That’s where you were going with that little story, wasn’t it? Maybe you were all-powerful once, you and… I’m just going to keep calling her Mother Earth because I genuinely cannot be bothered to find a new name for her. Maybe once you could strike me dead, but you can’t any more, can you?”

A cold feeling was blooming in her chest, as if her heart was starting to ice up. She was starting to get an idea of what this… this being wanted.

“You are correct that our dominion over this world has… faded.” His tone was icy, determined, and she realised he intended to tell her the story whether she wanted to hear it or not. “At first, humanity all across this realm worshipped us, as was right and proper. But over centuries and millennia, that devotion began to waver. You stopped truly believing.”

“What are you talking about?” Sayana frowned. “Of course we—”

“The Tapestry, your land, is our finest creation. The jewel in our crown. And it is true that some of the people in your land still believe in us. But elsewhere… elsewhere, we are nothing. The rest of the world has forgotten its true creators.

“I could not let that stand. I believed that if we devoted ourselves to the Tapestry, focused on building our power there, the rest of the world would come back to us. My counterpart… disagreed. She tried to stop me.”

Sayana wanted to do the same thing, because at any moment, she was simply going to collapse onto the sand and pass out. But to her surprise, and despite her saying she didn’t need the whole story…

She wanted to know.

Needed to know.

It kept her standing. For now.

“As my counterpart and I quarrelled,” Father Sky said, “we found that we could not retain our grip on our creation. Your devotion faded, and our powers with it. My counterpart lost control over the earth. And over time, my creatures of the sky lost their wings. Became smaller. They made their homes in the mountains, and they forgot what they used to be.”

Sayana stared at him. “The araatan,” she murmured. “They’re yours.”

“Indeed. My greatest creation.” He inhaled a long, slow breath. “My counterpart blames me. Came to hate me, in fact. They are bitter and vengeful, and they never forgave me for what I did, even though it was the only way. For thousands of years, we have had only the tiniest fraction of our power left.

“And things would have remained that way, until your new Khan began to populate the mountains with his soldiers. Until he forced the araatan into the grasslands. I admit: I had no idea that you would try to tame them. I could only watch, unable to do anything. I knew you had a part to play – which is why I intervened when your life was threatened, in the only way I could.”

“Yeah?” Sayana’s leg hurt less now, but she was still brutally uncomfortable. She shifted in place, wincing. “Why only that time? You know how many times over the past year I’ve nearly gotten myself killed?”

A little hint of his irritation snuck back into his expression. Sayana had a strong sense that this time it had nothing to do with her.

“Let me guess,” she said. There was a curious metallic taste in her mouth, as if she’d bitten her tongue. “You can’t do much more than send visions, can you?”

“I am a vision now,” he said simply.

When she just stared at him, he pursed his lips, as if he’d rather not explain at all. “You see me as human,” he said. “This place is real enough, but if you were to strike me, your blade would meet only air.”

He shrugged. “It takes everything I have to send even the smallest vision. You were very lucky that when your life was threatened, in that moment with the group of nomads, you were somewhere where I could intervene. After all, you had many miles to walk.”

“Bit hard to walk those miles when you get stabbed in the leg by a fucking tree. So have you sent… visions to anyone else? Got them to come here? Surely we’re not the first to—”

“I could not,” he said. “Not until you formed bonds with my araatan.”

“What?”

“Each beast carries part of me inside them,” he went on, as if she hadn’t spoken. “Without them, my connection to this world would be much less than it is already. My counterpart knew this. The mountains are a place where neither of us held sway; a neutral zone, of sorts. Halfway between earth, and sky. I could not influence my araatan, but neither could my counterpart—”

“Mother Earth.”

“My counterpart… when the beasts left the mountains and entered the grasslands, they saw an opportunity. An opportunity to weaken my hold on this world even further. Perhaps take back full control for themselves.”

Sayana closed her eyes, dipping her chin to her chest. “Mother Earth made them sick,” she mumbled.

The callousness of it, the pettiness, was just breathtaking. The araatan were among the most brilliant and beautiful creatures Sayana had ever come across. They were magnificent. And now one of the Weavers had tried to kill them, because of… because of fucking creative differences?

It didn’t seem possible that the two gods could have collaborated on anything. That they could have built something as amazing as the Tapestry, and then just toyed with it, used the beasts who lived there as pieces in a game.

All things considered, it was a very good thing that Mother Earth wasn’t the deity standing in front of Sayana. It was probably impossible for her to kill a god, but she would have given it a damn good try.

More questions came to the front of her mind, and this time, she found she actually wanted them answered. “Why us then? Me, and my clan. What do we have to do with any of this? Why did you need us anyway? Couldn’t you have just—” she waved her hand “—summoned your araatan back to you?”

“They are diminished. I cannot compel them any more than I can command a bird of the air. They do as they will now, and if I had tried to bring them here, they would not have understood.”

“But we did. You planted a nice little vision in our heads. Well done. But why not Tuya?” She did what she thought was a good job of ignoring the desperate little hitch in her voice. “Why didn’t she get the same vision? She was as much a part of this as we were.”

“I looked for your friend,” he said. “The one who commands eagles, but she was out of my reach.”

The mountains. Hadn’t he called them a… a neutral zone? Maybe, if Tuya was inside a mine, deep inside them… maybe he simply couldn’t find her.

“Just… sorry, hold on.” Sayana squeezed her eyes shut. “Mother Earth’s power nearly knocked us off the mountainside.”

“They have their ways,” he replied. “They are cunning. Perhaps they found a way – a physical object, perhaps, one that could be wielded by a worshipper. A stone, or a jewel – that would suffice, I think. It is the equivalent of this pool.” He nodded at the dark water. “A source of power. The only power left to us.”

“Tell me this though: why give the power to Erhi? Why her?”

Now that the bitch’s name was out in the world, she found she really wanted to know. Because what was the point? Did he not know they’d split?

“The five of you tamed my creations,” he said. “Even I don’t fully understand the nature of the connection you all share with them.”

He gazed up towards the top of the dune, as if expecting Erhi to suddenly come marching over the top of it. “She appears to have taken the path offered by my counterpart.”

“That… that red flame shit.”

She thought back to the vision, the pool turning crimson, and shuddered

“My counterpa—” He saw her about to tell him to fuck off, and sighed. “Mother Earth, then. They have control over the dust and the rocks and the soil. I will admit, their ways are sometimes shrouded, even to me. They are… unusual.”

“No, hold on.” Sayana squeezed her eyes shut, trying to wrangle the dozen questions she had into some form that would actually make sense. “Why wait? Why only send us this vision now? It’s been all winter – we’ve been riding araatan for months now. Why—”

“Would you have listened?” he asked simply.

She stared at him.

“Would you have gone on this journey, through mountains and desert, if your araatan were strong and healthy? Would you have obeyed? Perhaps your clan would have rejected the vision, maybe even abandoned the beasts entirely.”

“We would never.” Sayana thought of Princess then, hating the surge of despair that ran through her. But she was beginning to understand this Weaver more and more. How cold and hard he really was. No wonder Mother Earth hates your fucking guts.

Her eyes went wide. “What about Khunbish?”

A strange energy had crept into Sayana’s body – she wasn’t nearly as tired now. “You’ve been talking to her for nearly twenty years,” she went on. “She’s devoted her life to you. Couldn’t you have told her all of this ages ago?”

“Khunbish.” He said the name as if it tasted strange. “One of your fellow raiders, yes?”

Sayana’s mouth fell open. “You… She swore an oath to you. She said you would help her if… if she brought you something pure…” Words failed her.

He shrugged again. “As I said, it is only recently that I became able to communicate with you, and your fellow raiders. I know of no oath.”

Sayana’s gut actually twisted, her stomach lurching. If this… thing… was telling the truth, then Khun had never been offered immortality. She’d just been driven mad when she hadn’t been able to save her family.

But right then, a far more important thought crept into her mind. One that brought with it a slow, simmering anger.

“Khun was terrified,” Sayana whispered.

“Of?”

“Of you.” Sayana lifted her eyes to him. “Her oath, she… she thought you would…”

And now the anger was coming out, twisting her face into an ugly shape. This creature, this monster, could have told Khun the truth. He could have freed her. It would have hurt Sayana’s friend, hurt her badly… but it would also have let her move on.

Father Sky had let Khunbish live in fear. She was a pawn to him, nothing more. It was obscene. Monstrous.

And yet, even as the fury built and built, she realised: he didn’t care. And nothing she said would ever change that. Make him feel pity for Khun? She might as well try to become a Weaver herself.

“What happens if one of you wins?” she said, her lips barely moved.

“Wins?” Said as if he didn’t understand the word.

“Let’s say… the araatan die. Mother Earth wins. What does she get?”

“It will weaken me to a point where they can begin to regain control. Full dominance.”

“But what does that mean? What does it look like?”

“More of you worshipping them. Praising their name. Believing in them. More and more, able to shape the Tapestry as they see fit.”

Sayana had been going for a long time. It seemed very unfair that at this point in the journey, after everything she’d been through, she should be asked to wrap her head around all of this. What did any of that even mean? Shaping the Tapestry how?

“We already worship both of you,” she said. “Everyone in the Tapestry – well, almost everyone – they praise your name. Everyone knows you two created the place.”

“You say our names, you invoke us, but you do not think about us. You do not truly believe in us. You pay no thought to the ground you walk on, or the sky you look up to, even though both were painstakingly created from dust. Even though there is nothing like it in the entire history of creation. To you, we are words you say when you are angry, or thankful, or joking with one another. Said once, forgotten until the next time.”

He lifted his chin at her. “I will regain my power. Wipe my counterpart from existence, and be known to all as the true creator. Not just the Tapestry: the entire world. All of creation will devote their lives to me, above all else.”

He gave a small, indulgent smile. There and gone, in an instant. “What is an artist, after all, if he cannot live through his own art? What is a Weaver, if those who look upon his weaving barely think of him at all?”







Sixty-One

Erhi

Chimeg was pinned under the fallen araatan. Her legs were crushed underneath it. The lizard’s body was still twitching, blood still oozing from the arrow wound on its neck.

Erhi had no idea where Hogelun and Khun were, but right now, that didn’t matter. She dismounted, sliding off her moving horse without thinking. The beast immediately veered away, as if it couldn’t wait to be somewhere else.

Erhi barely noticed; she was desperate to get to the Chief.

She had seen warriors pinned like Chimeg was, under horses and under boulders. There was no coming back from that. But it would be a long, lingering death. Long enough, perhaps, for Chimeg to realise the Rakada had lost everything.

Only: if one of the Khan’s soldiers got to her first…

Erhi couldn’t trust them to leave Chimeg alive. She scanned the battlefield in front of her, noting several soldiers with their backs to her as they approached the araatan. Slowly, hesitantly – as if they weren’t quite sure it was really dead.

Chimeg watched them come, face twisted in anguish and pain, stretching for her spear. The weapon lay much too far away.

Erhi moved from a jog to a run to a sprint. She shot past the soldiers – there were perhaps ten in all – and spun to face them. The bow in her hands was someone else’s, stolen, unfamiliar, but it didn’t matter. She raised it, arrow fletching just touching her cheek, grip thumb and knuckles. Aiming right at the Khan’s soldiers.

They stared at her in shock – shock which quickly gave way to anger. Of course: they thought she was switching sides. Protecting her former Chief. Even if they didn’t, even if they had no idea of her past, they knew what it meant when someone pointed an arrow at them.

So Erhi did the only thing she could think to do. Faced with attackers who didn’t know sign, and with her hands on her weapon, she opened her mouth, and spoke.

“She’s mine.”

Weavers, she hated the sound of her voice. Even muffled and dull, it felt like it reached down into her stomach and twisted.

But it worked. The soldiers heard the words, saw her wild eyes, and came to a halt. Staring at her, suspicious… but compliant. For now.

She waited a beat, then lowered her bow. Turned to face Chimeg. Finally, she was going to look this woman in the face, make her—

There was a twitch of air against the back of her neck. The tiniest breath.

Erhi ducked. She did it without thinking, her body obeying more than a decade of life as a soldier and then a raider, aware of approaching death before she even knew it was there. The sabre sliced the air above her, and she rolled, coming up snarling, blinking sweat out of her eyes.

At first, she thought that one of the soldiers had decided to do something stupid. But her attacker wasn’t dressed like a soldier.

She’d only seem him at a distance, back when Temujin had collapsed that rock shelf. He’d been riding one of the araatan, sitting behind Hogelun. He was filthy, streaked with blood from a dozen cuts. His dark skin ran with sweat, and he had the most ridiculous moustache.

As Erhi scrambled to her feet, he set his own in a combat stance. “You shall not,” he boomed, levelling his sabre at her.

She had no fucking idea who this person was, or why he rode with the Rakada. But she didn’t have time for this. Before he’d even gotten his sabre up, she nocked her arrow, and loosed.

It was almost point-blank range. But at the very last second, a stinging dot of sweat ran into her eyes. It made her twitch the arrow ever so slightly, and it shot past his right shoulder. In the next instant, he was on her.

She’d never seen anyone fight like him. He moved like a dancer, each move flowing into the next, each one matched to a rhythm.

Erhi had never had much use for music.

She threw her bow away – it was useless now – and scrabbled in her sash for the dagger, the same one she’d slit Solongo’s throat with. Which wasn’t going to be worth a damn thing either – not against a long sword, not unless you were Khunbish and you completely upended the rules of combat.

There was no convenient discarded sabre. And Erhi knew, without looking, that none of the soldiers were going to help her.

Fine.

She let the man come, dodging sideways, circling, hunting for an opening. If she could get close… only, he was simply too fast. He pressed his attack, never leaving a space, a whirling storm of steel. Cuts opened in her forearm, a shallow one on her the knuckle of her right index finger.

This couldn’t be how it ended. Slowly bleeding out, weak and exhausted, slain by someone she didn’t even know. Before she even had a chance to look Chimeg in the eyes.

There had to be a weakness. There had to. Could she retrieve her bow somehow? Get some distance, line up a shot?

And just like that, as the man advanced on her again, she had her answer.

She’d been paying attention to the area around her feet, making sure she didn’t trip over a body or lose her footing in the soft sand. More muscle memory, something earned through years of fighting. She was aware, without looking, that there was an obstacle less than a foot behind her left ankle. Without taking her eyes from the strange man, she took a half-step backwards.

Tripped, and fell.

She didn’t even have to work very hard to make it look real. She crashed to the ground, awkward, ungainly, and the man yelled in triumph, stepping towards her and lifting his sabre, spinning it to plunge into her chest.

If she really had tripped by accident, if she was still recovering, trying to scrabble backwards on the sand, then he would have had her. But she’d been able to control her landing, brace herself for the hit.

Precision. Focus.

In the instant before he brought the sabre down, Erhi flipped the dagger at his sword arm.

She knew there was no chance of it sticking. Even at short range, throwing a knife so it landed point first in your target was almost impossible. But the edge of the blade scored a red line across the back of his hand. He managed to hold onto the sabre, but grunted in pain – and the split-second pause gave Erhi the opening she needed.

She launched herself upright, exploding off the ground. He got his off-arm up, but she was simply too quick. Her elbow shattered his nose, soaked his moustache in blood. From somewhere distant, in another universe, Chimeg was shouting.

Her hand over his. Both of them fighting for the blade. They went down, crashing into the sand, rolling, each of them spitting and snarling and trying to force the other off.

For a few horrifying seconds, Erhi thought he would overpower her. He clawed at her face, his nails opening up a gash in her cheek, and she screamed.

He wrenched away from her, finally dislodging her grip on his sword arm. She put out her hand for balance—

—and found the dagger. Hilt-down in the soft sand.

As the man got to one knee, she whipped the blade through the air, and buried it in the side of his neck.

His eyes went wide, trembling hand going to the blade, fighting with the slick blood to get a purchase on it. As Erhi watched, breath burning a hole in her throat, his eyes clouded, and he fell.

Erhi rolled out of the way. Got to her knees, blood pounding in her ears. She barely noticed the man die. She was looking towards Chimeg, who was going absolutely nuts, screaming, snarling, desperately trying to twist out from underneath the lizard’s body.

Who had the man been to her? Were they friends? Lovers? Erhi didn’t know, and was comfortable with the fact that she never would. He didn’t matter.

She sent a venomous look at the soldiers, none of whom had even tried to help her. Wisely, they decided not to move in now. Erhi took a halting step. Another. Legs shaking, chest rising and falling. And a moment later, she stood over her former Chief.

Chimeg gazed up at her, bloody teeth bared. There was pain in her eyes, delicious pain, the loss of the man (whoever he’d been) driven deep into her like an iron stake. But somehow, she managed to push past it. Managed to focus on Erhi.

The way she was pinned, it was difficult for her to sign, but it didn’t matter. Erhi caught her words just fine.

“I had a whole speech prepared for you,” she said. “You know. If we ever met again. You betrayed us, how could you, blah blah blah.”

“Where’s Hogelun?” Erhi signed.

Blood trickled from the side of Chimeg’s mouth as she grinned up at the archer. She looked over at the body of the man Erhi had killed, her expression unreadable, then back up.

“Now that I’m here though?” Chimeg chewed the inside of her cheek, spat a bloody gob onto the dirt. “You’re not fucking worth it.”

Erhi just smiled.

The Chief wasn’t going to tell her where Hogelun was – if she even knew at all, in the chaos of the battle. And now that she’d gotten a closer look, Erhi saw that Chimeg really was dying. It wasn’t just her legs crushed; it was her pelvis as well. It was a miracle she was still alive now.

Erhi reached down, gripped a fistful of the Chief’s black hair. Pulled her head back. And because she’d done it once already, she used her hated voice again.

“You took everything from me,” she said.

Chimeg glared up at her. 

“You’re going to watch,” Erhi told her. “You, and Hogelun, and everyone else.”

She threw the Chief down, then stood. Turned to the soldiers, ready to—

None of them were even looking at her. Instead, they were all staring at something on her right.

There was an old man fighting two of the soldiers. Wild white hair, crazed eyes, robes torn and shredded. He was swinging a sabre, trying to get through the soldiers, as if to rush to the body of the man Erhi had killed. They looked similar – same skin tone and features. The anguish on the man’s face was brutal, like his entire world had gone dark.

Erhi looked past him, and her mouth fell open.

Hogelun. Swinging her club wide, knocking a horse’s legs out from underneath it. The animal fell, mouth open in a scream, and Hogelun brought the weapon up and smashed its rider to pieces.

Before she could blink, Erhi’s bow was in her hands again. Fingers pulling an arrow from her quiver. Hogelun hadn’t noticed she was there. She was fighting three soldiers at once now, all of them dancing out of range of her club.

Erhi found herself studying the big Rakada – it was, after all, many months since she’d seen her up close. She’d changed her hair, grown it out a little, but otherwise…

Otherwise, she was the same Hogs.

The same Hogs who’d worshipped the ground she walked on, who’d once done everything she’d asked. The same Hogs who should have been by her side, no matter what happened.

The same Hogelun who had betrayed her. Who had rejected the new life Erhi had offered.

Before Erhi could do anything, before she could take a single step, a shadow fell over her. A big one. In the same instant, she became aware of the soldiers looking at something above her. Panic on their faces.

Khun’s araatan had climbed onto the body of the dead one, crouched protectively over it. The araatan weren’t much for facial expressions, but Erhi fancied she could read this one: pure, reptilian rage.

Khun hung from a spine on its neck. Soaked in blood, waving one of her knives in the air. Erhi hadn’t the faintest idea where the woman had come from, or how she’d gotten all the way over here. It hardly mattered. She might no longer be in the Rakada, but she had seen that particular look on Khun’s face before.

At Erhi’s feet, Chimeg was laughing.

Still, she held her ground. Climbing on top of the dead lizard had been a supremely foolish move. Even in the dust cloud, the beast was a tempting target. And in the next few seconds, the Khan was going to send one of his arrows, shrouded in red flame, right up this creature’s throat.

Erhi looked over her shoulder and spotted the arrow immediately. A black shape streaking through the sky. Only…

There was no flame.

Nothing to steer the bolt.

And whoever had aimed it had done a piss-poor job. It didn’t even come close to hitting Khun and her araatan. It shot past on the beast’s right; Khun didn’t even appear to notice.

It had been no more than about five seconds since she and her lizard had appeared, but to Erhi, it felt like an eternity. A second bolt came, this one a little closer, but still missing – and still with no red flame shrouding it.

What was the Khan doing? Where was he?

Both lizard and human found her. Snapped their gazes in her direction. Erhi took a step back, then another. As the lizard leaped, as it flung itself into the air, jaws wide, ready to snap closed, Erhi ran. Shoving soldiers out of the way, nearly tripping on the bloody, torn-up sand.

Where the fuck is the Khan?







Sixty-Two

Sayana

What is a Weaver, if those who look upon his weaving barely think of him at all?

Sayana had no answer.

For any of it.

Father Sky hadn’t brought her here because he wanted to help her. He didn’t care about the Rakada, or even his beloved araatan. He just cared about control. About being worshipped.

What would the Tapestry look like, if he won? Or Mother Earth did? When everyone’s devotion powered them?

What would they do, to keep that devotion coming? What would happen to those who refused?

Sayana didn’t know. She’d had plenty of religious instruction, growing up in the palace, and was starting to wish she’d asked her tutors more questions.

If she left now, turned away, then Father Sky wouldn’t win. But Mother Earth might. If the Rakada couldn’t stop Erhi and her army from reaching the pool, the Tapestry would still suffer the same fate – just under a different god.

She thought of Toothy, then. Toothy, and Sponge, and Birdy – Chimeg’s lizard.

If she was going to save them, if that was the only thing she could salvage… then the fucker deserved a name.

“Fine,” she snapped.

“You mean to say—”

“Uh-huh.” She waved at him, the pool, that perfect, dark sky. “How do we do this? Tell me how to save our araatan.”

“This is not something you should undertake lightly.”

“For fuck’s sake. Do you want people to worship you or not?”

“You wish to heal the araatan?”

“Yup.”

“Give me primacy over the Tapestry?”

“If it stops you talking, sure.”

“If I am to heal the creatures, then I will need far greater power. This form, this… vision.” He gestured to his own body. “It is not sufficient. It can affect nothing.”

“What in the nine hells are you…”

His meaning hit Sayana like a mountain crashing down on her head.

“Me?”

“You will be my vessel. My hands, and my eyes. You will carry out my will in my Tapestry. All you need do is drink from the pool.”

“You’re going to possess me,” Sayana said faintly.

“Think of it as…” He tapped a finger on his soft lips. “An artistic collaboration. Let us take your raw material and create something even greater.”

Sayana put a fist to her mouth.

If she wanted to heal the araatan, save her friends… she had to let this creature inside her. Let him control her.

If she didn’t, she might still be herself. But everyone she loved would die.

She couldn’t help but think back to that meeting in the raider camp. Only a few weeks ago, although it felt like years. The thousand problems they had faced, the threats from all sides. The thorny knots she couldn’t even think how to untangle. Her father, making it all so much worse. And then the araatan had gotten sick, and there’d been the vision.

And she’d just latched right onto it, hadn’t she? Because for once, it was a problem she knew how to solve.

Not any more.

She stared at Father Sky over the top of her fist. Wondered what would happen if she drove it into his face.

Nothing. Nothing would happen. He’s not even really there.

Beneath the starry sky, gentle ripples broke across the pool’s surface.

It should have been an easy decision. If you were prepared to kill for your clan, then you should damn well be prepared to die for them, otherwise there was no point. If it came down to her death, or that of the araatan and the Rakada, then Sayana would sacrifice herself in a second.

But that was the problem, wasn’t it? This wasn’t death. This wasn’t a sabre in the chest or an arrow in the neck. This was much, much worse. She’d be locked inside herself, powerless, her body doing whatever this god told it to.

But if she didn’t drink from the pool…

Then it was all gone. All of it. Everything she and the Rakada had fought for. Every araatan: dead.

Father Sky cocked his head, as if he knew what she was thinking. “You will be at peace,” he said. “You will not even be aware. Once you are my avatar, you will drift in a dark, dreamless sleep.” He clasped his hands at his waist. “There are souls in the nine hells who would give everything for such a fate.”

Sayana stared at the pool. At that deep emerald water, with its million pinpricks of reflected stars.

You can save them.

But still, she didn’t move.

“Time here is different, as you say.” The Weaver looked around him, scuffed a boot gently in the sand. “But it still progresses. You will not have forever to decide.”

The energy went out of Sayana then. She could rage, she could scream… and it wouldn’t matter.

She’d woven herself a story about how getting to the Eye of the Desert would fix everything. How it would let her dispense with every problem in her path. She never once considered – or hadn’t wanted to consider – what it would actually mean.

There was no choice here. None at all. She wouldn’t survive any sort of journey back. If she didn’t drink from the pool, then she would die as well.

She thought of the Rakada then. Brought their faces to the front of her mind.

“You don’t touch them,” she snarled at the Weaver, not bothering to tell him who she was talking about. She had a feeling he knew already. “You forget they exist. You let them ride free.”

He said nothing. Her gaze bore into him until he nodded, the slightest incline of the chin.

It would have to be enough.

She took a step towards the water—

“No!” Father Sky snapped.

Sayana turned to glare at him, about to ask what the fuck his problem was now. But he was staring past her, those black eyes flashing. “Stay back. You are not welcome here.”

Sayana looked over her shoulder, and stared.

Her father came down the dune towards them. He wore his full golden armour over a crimson deel, a curtain of mail from his conical helmet hanging around his neck. Desert dust caked his armour, his boots. He was limping slightly, blood crusting his upper lip, as if he’d had to fight his way to this place.

In his right hand, he held his sabre. Jewel-encrusted hilt glimmering in the light of the moon. In his left, red flame curled around his fist.

Sayana took a step back, horror roaring up from inside her. Because if he was here, then the Rakada were…

No. She wouldn’t entertain that, not for a second. If he were here, if he’d stepped out of time like she had, then it was only because he’d run from the battle. And if the red flame was here with him, then maybe there was still a chance.

For the Rakada, if not for her.

“Daughter,” the Khan boomed, striding down the sand towards them. He glanced at Father Sky, irritated, as if he was merely a distraction, then back at Sayana. “Stand aside.”

Sayana opened her mouth – and realised she had nothing to say to this man.

Not a single thing.

Not a single insult or question or quip.

Didn’t matter that he’d spent much of his existence, after she left the palace, trying to wipe her out – or at least, getting his soldiers to do so. Didn’t matter that they were blood; as far as she was concerned, he wasn’t her father and never would be.

She didn’t owe him anything. She didn’t owe him her fear, or her anger. He wasn’t trying to wipe out the araatan and take control of the Tapestry so that he could bring her back to the palace, or make her bow to him, or satisfy a grudge. He would be doing it even if she’d never existed. Simply because he was the Khan, and he believed the entire Tapestry was his by right.

There wasn’t a single thing she could say to him that could get him to turn around and go home.

So why bother?

It did piss her off, just a little, that he still thought she would obey him because of the whole daughter thing. That was dumb.

Well, he’d made a bad mistake. He might have that red flame shit, but this was Father Sky’s domain. And look at that: the other Weaver was right there. Standing just behind her. Maybe she would figure out another solution for this absolute shitshow while she was—

“Stop him,” Father Sky snapped, as the Khan reached the bottom of the dune.

She swivelled her head towards him. “What do you mean, stop him?”

“He cannot reach the pool. If the stone touches it, it will be corrupted for eternity.”

Sayana didn’t know what the stone was, and didn’t much care at that point. “Sorry, just to be clear: you’re an all-powerful god, and you want me to stop him?”

“I am insubstantial. You are my only defence.”

Her father was less than fifty feet away, hitching a little with his limp, but marching towards them. Eyes flashing in triumph.

Father Sky actually looked scared. Sayana had never been both satisfied and terrified at the same time, but she got a good dose of it now. “You will have to stand in his way.”

In something approaching panic, Sayana waved wildly at her injured leg.

“Then get the stone away from him,” the Weaver spat.

“What fucking stone?”

But the Weaver had said something about that, hadn’t he? Said that was how Mother Earth would use her powers…

“You should have stayed in the palace, daughter.” Her father raised his weapon. Twenty feet away now. “Step aside, and I will let you live.”

“Stop!” Father Sky bellowed. His black eyes flashed, the wind picking up, the water in the pool rolling.

There wasn’t a single thing Sayana could do to get in her father’s way. She could barely move, barely keep herself upright. And here was a god, a Weaver, telling her it was her responsibility to fix this? To fight?

She didn’t even have a sabre, she realised, didn’t have a single weapon or—

She looked down at her left wrist.

At Arjun’s crossbow.

Sayana ripped one of the tiny bolts from its sheath, struggling to jam it into the launching slot. She hadn’t done this before, hadn’t practised. Her fingers felt ten times their regular size.

The Khan picked up his pace, that red flame flickering. He threw it outwards, shot it past her, making her jump. It buried itself in the sand at the water’s edge, those tendrils ripping out across the shoreline. Father Sky grunted, but that was all, and the flame faded.

Her father, Etugen, the Great Khan, began to run. Forcing his way past his limp, lifting his sabre as he bore down on his daughter.

At the last second, Sayana jammed the bolt home. Swung her arm upwards, pointing it at his neck.

How do you fire, how the fuck do you—

But as she made a fist, squeezed the leather strap across her palm, a hidden spring contracted. There was a pang as the bolt rocketed out of its chamber.

Her aim was perfect. Somehow, her arm was steady as she fired.

But at the very last instant, the Khan seemed to understand what was about to happen. Stepped very slightly to his right.

The little bolt bounced off the armour at his collarbone. Whirled away into the night.

Sayana managed to duck Etugen’s first swing, eyes huge, the blade passing an inch over her head. Her legs gave way, and she crashed to the ground. The Khan shouted, triumphant, as he drove the point of his sabre towards her.







Sixty-Three

Hogelun

They’d smashed all the launchers. Every last one. They’d killed dozens of soldiers, mounted and unmounted. They didn’t have to worry about that red flame shit any more.

And they were still going to lose.

Hogelun had been in too many scraps in her life, too many close calls, and she knew what winning looked like. This wasn’t it. The Rakada, and Arjun, who was somehow still alive – plus one araatan… it just wasn’t enough. There were too many soldiers around them, too many threats. For each one they cut down, more appeared.

She and Arjun had gotten separated – she had no idea where the old man was now, couldn’t see him in the chaos, the swirling dust clouds. She kept swinging. Kept sweeping her club before her, knocking anything that came her way into the next life. It was all she could think to do. She lost herself to the battle. Cuts and bruises covered what felt like every inch of her body, sweat and blood crusting her skin. Where was Chimeg? What the fuck was the Chief doing?

Khun wasn’t with Sponge Bath any more – Hogelun didn’t know how the two had gotten separated, and didn’t have breath to ask. Hogelun had seen the lizard clamber onto Chimeg’s araatan, spring off, chasing… someone. Now, here was Khun, the older raider was wailing, jabbering, her knives moving in a silver blur.

She kept moving, doing her best to dodge any arrows shot her way. There weren’t many; the soldiers were too close together, and it would have been too easy for the archers to hit one of them instead of the Rakada.

Two warriors came at Hogelun, trying to flank her, oversized sabres held ready. She bared her teeth, a white slash in a face caked with blood. Jabbed at one with the head of her club, making him step back. Immediately swung the other direction, taking the second by surprise, knocking his legs out from underneath him, relishing the crack of his kneecaps. He fell, and she brought her club around in a huge overhead strike.

One down. Two thousand to go.

She turned to take out the first soldier, but Khun was already there, slicing him to pieces, snarling and screaming. Somewhere in the distance, too far away to matter, Sponge Bath roared.

She was going to die here. They all were. In this fucking desert, which should be hot but was somehow freezing cold. Far from home. She hated that, hated the very idea of it, but to her surprise, she found that the dying part didn’t bother her as much. You had to go sometime, right?

What made her sad was what she was going to miss. She would never again cook up another batch of her antelope stew for the clan. Never precisely judge the mix of herbs and salt to get the flavour right. She was never going to play another game of shagai with Chimeg, or tease Sayana about still relying on twin sabres to fight, or try to decipher Khun’s nonsense.

She would never see Tooth Monster again.

Hogelun was sure Erhi was here, she had to be… but whenever Hogs thought of her, it was at the edge of her mind. A ghost, a faint whisper. She supposed she would die without ever crossing paths with the archer, and maybe that was for the best.

She’d had her back to Chimeg’s fallen lizard. A gap opened up in the attack – a few seconds where no more soldiers were coming at her – and Hogelun finally turned. Sure she was going to see Chimeg behind her.

And she did.

The noise of the battle faded into nothing, and for an instant, Hogelun just stared.

At Jai.

At her Chief, under the araatan’s body.

Hogelun ran. Passing Jai’s body – a knife in his throat, long gone. There was a single streak of fresh blood on his cheek, as if he’d tried to pull the dagger out, his fingers brushing his face. A detail that Hogs knew she would remember for the rest of her life, even if that life was measured in minutes. In the back of her mind, she wondered where Arjun was. If he knew.

But she couldn’t stop. Because Chimeg—

Chimeg was still moving.

Fingers clawing weakly at the sand.

Hogelun skidded to her knees next to the Chief. Her mind at that moment could contain only one thought, and that one thought was: get her out.

But the second she tried to pull Chimeg free, the woman let out an agonised moan. The sound so full of pain and despair that Hogelun let go in horror. She couldn’t see below Chimeg’s waist, didn’t want to look, knew only that there was blood down there, so much blood. The white flash of bone.

She had to do something. “Khun!” she shrieked. “Arjun! Sayana!” Forgetting, for a moment, that Sayana was no longer with them.

Fine. No problem. She’d figure out something else. Where the fuck was Khun? The woman had been right there with her. She squinted into the dust, couldn’t see the older raider. OK, she’d do it herself, she’d—

A hand on the side of her neck. Fingers sticky with blood. The Chief was lying on her stomach, but twisted her head to gaze up at Hogelun. The skin on her face had gone completely white.

“Ho…” she breathed.

Hogelun reached up, gripping Chimeg’s hand. “Chief. Chief, tell me what to do.”

“Hogs…”

“Tell me what to do.” Her words came out in loud, panicked gasps. Tears soaking her face. “Please.”

But Chimeg was gone.

Her hand limp in Hogelun’s. The light vanished from her eyes.

There was a feeling building, deep in Hogelun’s gut. It wasn’t nausea, exactly, or pain. It was a great and hollow burn, something that seemed to come from her very core. She clutched her stomach with her free hand, driving her forearm in, then bent around it. A moan burst out of her as Chimeg’s hand fell to the ground, and that moan became a sob, and that sob tried to become a scream but she had no breath in her lungs and she couldn’t see and she couldn’t think and she wanted to grab the Chief and shake and pull and wake her up and it wouldn’t matter.

None of it would.

Hogelun didn’t remember getting to her feet. She had no recollection at all of returning to the fight. It just… was.

Fighting was what she did, after all.

She was… somewhere, on the vast battlefield. The dust cloud had settled, and a horse was riding at her across the sand, the warrior on its back leaning down to cut her in two with a huge sabre swing. Hogelun snarled, and flung her club. Smack into the rider, toppling him off his mount, sabre flying.

She sidestepped the panicked horse to go after her club, but before she’d taken two steps, someone sliced a chunk out of the back of her leg. She fell, grunting in surprised pain.

Sponge Bath, roaring – closer this time. Maybe he really would come and save them. Buy them just a little more time. Hogelun had the sense that he would keep fighting long after she, Khun and Arjun were gone.

The roar came again, and something flickered in Hogelun’s mind.

She’d gotten to know the noises the araatan made, over the past few months. Toothy’s rumbles. Sponge Bath’s shrieking little chitters. The high-pitched, angry snarl from Chimeg’s lizard. Princess, of course, who had a roar that could shatter rocks.

And she could have sworn…

A shape was thundering towards them across the battlefield, cresting a dune, huge and angry. Hogelun knew who it was, it couldn’t be anyone else, but she didn’t believe it. Couldn’t believe it.

The battle seemed to slow as the soldiers around Hogelun realised what was happening. One of them, who’d been about to skewer Hogs in the throat, actually dropped his sabre, taking a stuttering step backwards. Hogelun could only stare in wonder as Princess – big as life, mouth open, teeth and tongue flashing – came rolling down the dune towards them.

The lizard looked like absolute shit. Every inch of her crusted with desert sand. Several scales missing. Tail rotted away to almost nothing. Lone remaining eye rolled in a socket, yellow and feral. She looked as if she didn’t know where she was.

Tuya was standing on the lizard’s back. Knees bent, rocking from side to side, matching the beast’s motion. Beaten up, exhausted, furious. Bow out, nocking and firing, turning, doing it again as Princess crashed into the ranks of soldiers, shredding, tearing, huge body sweeping them aside.

Before she knew what she was doing, Hogelun screamed: an incoherent, uneven howl. It ripped its way out of her chest like an animal; she lifted her club in the air, as if the battle was already won. As if Chimeg and Jai weren’t lying dead in the dust.

It wasn’t. Because even as Tuya looked in her direction, Princess lurched towards her. The air above Hogelun was suddenly filled with giant, angry lizard.

She ducked, rolling, moving between Princess’s feet and coming up underneath her belly. She did it on instinct, reading the lizard’s movements. As she came up to standing, the lizard shot past her, continuing her rampage through the soldiers.

She glanced to her left, and Khun looked back at her. Arjun behind the older Rakada, staring in bewilderment at the chaos left in Princess’s wake.

Hogelun had absolutely no idea where they’d come from.

She lifted her club, pointing the stone head right at Khunbish. The other raider lifted her knife, licked the blood off the blade.

And as one, the two of them plunged back into the battle, side by side, Arjun on their heels, following in Princess’s wake.







Sixty-Four

Sayana

Sayana would have greatly preferred not to find out how much it hurt to roll across the ground with one fucked-up leg.

It was, however, better than getting skewered through the chest with an enormous ceremonial sabre. Which was what slammed into the sand a split second after she rolled away.

The Khan roared, wrenching his blade free. She managed to get her leg underneath her, her good one, just in time for him to kick her hard in the shoulder. This time, the pain from her thigh was so huge that she almost blacked out.

She had the strangest thought, then: he didn’t actually need to kill her. If he went to the pool, now, there wasn’t a single thing she could do to stop him. She could barely stand, let alone walk.

But he didn’t care. She’d stood up to him, stopped his takeover of the Tapestry, and he couldn’t have that. She got a look at his eyes then – in that moment, she didn’t even think he knew who she was. She was just someone in his way.

Sayana grabbed a handful of sand, and threw it into his face. As he twisted away, she lashed out with her good leg, aiming right for his ankle. It didn’t knock him over – just unbalanced him.

She kicked him in the ankle again, then a third time. Hammering at him as fast as she could. He didn’t topple, but he did go down to one knee.

All that armour protected him, but it was also heavy. He couldn’t rise as fast as she could, and oh, would she have loved to take advantage of that: drive a knee into his face, or rip that oversized sabre away. No chance of that. Sayana scrambled backwards on the sand, trying to give herself space, doing everything she could to catch her breath.

Somehow, she managed to find her feet, right as Etugen surged upwards. She couldn’t reload the crossbow, not unless he was prepared to stand around and wait while she did it, so she did the next best thing. Ripped one of the little arrows from its sheath, held it with the tip facing out, like a dagger. Forearm raised in front of her face.

He grunted something that, under better circumstances, might’ve been a laugh. Began to walk towards her again: big, confident steps, blade held out at the perfect angle, as if he wanted to show her what strength really looked like.

Sayana stood between two fathers – one who wanted her dead, and one who wanted her silent submission. The rage was like a brand against her chest: pure, raw fury.

If Princess was here—

But she wasn’t. Princess was gone. All of the Rakada and their araatan were gone. They weren’t coming to save her.

She shifted her weight onto her good leg, and launched herself across the sand. The pain as she stumbled towards him was nothing short of apocalyptic, but she didn’t care. He could put that blade into her chest, but he would lose an eye doing it. She’d take that from him, at least.

It was all she had left.

He saw her coming, actually smiled, tilting his sabre just so. Lining up the perfect strike. As he started his swing, aiming to cut deep into her side, Sayana closed her eyes. There was no dodging this one, no skilfully skipping past it.

So she didn’t.

She tucked her left arm, and dropped her shoulder into the blade’s path. Ate the strike, the blade biting deep, cutting through fabric and skin and flesh. Skating off bone.

To her surprise, there was no pain – not right away. Just a thick numbness. The kind that said: something has gone very wrong.

In the instant before the Khan wrenched the blade free, Sayana drew in every last bit of energy she had left, and with her uninjured arm, gave her father a hug.

Her momentum sent them both crashing to the ground, Sayana still holding on tight around his chest and shoulders. Something hit her in the chin – it was on a chain around his neck, in a leather holder. The stone Father Sky had mentioned…

Now there was pain, building in a horrible, rolling wave, blasting the numbness out. She ignored it, squeezing her father even tighter.

The difference between the Great Khan Etugen and his daughter Sayana was this:

His strength came from irregular drills with his military leaders, sporadic refreshers on technique, with retainers on hand to provide refreshments.

Hers came from living in the Tapestry. From constant bending and lifting, from digging latrine pits and picking herbs, building fires and hefting saddlebags.

Her thighs and calves were toned from riding both horses and araatan. Biceps tough as rock from a hundred sabre swings. Back strong from climbing up and down Princess’s legs, five or six times a day, for months.

He was in armour. She wasn’t. He was hale and whole. She was injured, bleeding, exhausted. He had a fine sword; all she had was a strange crossbow on her wrist, one she couldn’t reload. And in the end, none of it mattered.

Not when she could hold him close.

Because when it came down to it, he simply couldn’t stop her from flipping him over onto his back. No matter how much he tried to push her off, she simply wouldn’t let go.

She got a hand around the chain on his neck, without even realising what she was doing. It was a good chain, strong and shining. Sayana grabbed, and twisted. As she did so, she rolled off him, the chain pulling tight around his throat.

He dropped his sabre, his hands going to the links, breath shutting off in a choked gasp. It was almost as if he forgot about her in that instant, and she somehow managed to get the knee of her good leg into his back, pulling hard, twisting even more.

Several times, he almost bucked her off, almost got his hands in between the chain and his throat. But every time, Sayana found something more. Every time, she proved she was just a little bit stronger than he was. His struggles got weaker, more time coming between his attempts to fight her off.

And then, after what felt like an age, he lay still.

Even then, Sayana hung on for a long time.

Wanting to be sure.

Finally, finally, she let go. Her fingers, when she forced them apart, felt like they’d been cut to the bone. She watched the Great Khan, wondering if it was done.

It was.

She didn’t feel much. Wasn’t sure if that was from the pure, leaden exhaustion in her limbs, or simply because she didn’t care about the man. She decided it wasn’t important. He was just the latest in a long line of people who had tried to kill her, and like always, she’d defended herself.

He was your father.

She saw Jai then, in her mind. Jai, and Arjun. She didn’t even know if they were still alive, but she couldn’t push the thoughts away.

Arjun had made terrible mistakes. Kept the truth about his illness from Jai, robbed him of a chance to make his own decisions. But he loved his son: loved him with a fierceness that felt too big for Sayana to grasp. He loved Jai so much that he wanted to give him the whole world… even as he took part of that world away.

There was a deep pain in Sayana’s chest. And unlike every other source of pain coursing through her body, this one came from her heart. She made a sound that was half-gasp, half-sob, tried to tell herself it was from her injuries, couldn’t quite believe it.

She couldn’t look away from the Khan’s body. Couldn’t help wondering what might have been, if he’d been even a little different.

If I’d been different.

Father Sky hadn’t moved. Stood there staring at her, as if the fight had never happened. The wind had calmed again, and the surface of the pool was still. She couldn’t believe how small he looked from where she was. How powerless.

“Thanks for… the help,” she huffed.

He said nothing.

She tried to get up. Managed to get her good leg underneath her, but then crashed back down. A scream ripped its way out of her, the sound swallowed by the dunes. She tried again, but apparently, her good leg had quit on her. Her left arm hung, useless, soaked with blood.

“You really can’t give me a hand?” she asked Father Sky.

“My form is not strong enough to—”

“You are the fucking worst.”

And so she began to crawl.

Actually, that was generous. She pulled herself along with one arm, doing everything she could not to pass out. If she did, right now, she didn’t think she’d ever wake up. Her head felt like a porous rock, hollowed out by aeons of rain.

The Weaver watched her. Didn’t move, didn’t lift a finger to help. And eventually, after long minutes, the pool was in front of her. Lapping at her fingers.

Sayana closed her eyes.

She didn’t bother praying. Not much point. Instead, she kept the Rakada in her mind. The araatan. Maybe, just maybe, she might be able to help some of them. Even if she lost herself.

“What do I do now?” she growled. She knew, of course, but she wanted to hear him say it.

“Drink from the pool. That is all that is required.”

Gathering the last of her strength, Sayana dipped a hand under the water. It wasn’t cold, or hot. It was the temperature of her own body, barely there.

She scooped up a handful, lifted it to her mouth. Touched the water to her lips. And as she did so, her fingers tightened around the stone.

The one in her other hand.

She had had just enough feeling left in her fingers to take it from the Khan, pulling it out of the leather holder on the chain. When she had, she’d expected something to happen. For the other Weaver, the thing called Mother Earth, to make an appearance. And she did feel something, a presence, but…

It was as if she had to make the first move.

As if she had to approach it, even though she held its totem.

As she swallowed the water, she let the other Weaver in, flames springing to life around her fist.

“No—!” shouted Father Sky

The world went white.







Sixty-Five

Erhi

She couldn’t find Hogelun anywhere.

She’d gotten another horse – one that had lost its rider, his blood staining its saddle – and rode hard around the edge of the battlefield. The two araatan were as dangerous to themselves as they were to the soldiers around them, both snapping and snarling at each other while also absolutely shredding what remained of the Khan’s army.

The battlefield was a mess of sand and snow and torn bodies. The remains of the launchers lay scattered about, nothing more than splintered wood now. The Khan’s great weapon, his araatan killers. Gone.

With no more launchers, no more red flame, and two araatan free to tear through the battlefield, this fight was done. Erhi had no idea what happened next, and she didn’t care.

There was nowhere left for her to go.

It didn’t matter where the Khan had gone, if he was still alive, if he had reached the pool or not. Even if he came back now, somehow managed to regain control of the fight, it was too late.

So she rode. Hard and fast, trying to cover as much ground as possible, trying to look everywhere at once. Getting as close as she dared to the araatan, hoping that maybe, just maybe, she would be able to spot the Rakada in their wake.

The horse was fighting her. The animal didn’t want to be here any more. She got it under control, digging her heels into its sides, a curious metallic taste in her mouth. She had bitten her lip at some point, bitten it hard.

Khun. Hanging off the side of her lizard. Erhi sucked in a breath, rode hard in that direction, but the older raider dropped away an instant later. Her lizard was just too fast, and by the time Erhi reached the place she’d been, no one was there. The sky above her was far too bright, the glaring clouds forcing her to squint.

Leave.

The thought was a whisper, smooth as silk.

Just leave. Pick a direction, and ride.

She wasn’t even in the Tapestry any more; she could head east, make her way through the desert to Dalai. And from there… who knew?

She had a horse. She had no dagger, of course, and no sabre, but she’d found a bow, taking it from a dead soldier. Surely there would be some supplies on this battlefield she could scavenge. She could simply slip away and leave everything behind. Her old life, gone in an instant. Raiders, army, all of it.

It might take a long time for her to build the existence she was entitled to, somewhere else, but she could do it. She knew she could. If the Khan survived, if he actually succeeded, he might look for her… but she didn’t think so.

If he couldn’t see what she had to offer, if the Weavers wouldn’t reward her for her work in the Tapestry, then fuck them. She would find new gods. A new life.

The world, after all, was a very big place.

Erhi turned her horse away. The animal obeyed, as if sensing what she was doing, grateful to finally be leaving the chaos.

Hogelun was less than a hundred yards away. Her back to Erhi, swinging her club into a soldier’s face.

Through some miracle, the path between her and Erhi was completely clear. Not a body, not a living soldier, not a single horse or lizard. A clear shot straight across the sand.

All thoughts of leaving – of the life she could build away from this place – vanished from Erhi’s head. Like a torch being snuffed out.

She got hold of her protesting mount, reached over her shoulder for her bow, pulling out an arrow, nocking. Never taking her eyes off Hogelun. Hogs had dealt with her attacker, was looking for another target, hadn’t noticed Erhi coming in behind her.

Erhi leaned to one side in the saddle, balanced just so. Aimed very carefully at Hogelun’s back.

It would have been easy to kill her. But Erhi didn’t want that, oh no, she didn’t want that all. She might never have Hogelun kneeling before her, watching as Erhi destroyed everything the Rakada had built…

But she could still ruin her.

Put an arrow in her lower back. Puncture the spine. Leave her in paralysed misery. Take her ability to walk, to ride, to fight. And even if Erhi had to run, she could show Hogelun her face. Leave her that one, last parting gift. Let the woman know it was her.

She exhaled slowly, the rest of the world vanishing. Hogelun still hadn’t turned around.

Focus. Precision.

Arrow tip quivering, aiming right at the place that would leave Hogelun’s legs forever useless.

A wave of hot, sour air buffeted Erhi. She had a split second to look up, to take in the mouth of Sayana’s araatan, purple tongue dripping saliva. A huge, dark, awful space behind teeth like daggers.

An instant later, the jaws snapped shut on both horse, and archer.







Sixty-Six

Sayana

The place Sayana stood was bright, brighter than the suns. A white light so powerful it obliterated everything. She didn’t mind.

She wasn’t seeing it with her eyes, after all.

In any other circumstances, this total blankness would have been terrifying, but she wasn’t scared. Her leg wasn’t wounded any more, nor her arm. Not in this place, anyway. She felt nothing, in fact, just a curious lightness. It made her think of the soft smoke rising from the embers of a fire at dawn. There was no sound, no wind. No air.

What was she standing on? She looked down, and only got more whiteness for her trouble. She lifted her boot, tapped it back down. The surface beneath it was solid, but invisible, and made precisely no sound at the impact.

“Weird,” she muttered. The word wasn’t quite sound.

Briefly, she wondered if Father Sky had taken possession of her. Somehow, she didn’t think so. In a strange way, she felt more in control than ever. She sat down, cross-legged, and waited.

She had all the time in the world.

She didn’t have to wait long, as it turned out. The man with the black eyes appeared before her. Blinking into existence from nowhere. In exactly the same form as he was at the shore of the pool, glaring at her, arms folded.

“You betrayed me,” he said.

“Oh, shut up,” Sayana replied.

And as she did so, Mother Earth finally showed herself.

Or rather: itself.

Whatever the entity was, it didn’t take human form. It resembled the stone that had held its power; a huge, black oval, swirling with red, edges wreathed in black smoke. Hovering next to Father Sky. It had no eyes, but it didn’t need any: fear and anger and frustration radiated off it.

Truthfully, Sayana had had absolutely no idea what would happen when she’d drunk from the pool while holding the stone. But it was the only thing she had left to her. If she’d used the power to destroy the pool entirely, Mother Earth won. And if she’d drunk from it as Father Sky intended, she would be his avatar. Lost for ever.

Turns out, she didn’t like either of those options. So she’d made her own.

It had occurred to her, at the moment that she did it, that it might plunge her into a hell: one of her own making, one where three beings shared one mind. A maelstrom of thoughts and emotions, tearing her to pieces.

That hadn’t happened. Yet.

She’d been surprised to find that she didn’t care much. What would happen was that neither of these gods would get to win.

Instead, she was here, inside herself. With them. She had no idea how that even worked, but it was fine for now.

Chimeg had told her more than once that she had an empty head. Rather annoying to find out that the bitch was right.

Father Sky glowered at her. So did the swirling black shape, even though it had no eyes. She had the strong sense that it could take human form if it wanted, but that it would never demean itself by doing so.

“Right.” Sayana leaned back, hands behind her on the not-surface, gazing up at them. “I have had quite enough of your shit for one day.”

“You will be my avatar,” Father Sky told her. Imperious, staring down his nose at her. “You will obey.”

“Fuck you,” Sayana said. “Make me.”

His eyes narrowed, but he said nothing.

The thing called Mother Earth flared with strange, awful light. It wanted the same thing its counterpart did, even if it couldn’t speak the words. No: that wasn’t quite right. It wanted that… but it also wanted Father Sky gone. Wiped out of existence.

“You.” Sayana pointed at Mother Earth. “You made my best girl sick. Rotted her tail off. That’s a shitty thing to do just because you don’t like him.” She jerked her chin at Father Sky.

“I agree,” the man said. “If—”

“And you, you don’t get to pretend you were doing this out of the goodness of your heart. You saw an opportunity to get… what was it, an avatar? That’s what you call it? All the way over the mountains and the desert, just so you could get one over on her.”

She pointed at Mother Earth, who probably wasn’t female, but that was going to be a hard habit to shake.

“You both made this amazing thing. The Tapestry. You worked together once, and to be honest, I don’t really care why you decided you didn’t like each other. It’s time to stop fucking around in people’s lives.”

The anger that radiated out of both beings then was titanic. Sayana could feel it baking off them, like heat from a bonfire.

It was possible, just possible, that they might destroy her purely out of spite. Which would probably leave them trapped inside her mind, for ever warring.

“Neither of you have much power any more. Maybe you did once, but you’ve lost it. Well, here’s the thing: you’re not just going to get it back. Not like before.”

She thought about the Tapestry then. Thought about the rolling grasslands and the puffy, billowing clouds that looked like they had been handmade just for her. Thought about the warmth of the sun on her skin, the feeling of river water on her legs. The way the grass sounded as she rode through it, whispering to her.

“What you both made…” She knotted her hands in her lap, looking away from them for the first time. “It deserves better than you squabbling like children. It deserves to be enjoyed. To be lived in. Otherwise, what’s the point?”

“We are the creators,” Father Sky said, his lips barely moving.

Sayana could see that he was about to embark on a tiresome monologue about worshipping the artist, and she cut him off. “You can’t make something, and then demand people only treat it how you want. You can’t control them like that. Otherwise, the thing you made… it has no value. Zero. It’s just there for your ego.”

Slowly, she got to her feet. At the very edge of her hearing, she thought she could pick up faint, faint sounds. Like wind chimes.

“You didn’t create the world because you wanted to be worshipped,” she said quietly. “I don’t think either of you did, even if that’s what you seem to want now. You created it to see what would happen next. To see what people would do, when they found something beautiful.”

She was close. She could feel it.

The three of them stood in silence. The god of the earth, the god of the sky and the raider.

“And what do you propose?” Father Sky said, after a long moment.

Sayana took a deep breath of the not-air, and told them.







Sixty-Seven

Hogelun

Hogelun finally stopped fighting.

As Princess chased the last of the soldiers into the desert, she let the head of her club fall to the sand. Stood, shoulders heaving.

We won.

A fact she didn’t feel happy about. Not one bit.

She could still feel Chimeg’s hand, on her neck. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the Chief’s face. Her name had been the last thing Chimeg ever said.

She tried to tell herself that the Rakada – once a fifteen-strong clan, tearing across the Tapestry – had lost many people before. Hogelun had liked almost all of them. Each of their deaths had left Hogelun dazed, but this…

Chimeg wasn’t supposed to be one of them.

Neither was Jai. That was starting to sink in, too.

Hogelun turned, and began to walk towards the canyons. Her mind was a perfect blank; any thought that happened to wander in more or less wandered straight back out again.

Tell me what to do.

She didn’t know.

And as she came down the side of a dune…

Erhi.

The archer was a wreck. Her left leg just… gone. Deel shredded and torn from an araatan’s teeth. Cut to pieces.

For a long moment, Hogelun just stared at her, certain that the archer was dead. But then Erhi turned her head, and looked at her.

Hogelun made her way down the dune. Stood over Erhi, wondering what in the nine hells she should say.

The archer was going to die, just like Chimeg had. That much was obvious. Hogelun was no healer, but Erhi’s pale skin and the sheer amount of blood coming out of her torn leg said it all.

She squatted down with a grunt. How long had she spent wondering what she would say to this woman if they crossed paths again? How many times had she played out that conversation in her head? She thought she’d moved on, told herself she had many times, but it was all dog shit. The fact was, she’d been waiting for this moment for a long time.

And now it was here, she didn’t have a clue what to say.

Amazingly, Erhi smiled. A ghost of what it once was, but still there. Hogelun’s heart gave a little tug in her chest, because it reminded her of every other time Erhi had smiled at her.

“You changed your hair,” Erhi signed, movements hesitant and jerky.

Hogelun touched her fuzzy scalp, signed back. “I did.”

The crazy thing was, she found herself wondering if Erhi approved. If she liked the new look. After all this time, after everything that had happened, after what this woman had put her through…

She still wanted Erhi to find her beautiful.

The realisation was like a chain around her neck, thick and hard, weighing her down. A chain she had no idea, in that moment, how to take off.

“Kill me,” Erhi said.

Hogelun hadn’t signed for a while, and suspected she might be a little rusty, but even though there was no way she’d just seen—

“I’m done.” Erhi’s signs were getting weaker by the moment. “Don’t let me just bleed out here. Give me a raider’s death.”

Hogelun looked down at her hands.

Her palms and fingertips were shredded; dry air, sand, swinging her club over and over. Calluses had formed, ripped off, new ones appearing beneath. Blisters had come and gone. The lines in her palms were crusted with dirt, dark against her pale skin. And there was blood there too, of course. Some of it was her own, but most was from anyone who had gotten in her way. Some it was… was Chimeg’s.

And now here was Erhi, who had been the most important person in Hogelun’s life. No matter how wrong things had gone, that was still true.

Surely she could give Erhi this one last thing. There was no harm in it. It would be a mercy.

But she didn’t move to pull her dagger from her sash, and the words came to her hands, unbidden: “You’re not a raider.”

She hadn’t meant them to be cruel. She would never. But the look of wounded disgust on Erhi’s face was almost enough to make her apologise, to say how sorry she was, that she didn’t mean it. That old urge to beg for forgiveness, to be reassured that she hadn’t disappointed anyone.

“You owe me.” Erhi’s hands chopped the air like she wanted to slice it to pieces. She was weak, her hands trembling, but she found the strength to sign anyway. “I did what was best for both of us. I’d planned out our whole lives, and you threw it back in my face. I’m only here because of you.”

“That’s not true.”

Erhi paused, gathering what was left of her strength. “Do you not remember, back at the God’s Heel? After the fighting was done?” A smirk came to her lips. It was such a small, nothing expression, but it made Hogelun want to recoil. “You could have come with me. You could have found a horse, or got on mine, and we could have ridden off together, just us. And now you won’t even give me a good death.”

When Hogelun said nothing, Erhi’s face twisted. Her signs were huge now: the equivalent of shouting. “You’re fucking weak. You were always fucking weak. You wrecked my entire life, pissed all over it, and you won’t even do this one last thing for me. You won’t even let me have this. Fucking coward.”

There was so much Hogelun wanted to say. She wanted to ask Erhi how any of this was true. She wanted to rage, wrap her hands around the woman’s throat, break her head against the dirt. She wanted to howl that it wasn’t her fault, none of it was. She wanted to say that she was sorry.

But more than anything, what she wanted…

Was to be free.

To never have to think about Erhi again.

That wouldn’t happen. It couldn’t. One way or another, the archer would always be a part of her life. But in time, those memories would fade, become nothing but shapes in the mist.

If she did what the woman asked, if she found her dagger and plunged it into her chest, then Erhi would be by her side for ever. A little voice in her head, sometimes loud, sometimes soft, but never gone.

So she turned away.

Sat down and stared at the canyons, not looking at Erhi. After a minute or two, she reached out and found one of those hands. Held on tight, fingers interlaced with Erhi’s. Ignoring the woman’s attempts to pull away. And definitely ignoring the tears coming down her own face.

Finally, Erhi spoke. Hogelun hadn’t heard her voice in years, couldn’t even remember when it had been. But she knew how much Erhi hated voicing. “Please.”

She said nothing.

And after that, neither did Erhi.

There was no feeling of freedom. No change at all, actually. She wondered what her dreams would be like that night. And the next. And the one after that.

She sat there for a long time.

Movement caught her eye. Khunbish, riding over the top of a nearby dune, on top of a satisfied-looking Sponge Bath, skidding to a halt at the bottom.

With a kind of quiet amazement, Hogelun waved. Khun, who was of course covered head to toe in blood, gave her a cheery wave back.

Khun jerked Sponge sideways, the araatan lumbering towards Hogelun. The raider clambered down his leg while he was still moving, leaping off while she was still ten feet above the desert. She came up unhurt, naturally, trotting alongside her lizard towards Hogs.

Arjun wasn’t with her – the old man was nowhere to be seen. Khun dashed up to Hogelun, eyes bright. “The endless fields opened to me for our victory,” she warbled. “I saw to the end of eternity and it was… it…”

She trailed off, as it finally realising that Hogelun wasn’t sharing her excitement. “Where’s the Chief?” she asked, looking around. “Did she go after the Khan?” Her smile this time was far too wide, as if she could fix everything just by pretending. “Did she go after Princess? I knew Sayana’s beastie was alive, I felt it on the wind, I…”

Hogelun said nothing.

The realisation came over Khun in stages. She’d been holding her knives tight, but her hands went slack, the blades hanging from her fingertips. Her shoulders fell, then her smile. Her lips began to tremble. The last thing to go was the light in her eyes. Fading like the last ember of a fire.

“No,” she whispered. It was the denial of a small child, soft and simple.

Hogelun shook her head. Tried to say that she was sorry. Couldn’t get the words out.

“It’s not fair,” Khun said, voice barely there. “All of us lived, or all of us died. That was the way it was supposed to be.”

She let her knives fall. Gripped Hogelun’s shoulders, fingers digging in hard. “All of us. That was how… we should have…”

Hogelun didn’t know who moved first; whether she pulled Khun into an embrace, or the other way around. But suddenly they were in each other’s arms, rocking from side to side as they both shook with silent tears.

Chimeg was gone. So was Jai; Hogelun hadn’t even begun to process that, couldn’t fathom it, couldn’t imagine how she was going to tell the old man when they found him – assuming of course that he himself was still alive. She didn’t know. She’d lost her Chief, had sat as her former lover died, and her araatan was probably—

At that moment, she happened to be looking in the direction of the canyons.

Staring right at Tooth Monster, as he lumbered into view.







Sixty-Eight

Hogelun

Had she been exhausted? Battle-weary? Wrong. She disengaged from Khun and half sprinted, half stumbled across the sand towards her araatan. Her body might be sending up agonising complaints from her hips and lower back and shoulders, but her body could just pipe the fuck down. Toothy’s back.

She was dimly aware of Sayana in his saddle, but it didn’t seem important right now. Toothy saw her coming, let out a hopeful, rumbling groan, and then lowered his head just in time for Hogelun to slam into it.

Did it matter that it was far too big for her to get her arms around? That he immediately lifted his head, and she had to hang on for dear life? It did not. Not one little bit. She hung on and pushed her face against his scales, startled sobs bursting out of her.

She’d lost Chimeg. She’d held Erhi as she died. And she thought – believed – that Toothy was gone too. Except he wasn’t, he was here, and Hogelun clung to him like he was the last thing in the world.

Toothy’s breath stank, worse than normal, and one of his teeth managed to cut through her trousers and graze the flesh beneath. His tongue left sticky slobber all over the front of her deel, and she didn’t care about that either.

“You’re OK,” she said, over and over again.

And he was. She could sense it, pick it up in every movement. Whatever sickness he had, whatever had caused his tail to rot away to almost nothing… it was gone.

Sayana had done it.

She was dismounting, clambering down off Toothy’s leg. Hogelun gave the araatan one last nuzzle, then dropped to the ground, stumbling a little. “You magnificent little bitch,” she said, aware of how stupid it sounded and not caring. She limped over to Sayana, intending to hug the magnificent little bitch so hard that she couldn’t breathe. “I don’t know how you did it, but you—”

Sayana turned, and Hogelun came to a slow stop.

There was something about the way the woman was looking at her. Something she’d never seen from Sayana before. A… a coldness. As if she was taking Hogelun’s full measure.

Dimly, Hogelun realised that she was standing differently, too. Her injured leg had made her stand cock-eyed; now, she stood with her feet planted, slightly wider than hip length, weight equally spread.

The sleeve of her deel was in tatters, and there was a wound on her shoulder that Hogelun was pretty damn sure hadn’t been there when she’d left them. And not a fresh wound: it had already healed over, a mass of lumpy, pink scar tissue.

Tooth Monster was better. And somehow, so was Sayana.

“Are you all right?” Hogelun asked. It was the only question she felt capable of. Something was very different about Sayana, something that went beyond the magically healed wounds.

Sayana shook her head, as if trying to dislodge water stuck in her ear. This time, when she looked up at Hogs, she was a little more like her old self.

“Fine,” she said, distantly. “I think I’m fine.”

Hogelun hugged her, mostly because she didn’t know what else to do. Sayana stiffened, then returned the embrace.

“So you can fix them?” Hogelun pulled apart, holding the younger raider by the shoulders. She looked over at Toothy’s tail – it hadn’t regrown or anything, and the black stump was still there. “The lizards? You can—”

Sayana put a hand on Hogelun’s cheek. Her skin felt clean and dry, as if she’d been relaxing on a mild day in the Tapestry, instead of humping across the desert. It was a sensation that should have reassured Hogelun, but didn’t quite get there.

What’s wrong with you? Hogelun open her mouth to ask the question, couldn’t quite get there either.

“I can fix them,” Sayana murmured. “Don’t worry.”

Khun came up behind them. “Are you the real Sayana?” she said.

“What?” Sayana said.

“Perhaps you are a shade. One who has climbed up from the very depths of the afterlife and taken her form. Did she taste nice?”

Sayana opened her mouth to speak, but Khun kept going. “I always thought she would taste of mutton and mountain flowers, myself. Maybe with a hint of…” She trailed off. Her eyes narrowed, and she cocked her head just a little.

Whatever Hogelun had sensed, Khun felt it too. The older raider was slowly backing away, eyes going wide.

“They’re in you,” she whispered, not taking her wide, terrified eyes from Sayana. “Both of them.”

For a second, Hogelun had absolutely no idea what Khun was talking about – and then she understood. She rocked back on her heels, as if she’d taken a hit to the face.

Once again, Sayana shook her head, as if trying to clear it. “It’s… it’s all right, Khun. They do what I tell them. They can’t do anything to you.”

Khun looked as if she didn’t believe her – and actually flinched when Sayana put a hand on her arm.

“I won’t let them,” she said. Her voice had a curious quality to it; it made Hogelun think of ice on a frozen lake, firm and solid… but with dark shapes moving under the surface. Sayana smiled – an expression that seemed to be held in place by sheer force of will. “He’s not worth your time anyway,” she told Khun.

Arjun. He was alive, was walking towards them, moving down a dune nearby like he was made of glass. Hogelun almost called out to him, couldn’t bring herself to do it. She had no idea if the old man knew what had happened to his son, had no idea how to tell him.

Instead, she turned back to Sayana, choosing to focus on what was right in front of her. “How?” she asked. She had a strange feeling that she should be less surprised: that she now lived in a world of visions, and wounds that could appear and heal in less than an hour. But she didn’t like this at all.

“I told them they needed to see,” Sayana said calmly. “Neither of them really know what the Tapestry is like any more. I said I would show them.”

“You… you convinced the Weavers to… to hang out in your brain?”

Hogelun felt like her own brain was going to melt just saying it. It sounded ridiculous.

A sneer came to Sayana’s face briefly, vanishing like the wind. “Didn’t give them much of a choice. What they were doing was… It was hurting everybody. So I told them they could either stay in there for ever—” she jerked her thumb at the canyons behind her “—or come with me, and…” She trailed off, as Princess came over the top of the dune.

Princess, and Tuya.

Hogelun snatched onto this fragment of normality like it was going to save her life – sure, she still had no idea how Tuya had found Princess and then found them, but at least the lizard and the eagle hunter were things she could see and touch. That suddenly felt far more important than it had a moment ago.

“Oh yeah,” she said to Sayana, with a grin. “Did I forget to mention them?”

Sayana wasn’t paying attention any more. She walked past Hogs, past Khun and Arjun – dusting himself off as he found his feet on the soft sand – and headed right for Princess.

The araatan really did look like she’d fallen off a mountain. Dirty – filthy. Her tail was still a rotten mess; several of her scales were cracked and broken, she was limping.

But then she saw Sayana, and broke into a lumbering, limping run.

From where she stood, Hogelun couldn’t see Sayana’s face. She could picture it in her mind though, picture the stunned delight. The only thing was, she’d seen that look in Sayana’s eyes… and she had no idea any more.

Tuya pulled hard on Princess’s horns, and only just stopped her from knocking Sayana over. The araatan came to a halt a few feet away from her mistress, who reached up and put a hand on her snout. Princess paused, as if this wasn’t what she expected.

“I can hear them,” Khun said, still in that fearful voice.

Hogelun decided she didn’t want to know. She gave Toothy another nuzzle on his snout, then limped over to where Sayana stood. Tuya was just hopping down off the lizard’s leg.

The eagle hunter looked only slightly less dishevelled than Princess. Robe torn, blood running down from a cut on the side of her neck, hair in disarray. Bow slung clumsily on one shoulder. She stumbled towards Sayana, walking like she expected the woman to pop out of existence at any moment.

Sayana, for her part, just stared. Kept staring as Tuya walked up to her.

“Um,” she said. “How did—”

And then Tuya took two steps forward, put her hands on the sides of Sayana’s head, and kissed her.

Hogelun knew, of course, how Sayana had been pining after Tuya. Kind of hard to miss – and you definitely didn’t just shed those feelings at will. It was tough for Sayana when Tuya said no the first time, they could all see it, and it must have been absolutely brutal when she did it again, after that whole mess at the old mine.

But now she had her. For whatever damned reason – Hogelun had no idea what that might be, but she was getting used to not knowing what the fuck was going on – Tuya had changed her mind.

Sayana had what she wanted. Not just that: she had her best girl back.

And she was kissing Tuya now, returning it, holding her close, only…

Again, Hogelun was hit by that wrongness. She almost lost her mind when she’d seen Toothy come out of those canyons, and Sayana must have been experiencing double that. Hogelun couldn’t have explained it, but there was no passion in the kiss. She didn’t hold Tuya like the woman might vanish if she let go.

Tuya pulled away. She was sobbing, tears tracking down her cheeks.

“You were right,” she told Sayana, her words coming out in a giant rush. “I told myself that I couldn’t do it, couldn’t, couldn’t just be with you, and I still don’t know how it’s going to work. Whatever you were involved in, it had nothing to do with me, and I let that… I let it get in the way. But I couldn’t stop thinking about you.”

She sniffed, good and hard. “I kept thinking about what I said to you, and what I didn’t say to you, and that’s when I knew. That’s when I…”

Sayana had said nothing, hadn’t reacted to any of this. She just looked at Tuya, with a very slight smile on her face.

“Well… well say something,” Tuya whispered.

For a good few seconds, the only reply was the wind.

Sayana put a hand on Tuya’s cheek. Bent forward, and kissed the other. Whispered words, although Hogelun didn’t catch what they were.

She had absolutely no idea how to tell Tuya what was going on; no idea how to tell her that the woman she’d just confessed her love to wasn’t the woman she knew.

Father Sky.

Mother Earth.

Tuya’s expression, as Sayana released her, was confused. Pleading. And Hogelun understood, right then, that Tuya had missed her chance. Whatever feelings she had for Sayana, they didn’t matter.

It was too late.

Hogelun was hit by a sadness so powerful it actually made her let out a shaky breath. The old Sayana had to be in there. She had to. Hogelun would get her out. They all would.

Even if, at this particular moment, she had absolutely no idea how.

Sayana rested a hand on Princess’s snout. “How did you find her?” she asked Tuya.

The eagle hunter cleared her throat, awkward and hesitant. Her words came automatically; voice brusque, as if she was grateful to talk about something else.

“It didn’t feel right, not knowing what happened to her. Princess, I mean. After I left you, I kind of… I didn’t really know what to do, so I went back and I looked at the place where I found you. And it took a while, and I kept telling myself that I was being stupid, that I would never find her, but I kept coming across these signs. Busted up snowbanks, broken branches, blood from a kill.”

She wiped her face. “She was in a bad way. Nearly bit my head off when I found her. But I think she knew who I was, and after a while, she let me lead her and… well, it was like she knew where to go. Like she figured out where you’d all gone. She just ran – we haven’t bloody stopped for two days. Didn’t think I’d be walking into a gigantic fight though…”

“Saved our arses,” said Hogelun. She flashed Tuya a grateful smile, trying make her feel good about that at least. “Thanks.”

Sayana looked round at all of them then, eyes narrowed in puzzlement.

“Where’s… where’s Chimeg?” she said.

Hogelun and Khun looked at each other.

Sayana came back, then. Most of her, anyway. She stared at Hogelun, mouth slightly open.

“And where is my son?” Arjun actually looked around, as if he was expecting Jai to come dancing out, brushing dirt off his robe.

Hogelun opened her mouth to tell him, to try at least, to do the best she could because it was the only thing she had to offer—

And before she could say a word, Arjun crumpled.

His body simply folded in on itself. He sank to his knees, lowering his forehead to the sand, wailing. Fingers hooked into claws, scratching at the desert as if he could make it give him his son back.

For a moment, the Rakada just stood there. None of them moving, none of them with any idea what to do. Watching as Arjun went through the very worst pain a father could feel. Worse than any wound, worse than the world ending.

It was Hogelun who moved first. She crouched down, took the old man in her arms.

Held him.







Sixty-Nine

Hogelun

They were able to put the remains of the giant arrow launchers to good use, collecting the smashed fragments.

They’d taken Jai and Chimeg further south, away from the battlefield, away from the canyons and the Eye of the Desert. They found a place between two giant dunes, and built their pyre. No burial here. No leaving their friends and their kin under the soft sand.

The pyre burned so hot that they had to stand some distance away. Hogelun made herself move a little closer, enough for it to feel like her skin was on the verge of catching fire. Sayana, she noticed, did the same.

Hogelun hoped the two Weavers inside her could feel it too. She hoped they understood what their games had cost.

Every time she thought of the two gods in her friend’s head, her skin wanted to crawl off her scalp. And she had no idea what to do about it, not a single clue. Every thought felt like poison, every idea useless.

Chimeg would have known what to do. The Chief would have chewed her lip, nodded to herself, then told them how they were going to handle this. The Chief would have—

Tell me what to do.

Oh, Hogelun wanted a drink. Wanted it more than anything. Rakada funerals were rarely done sober; you drank airag, you shared memories, you danced and made noise and let the world know what had happened. But that was the problem: there wasn’t a drop of booze to be found anywhere. There wasn’t even any to be found in the Khan’s own wagon, which was insane.

They left Erhi where she’d fallen. Left her for the desert to claim. Hogelun had wondered if she did at least owe her a proper send-off; she had, after all, been a Rakada once, even if that time was long passed. Surely she deserved something.

But when Tuya had suggested they bring her, Hogelun had simply shaken her head. Thinking of Erhi now was like thinking of a dusty deel at the bottom of an old chest, one that hadn’t been opened for a long time.

There was nothing they could do for Chimeg’s still-unnamed lizard. They had to leave her where she fell. It felt deeply, deeply wrong, but there was no choice.

Tuya stood a short distance away. She’d told them she hadn’t made up her mind about when she’d go back to the people in that mine, but she wasn’t planning it tonight. Occasionally, she’d glance over at Sayana; her expression was always a careful blank, but she couldn’t hide the thin lines that appeared on her forehead. As if she didn’t understand what she was looking at. Hogelun couldn’t blame her; she barely understood herself.

Khun was uncharacteristically still, looking out into the desert. As if the dark shapes of the dunes could tell her what the flames couldn’t.

And Arjun…

Arjun watched his son’s body burn with a face that looked a thousand years old. He didn’t seem quite there; as if he was fading away, turning into a shade or a ghost. Hogelun badly wanted to go to him, wrap her arms around him, but she had no idea if that was the right thing to do either.

The Rakada stood and watched, as parts of their hearts turned to ash.

Tooth Monster and Sponge Bath and Princess watched as well. Sayana had healed them all, one by one. Their tails, she said, would never regrow, but whatever sickness Mother Earth had planted in them would fade. The gunk in their mouths would dry and flake away, leaving healthy tissue behind.

It was strange: for creatures who could breathe flames, they didn’t want to get near these ones. As if they knew this wasn’t a normal fire. Princess kept her distance from Sayana. Even after their reunion, it was as if she didn’t quite know what to do with her mistress, or how to treat her. It made Hogelun’s heart ache.

The araatan had shown, over and over again, that they were more than just animals. That they understood things, in ways that their riders might never figure out. Did they know what was happening? Could they sense Father Sky, inside Sayana?

Hogelun didn’t know.

For a long time, there was no sound but the hiss and crackle of the pyre. The night was cloudless, the cold moon and stars shining down from above.

More than once, Hogelun opened her mouth to say something about her fallen Chief. To share a memory. But there were so many, good and bad, and every time she chose one, she thought of another.

Strangely, it was Tuya who spoke first.

“She wanted me dead the first time she met me,” the eagle hunter said. “Literally tried to put an arrow in my throat. I still don’t think she liked me very much.” She bowed her head. “But I saw what she meant to you all.”

Her words faded away. And in the silence, Hogelun found her own – even if her voice was a shell of its former self.

“She… she always did the hard things. If there was a job to do that nobody wanted, she was the first to jump in. I burned something in my cookpot once, some stew that Erhi and I had—”

She stopped, feeling her way into what came next. “Anyway. I made a mess of it, let it cool down and shoved it in my pack for later. And I was putting off cleaning it until that night and then I pulled it out when we made camp and it was just… clean. She’d taken it out and done it without even asking. She knew how much I hated scrubbing that shit.”

Hogelun laughed then. She couldn’t help herself. That was the most Chimeg story ever: both super inspiring and passive-aggressive at the same time.

“I liked her ears.” Khun’s voice hardly shook at all. “They were a wonderful shape. I often wished I had ears like that.” And then, in exactly the same tone of voice, without missing a beat, she said: “Eternity will be lit up for her. She and her beastie will ride the endless grass.”

As if on cue, one of the araatan – Hogelun couldn’t tell who – let out a low, mournful moan.

Sayana pushed her chin into her chest, squeezing her eyes shut.

Say something, Hogelun thought.

But the young raider was silent.

To Hogelun’s surprise, more words came spilling out of her. “She wasn’t herself, these past few months,” she murmured. “Like she had no idea what to do any more. Like the bottom had fallen out of her life.”

Even now, she expected someone to argue with her. To call her out for mentioning what the Chief was going through. They didn’t. They all just listened.

She lifted her eyes, and made Arjun look at her. “Jai brought her back,” she said. “Your son.”

Before she knew what she was doing, she crossed to the old man. His rheumy eyes stared up at her, uncomprehending, as if he didn’t know who she was. She pulled him close.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “Thank you for sharing him with us.”

She let him go. Arjun lifted a shaking hand to his face. Stopped halfway there, dropped it again.

“He was a terrible dancer,” Arjun said, staring into the flames.

Hogelun lowered her head. “Don’t know about that,” she muttered, smiling very faintly.

“But he was, at first.” His voice, tremulous and small, gained just the tiniest bit of strength. “When he was very young, he was constantly tripping over himself. I even recall him breaking his ankle once. But he… he kept doing it, as if the dancing was a part of him he couldn’t ignore.”

He sighed. “He deserved a better father. I should have told him everything.” He swallowed. “I should not have… I should not have hidden the… He needed to…”

With everything that had happened, Hogelun hadn’t considered Arjun himself – hadn’t thought about his weakness and his coughing. But it all suddenly clicked into place.

What would Jai have done, if Arjun had told him?

And how long did the old man have left?

As if anticipating the question, he gathered himself, turned to Sayana. “My son was ready to devote his life to your Chief. I would… I would like to devote what is left of mine to you.”

He wants Sayana to make him better.

Was it weird to both be delighted about something, and terrified of it at the same time? Hogelun supposed she would have plenty of time to find out.

Sayana held the old man’s gaze for the longest time. Then, slowly, she nodded.

Abruptly, Khun moved. She crossed over to Sayana and put her hands on either side of the younger raider’s head. Stared deep into Sayana’s eyes, as if trying to see all the way to the back of her skull. Which, Hogelun thought, was probably the case.

And she had no idea what would happen if Khun didn’t like what she saw.

“They will make demands,” Khun said to Sayana, voice low and deadly calm. Her fingers tightened, just a little. “They will show you things that are not there. They will turn the whole world against you… but you will resist because you are strong.”

The last word was hissed an inch from the woman’s face.

And then, as if she hadn’t spoken, she simply let go and walked back to where she’d been standing before.

No one said anything for a long time. They all just stared into the flames.

“Well…” Tuya said eventually. “What do we do now?”

When no one else responded, Hogelun glanced up, only to find that they were all looking at her.

There were a few seconds when she genuinely thought she had something on her face. She actually lifted her hand as if to brush it off. When she realised what was happening, the hand flopped back down to her side.

Me?

That was ridiculous. They couldn’t possibly mean that.

But every single one of them was looking at her expectantly. Even Sayana – a woman who, lest anyone forget, had the creators of the world living inside her head.

Tell me what to do.

Hogelun opened her mouth to tell them all that they were fucking crazy… and stopped.

If not her, then who?

No really: who?

Outside of Arjun and Tuya – if she stayed – the Rakada had been reduced to three raiders. That was all that was left of them. Of those three, one of them was only barely connected to reality at the best of times, and the second had two gods inside her and didn’t look like she fully understood what was happening.

More than that: Hogelun knew, absolutely knew, that they couldn’t trust what Sayana told them any more. Not really. She was on their side, would keep fighting for them… but she wasn’t the same Sayana who had gone into those canyons.

It had to be her.

For a moment, one that seemed to stretch out into eternity, the job seemed far too big, far too important for someone like her. She wasn’t a Chief. She was a cook! She was someone who hit things! She was—

She was Rakada.

She was Rakada to her bones.

And she had spent the last three years of her life riding under the greatest Chief she had ever known. A Chief who had shown them, every day, what it meant to be in charge of a raider clan.

Hogelun would never kid herself that Chimeg would have wanted her to be Chief. That was insane. But if she was here, right now, and she saw the situation they were in…

Hogelun could see her face then. See the bemused smile on it.

And Chimeg didn’t have to tell her what to do.

Because Hogelun already knew.

She thought of the Tapestry then. And not just of how beautiful the place was. Not just of the grasslands, the rolling hills, the storms and the sunsets. She thought about the people. The nomads and the villages and the raiders.

She thought about the thousand problems they faced. With no Khan, there would be a power vacuum. Dalai and Ngu would sweep in, and everyone still in the Tapestry would be in danger. Maybe the remaining raiders would try and fight, maybe not, but Hogelun suspected that it wouldn’t matter.

The Tapestry would descend into chaos.

She had absolutely no idea how they would fix any of this, or even if they should be the ones to do it. It was one thing to return to the Tapestry; quite another to deal with all the problems it faced. She didn’t know if she had what it took to solve them. Even with the araatan. Even with both Weavers riding with them.

But they would try.

They would go back across the desert and the mountains, and they’d fight for their home.

They’d show the Weavers how beautiful things could be.

“Here’s what we’re going to do,” Hogelun said.







Seventy

Khun

It would have surprised the other Rakada greatly to know how clear Khun’s mind could be sometimes.

She couldn’t always trust the things she saw. Hadn’t been able to for years. She survived by pretending that the things she saw couldn’t hurt her, or anyone else, and that if they tried, she would hurt them right back.

But there were times – often late at night, when she was on watch – that the thoughts that ran over and over in her head, the things flickering in and out at the edge of her vision, all went away. For a few minutes, she could breathe. She could arrange her thoughts in pretty patterns that made total sense.

Like now, for instance. As she knelt over a sleeping Sayana, holding a knife very lightly in one hand.

The Rakada’s ger was gone, smashed to pieces. But they’d managed to scrounge plenty of blankets from the Khan’s wagon, and had burrowed beneath them to sleep under the freezing night sky. And Khun knew exactly what she had to do.

It didn’t matter that Sayana was strong. It didn’t matter that she would be able to resist the Weavers inside her, for a time. Because in the end, it would take everything from her.

She would… change.

Khun had realised this as she squatted by the fire, staring into the embers. The more Sayana fought off the two Weavers, the more she tried to control their desires, the thinner her mind would get.

Khun’s mouth twisted as she considered the gods behind those closed eyelids. She had often wondered what she would say to Father Sky, if the Weaver should ever speak to her again. Truly speak to her, not just let the shades and the illusions tell her his will.

Now that he was right here, right behind those pretty eyes, she found that she had no interest. She had served him for a long time, and would continue to do so…

But she would not allow him to drive one of her friends mad.

Khun raised the knife. Turned it in her fingers, so the blade pointed down. Eyeing a spot on Sayana’s neck, just below her ear. The girl might not even wake, not if Khun was precise and clean. She would simply sigh, and fade, the lifeblood running out her.

Khun half believed that the gods would know her plans, that they would wake their host, stop her. But Sayana slumbered on. There was no sound at all, not a breath of wind.

We will be right there with you.

That was what Sayana had told her, in the cave.

Khun’s breath formed white vapour before her eyes. Mind twitching, twitching, thoughts crowding in on her.

Her hand plunged towards the sleeping Sayana—

And landed lightly on her shoulder.

Sayana’s eyes fluttered open, unfocused, then found Khun.

“Your watch has come,” Khun told her. Carefully slipping her knife back into its sheath as she did so, hiding it with her body.

Sayana nodded. Slowly, she sat up, blinking and shivering. Tuya, lying in her own blanket a short distance away, stirred. Turned over in her sleep.

“Thanks,” Sayana murmured, sliding out. “Get some rest.”

She took her blanket for warmth, wrapping it around herself, and headed up to the top of the dune. Khun watched her go.

Sayana deserved a chance.

A chance to prove she was as strong as Khun had told her she was.

And if the day ever came when she began to lose herself…

Khun’s fingers stroked the hilt of her knife as her mind went away again, journeying to places she still didn’t understand. 

“He will not let me die,” she whispered, not even aware she’d said the words.

She found a blanket of her own, sat cross-legged on the sand, and stared into the fire once more.
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