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Chapter one: The watcher
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The man on the ridge had been watching for three days.

He lay flat on the red sandstone shelf, chin resting on folded arms, watching the settlement below the way a hawk watches a prairie dog hole. Patient. Certain. The hawk doesn't ask whether there's a dog in the hole. It knows. It waits for the timing to be right.

His name was Targat, and he was the raid leader for the northern confederation of eleven bands. They had no real name for themselves. Names were for settlements, for people who stayed in one place long enough to need them. His people moved. His people took. That was their economy, simple and ancient, and it had worked for generations.

He counted again. Fourteen women. One man, old or at least moving like old, though his build said otherwise. Seven horses—the four-legged beasts that the southern people used for carrying loads, massive compared to the wild ones that ranged the high desert. He had seen horses before but never in this number, and never this heavily loaded.

What were they carrying?

He didn't know yet. But the way they moved—organized, no wasted motion, everyone knowing their role without being told—told him what he needed to know about these women. He had seen trading parties before. They were usually disorganized, bickering, slow. These were not.

The tall one in front was the leader. He could tell by the way the others moved in relation to her, the way their eyes tracked to her when a decision needed making. She wore her black hair loose to her shoulders except for a single braid down the left side, pulled back from her face. She moved like a woman who had never once wondered whether she had the right to be in front.

He respected that.

He also planned to take everything she owned and sell her and her companions to the coastal people, who had a use for strong women with sharp eyes. The respect and the plan existed in him simultaneously without conflict. This was simply how the world worked.

The second scout, Palun, slid up beside him on his belly and pressed close enough to whisper.

"They leave at first light tomorrow," Palun said. "I heard it from the man I bribed near the south gate."

"How many days' supplies?"

"Three months. Maybe more."

Targat let out a slow breath. Three months of supplies meant a long journey. A long journey south meant only one thing.

"They're going to the Maya lands."

Palun said nothing. They both understood the implications. Whatever these women brought back from a journey of that length would be worth ten times what they were carrying now. The calculation was simple.

"We follow," Targat said. "We let them go. We let them make the journey. We let the Maya do the work of stocking their packs. And then, when they are tired and laden and almost home—"

Palun smiled.

"—then we take it all."

Below them, the woman with the black braid stopped walking and turned to look up at the ridge. Targat felt a cold finger run up his spine. There was no way she could see them. They were still and dark against the red stone. And yet she looked directly at where they lay, her gaze flat and evaluating, holding for a long three seconds before she turned back to her work.

Targat's jaw tightened.

He would be careful with that one.

* * *
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The Lowland had changed.

Two years ago, the canyon people had camped on the outskirts of the Lowlanders’ town the way they always had, temporary and seasonal, the way their grandparents had. Now it was something else. Buildings had risen along both banks of the creek, not the temporary shelters of the migration but real structures with stone foundations and woven-reed walls sealed with clay, roofs of juniper poles cut and stacked so rain ran off them. The Lowlanders’ town was still there, six hundred people who had never migrated, who farmed the land and kept livestock and had no intention of going anywhere. Maxtla’s trading hub had grown up on their edge, the way a second city grows beside a first one when there’s enough reason. The smell of cooking fires and rendered fat and tanned leather hung permanently in the air. At the market in the center plaza, people traded every morning, the noise of it carrying up the canyon walls and out across the high desert like a kind of music the land had never heard before.

Maxtla had built most of this, in the way that an idea builds a thing by being right at the right time. She hadn’t planned a settlement. She had planned a trading hub, which was different. The settlement had grown around the hub the way moss grows around a stone, because people followed the food and the safety and the possibility of having something. She had come to the Lowland as a child with nothing—carried down the canyon by a man who had no obligation to carry her—and had spent twenty-three years turning that beginning into something that didn’t require explaining.

She walked the plaza now in the gray hour before dawn, checking the loads one more time.

The baskets were stacked under oiled hides. Forty-eight of them, each representing weeks of work by the women she had trained and employed. Her best pieces—the picture baskets with their intricate patterns worked in three colors of split reed—were wrapped separately in the softest scraped hide she owned. Those weren't for everyday trade. Those were for the moment when you needed to impress a person who had already seen everything.

The combs were bundled by the gross. Wood, carved from scrap timber, every tooth cut precisely the same width because she had made a gauge and taught the carvers to use it. Light, smooth, consistent—better than what most travelers could produce on the road. The Maya, according to Ixchel, set great store by beauty rituals. Hair grooming was nearly ceremonial. Good combs would find buyers.

The obsidian mirrors. Six of them, polished to an almost painful clarity by a technique she had developed herself, using progressively finer grades of sand and finally a pad of soft leather and fat. When you held one up, you saw yourself as clearly as the still surface of a deep pool on a windless day. Nothing like it existed anywhere on the route south that she knew of. The first time you showed a mirror to someone who had never seen one, their face changed. That face was worth more than the mirror.

The medicine kit. Tinga had spent two weeks preparing it, dried herbs and roots packed in small clay pots sealed with beeswax, each marked with a scratch code that Tinga had taught Maxtla to read. The southern people would have their own medicines, of course. But different medicines. Trade in healing was trade in something people would pay nearly anything for, when the need came.

Maxtla crouched beside the medicine kit and checked the seals one more time. All good.

"You already checked those twice."

She looked up. Ixchel stood in the pre-dawn shadow, her arms folded across her chest, her expression tolerant and slightly amused.

"I'll check them a third time if I want to," Maxtla said.

"Of course you will. I'm merely observing." Ixchel settled herself onto a nearby rock. She was quieter than Maxtla, more internal, though her mind moved faster when it came to numbers and alliances. She had her mother's straight black hair and something in her cheekbones and her mouth that spoke of the southern peoples, of whom her mother had been one—a woman who had traveled north with traders when she was young, met a man of the Cliff Dwellers, and stayed. Ixchel had grown up hearing her mother speak two languages and had, by some gift or discipline, retained them both.

"Is Lofn ready?" Maxtla asked.

"Lofn will never be ready. She will come anyway."

That was true. Lofn's readiness existed in degrees measured differently than most people's. She was ready in the ways that mattered—her pack was precise, her weapons were sharp, her instincts in a crisis were, as they had discovered on the river, unexpectedly sound. She was just never emotionally ready. There was always one more thing to grieve or fear or anticipate with dread. She brought it all with her and it didn't slow her down.

"And Eijá?"

"Eijá has been ready since yesterday morning and has spent the last day finding things to be impatient about."

Maxtla smiled at that. It was an accurate portrait.

"And Danijel?"

The question fell between them differently than the others. They had both been surprised when he appeared at the settlement three weeks ago. He had simply walked down the canyon trail one morning as if he had been away a week rather than a year, carrying his pack with that particular economy of motion that was his alone, looking at everything with those old eyes that had seen too much of this world to be surprised by any of it.

He had asked to come. He hadn't explained why. Maxtla had thought about it for two days, which was more deliberation than she gave most decisions.

She had said yes.

"Danijel," Ixchel said carefully, "will be where he needs to be."

That was also true. Whatever else Danijel was—and Maxtla had her private theories about what he was, theories she kept locked in the back of her mind where they couldn’t interfere with the practical business of living—he was reliable in the way that a good knife was reliable. Without drama, without explanation. The theories concerned his age, which was not what it appeared to be, and his knowledge, which was too deep and too particular to belong entirely to this world. She had never said this aloud to anyone. It would have required explaining things she didn’t fully understand herself, and she had long since made her peace with that.

Gedeon was at her side now, having risen at the same time she did, which was his habit. He stood close but not interfering. He knew her moods at dawn.

She had lost two children before Aki. The fever, both times—the third month and the eighth. Gedeon had stood in this same position both times: close, not pressing, present in the specific way of someone who understood that silence was not absence. She knew his moods at dawn too.

"The horses are ready," he said.

"Thank you."

He put his hand on her arm, briefly. That was all. He was not a man who said things twice, and he had already told her, in the night, what he needed her to know.

She had told him the mathematics of it, how the journey made them safer, how coming back rich and established was better than staying poor and contested, how this was the right time precisely because the alternative was watching the gains of the last two years erode under the pressure of the men who had never accepted what the settlement was becoming.

He had listened and nodded and said nothing, which was not the same as agreeing.

She had kept talking. She had given him more mathematics, more reasons, more of the architecture of the decision. She had heard herself doing it and had not been able to stop, because stopping meant the silence where the mathematics ran out, where there was nothing left but the fact of it: she was leaving with his child inside her into country no one from the canyon had ever walked, and the reasons were real and the mathematics were true and none of it touched the thing underneath, which was that she was afraid and would not say so because saying it would make it real in a way she couldn't manage and still leave at dawn.

He had let her finish. He had put his hand on the back of her neck in the dark and held it there, and she had leaned into it without meaning to, and neither of them had spoken after that.

He was still afraid of losing her, and he kept that fear to himself, which was one of the things she loved about him. She kept her fear to herself too. They were matched in this, which was both the strength of the thing between them and its cost.

She stood and picked up her spear.

"Go wake the others," she said to Ixchel.

Ixchel went.

Maxtla looked up at the red canyon walls, already turning amber as the sky behind them lightened in the east. Somewhere up on the ridge, something had moved three days ago and caught her eye. She wasn't certain it was a threat. She was certain it wasn't nothing.

She filed it away.

* * *
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Maria came to the gate just as they were leaving.

She was younger than the others—seventeen at most, with a wide, flat face and arms that were roped with muscle from two years of hauling stone and splitting firewood at the south end of the settlement. She had not been part of the plan. She carried a pack that suggested she had been planning this longer than one night.

Maxtla stopped.

"No," Maxtla said.

"Yes," Maria said.

"You're not trained."

"I'm trained enough. Eijá taught me her knife work. I've been practicing spear for a year. I can run all day." She met Maxtla's eyes without flinching. "I need to leave. I have reasons I don't want to explain, and you don't need to know them."

Maxtla looked at Eijá.

Eijá shrugged. "She can run all day. That part's true."

Maxtla looked at the girl again. There was something in her eyes that Maxtla recognized. The specific look of someone who had already decided that wherever you were going was safer than where they had been. Maxtla had seen it in her own reflection, once.

"You understand this is not a short journey," Maxtla said.

"I'm counting on it," Maria said.

Danijel had been standing apart from all of them, watching. He said nothing. He never interfered in her decisions about personnel.

"Keep up," Maxtla said, and turned back to the trail.

Maria fell in behind Eijá.

They walked out of the Lowland as the sun broke over the eastern mesa and painted everything gold.

Gedeon stood at the gate and watched until they rounded the first bend in the canyon trail and were gone.

Behind him, in the settlement, someone's dog was barking at nothing, as dogs do when the balance of a place shifts in a way they can feel but not name.

He turned back to the work of the day.

The work did not help.

He had known it wouldn’t. He had tried it anyway because not trying felt like surrender and he was not the kind of man who surrendered to feelings he couldn’t fix. He had hauled water and repaired a section of the upper trail and helped the family in the north section reset a fence post that had been leaning since spring. The fence post was straight now. The north family was grateful. He felt exactly as he had felt when Maxtla and the others rounded the bend and were gone from sight, which was a specific kind of empty that was not grief exactly but was adjacent to it.

He understood, with clarity that had cost him years to arrive at, that this was what he had chosen. Not passively. He had chosen her, knowing what she was and what she needed and what she would always be moving toward. He had chosen it the way you chose something that was real over something that was comfortable, knowing the difference would occasionally feel like this.

The understanding did not make the feeling smaller. It just meant he didn’t have to fight it.

He thought about what she was carrying. Not the pack weight—she had carried heavier. The other weight: six women going south through country that had no reason to be kind to them, with everything the settlement had built riding in the load and in the outcome. He thought about the watcher on the ridge and the fact that she had seen him and filed it without alarm, which was either courage or something that had grown past courage into a different category entirely.

He was proud of her in a way that sat separate from the wanting-her-home. Both things were true and they did not cancel each other out. He had been surprised by this early in their time together and was no longer surprised. People contained more than one true thing. She had taught him that, in her particular way of teaching, which was mostly demonstration and rarely instruction.

He went back to the settlement when the light began to go and ate the evening meal and reported the fence post to the north family’s elder, who nodded with the specific nod of someone who had been meaning to fix that for longer than was comfortable to admit. Then he went to the place where the canyon wall curved slightly east and caught the last light, which was her favorite place at that hour, and sat there until the light was fully gone.

This was the thing he had not told her, would not tell her, had decided years ago not to say: every time she left, the settlement was less itself without her. Not failing—the women who ran things ran them competently and the work continued and the decisions got made. But less itself. The specific quality it had when she was in it, the feeling of directed energy, of things moving toward something that mattered—that quality lived in her and traveled with her and would not return until she did.

He would not tell her because it was not useful. She knew it already, probably. And because the telling of it would make it a weight on her, and she had enough weight, and he had accepted the job of not adding to it.

He slept and woke and did the work and watched the canyon and did not count the days, because counting the days was the thing he had learned, in the first long absence, made it worse.

* * *
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She went back to the camp in the early afternoon and told them they were leaving at first light.

No one questioned this. They had known the departure was coming; the preparations had been complete for two days. The delay had been hers—the watching, the waiting for the specific feeling of readiness that was less about the packs being right and more about the mind being right. You could leave before you were ready and you would still arrive. But you arrived differently.

Gedeon was sitting outside the camp's edge, doing nothing in particular, which for Gedeon was the specific productive nothing of a person who processed by resting.

"You've been watching him," he said.

"Yes."

She sat down beside him. "He’ll hit us at the first natural chokepoint where the load-to-defender ratio looks favorable."

Gedeon was quiet for a while. The late-afternoon canyon light was doing what it did—the red of the walls deepening toward something between red and brown, the shadows filling from the bottom up.

"What do you need from me?" he said.

"What I always need from you," she said. "Be there when it matters."

"I'm always there when it matters."

"I know," she said. "That's why I trust the rest of it."

He smiled—the small specific smile that Gedeon saved for moments that were both difficult and worth being present for. She had known him for six years and had learned to read the smile as the indicator it was: not happiness exactly, but recognition. The recognition that something was happening that deserved to be seen clearly.

She had built a settlement. She was now building a route. The route would outlast the journey that established it, would outlast the people who had made the first agreements along it, would become the thing that the next generation inherited and extended the way Aki would inherit and extend the settlement.

This was what she had been working toward. Not the specific outcomes—the specific outcomes were not predictable. The direction. The direction toward which things could grow if you got the first movement right.

"First light," she said, and stood up and went back to the camp.

Behind her, Gedeon watched the western ridge.

On the ridge, the watcher watched back.

The canyon held its breath in the way it always held its breath before something started—the specific quality of pre-departure air, which was neither the air of staying nor the air of having gone but the air of the moment between them, charged with what was about to happen.

It had the taste of beginning.
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Chapter two: The size of it
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On the second day, they crossed out of the canyon country into the open desert, and the scale of what they were doing became unavoidable.

North of the canyon, you could always see where you had come from. The red walls rose behind you and gave you a frame of reference, a sense that you existed within something. Once you cleared the southern lip of the plateau and descended into the flat expanse of the lower desert, all of that was gone. The land was ochre and bone and gray scrub stretching to every horizon, and the sky above it was enormous in a way that was less inspiring than oppressive.

Lofn looked at it and said, "Oh."

"Yes," Maxtla said.

"I had forgotten how big it was."

"I hadn't."

They moved south in a loose column with Maxtla and Danijel in front and Eijá and Maria at the rear, the five loaded horses between them. The pack animals were docile, trained by the trader families of the lower canyons who had sold them to Maxtla over the course of the previous year at prices she had negotiated down to what she considered fair and they considered insulting. They plodded with the resigned efficiency of creatures that had reached a philosophical accommodation with their circumstances.

The route they were following was not exactly a road. It was a set of decisions, made by animals and people and water over thousands of years, that tended to go south while avoiding the worst of the terrain. Maxtla had pieces of it from four separate sources—Gedeon's trader knowledge, a drawing scratched on a flat piece of clay by an old woman who had made the journey once as a girl, Ixchel's mother's recalled descriptions, and her own observation of the land. She had assembled these pieces into a route she was mostly confident in, which meant she was prepared for the parts she wasn't confident in.

"The water question," Ixchel said, walking up beside her.

"I know."

"We have three days' supply. The southern springs—"

"Are two days away if we move well. One and a half if we push." Maxtla glanced at the horses. "We don't push the horses. We move steadily and we get there with a day to spare."

Ixchel nodded. She had not been asking a question so much as thinking out loud, checking Maxtla's thinking against her own. This was her way.

Ixchel walked beside her without speaking for a while. She was processing the open desert the way she processed most new things: quietly, from the outside in.

"The followers," she said finally. "We need them not to know how much we’re carrying back."

"Or," Maxtla said, "we need them to become our allies before we’re loaded."

Ixchel processed that. "Ambitious."

"Most good solutions are."

Danijel was walking slightly ahead of them. He had said nothing since the departure, which was not unusual. He spoke when something required it. What was different now was the quality of his silence—less resting than attending, the way a person listens when they already know most of what is being said and are waiting to hear the part they don’t.

She moved up beside him.

"You see them?" she asked without preamble.

"Two, on the ridge. They dropped off our track before the canyon mouth. Picked it back up this morning." He paused. "Three now."

"Three?"

"A third joined them in the night. He came from the east."

She trusted his eyes. They were, she had long since accepted, not entirely normal eyes—they perceived distance and detail and motion at ranges that occasionally made her breath catch. She had her theories about why. She had never asked him to confirm them.

"Any danger now?"

"No. They're following, not positioning. The patience suggests they're planning something far out."

"The return," Maxtla said.

He nodded.

"Then for now they're just witnesses."

"Expensive witnesses if you plan to prevent them interfering on the return."

"I'm planning on making them partners," she said.

He glanced at her. There was something in his expression that she couldn't quite read—a kind of controlled amusement or perhaps respect, the way a teacher looks when a student gets ahead of the lesson.

"When?" he asked.

"When they offer. They'll offer at some point. People always offer when you have something they want and they're not sure they can just take it." She watched the horizon. "The key is to make sure they're never quite sure."

He said nothing, but she could feel his attention settle on her fully for a moment before he turned back to the trail.

The desert moved past them.

* * *
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By midday on the third day they found the springs.

It was more than springs, actually—a series of seeps and pools fed by an underground flow that surfaced in a shallow depression between two rocky ridges, surrounded by willows and cottonwoods that looked wildly out of place in the surrounding desert, as if someone had planted them there as a joke. The grass around the water was green and thick and the horses put their heads down immediately.

Maxtla let them drink before allowing the women to approach the water.

"Always the horses first?" Maria asked. It wasn't quite a complaint—the girl was smart enough to understand logistics—but there was an edge to it.

"The horses carry everything we own," Maxtla said. "Dead horses are not useful."

Maria accepted this.

They set camp in the shade of the cottonwoods, which was better shade than they had had since leaving the canyon. The afternoon heat was genuine now—this far south and this low, the late-summer sun had intent behind it, pressing down with a weight that drained energy from movement and made the shade feel like a gift.

Eijá built a small, nearly smokeless fire and began on the evening meal. This was her domain. She had an understanding with food—where to find it, how to preserve it, how to cook it with minimum fuel and maximum result—that the others deferred to completely. Even Danijel, who could presumably have eaten nothing for several days and been fine, sat near her fire without comment.

Maxtla posted the first watch without being asked, assigning the two-hour rotations and giving Maria the second-to-last slot, not the last. Last watch required the most discipline and composure, and Maria was untested.

"I could take last," Maria said.

"No."

"I'm perfectly capable—"

"Probably. But I don't know that yet." Maxtla met her eyes. "You earn the hard shifts. I'm not withholding them to insult you."

A beat of silence. Maria was the kind of person who had to run an objection through several internal filters before she could tell whether it was legitimate or just pride talking. The pause told Maxtla that she was doing that.

"Second-to-last is fine," Maria said finally.

Lofn had been collecting firewood and overheard all of this, which she pretended not to have done. She had gotten better at pretending. The months since Dewii's death had done something to her—not hardened her exactly, but clarified her. She still felt everything. She had learned to feel it quietly. She had also been thinking, in the way she thought about things that wouldn’t leave her alone, about what it meant to help someone without asking them first. The people who had helped her after Dewii died had done it with kindness. But kindness wasn’t the same as asking. She didn’t have a word yet for the difference. She kept looking for one.

"Do you think the springs will be here on the return?" she asked Maxtla.

"They've been here a thousand years. They'll be here for our return."

Lofn considered this. "Unless it's a drought year."

"It's not a drought year. Look at the grass."

Lofn looked at the grass. "Oh," she said. And then, because she could not help herself: "But what if it becomes a drought year while we're gone?"

Maxtla looked at her. "Lofn."

"Yes."

"We will deal with that problem if it becomes a problem."

"Right." A pause. "But if you wanted to think through contingencies—"

"Later," Maxtla said.

Lofn nodded and went back to collecting wood.

Danijel had been watching this exchange from across the camp. After Lofn moved off, he spoke quietly. "She keeps you honest."

"She keeps me irritated," Maxtla said.

"Same thing, often."

Maxtla didn't disagree.

That night she lay on her back and looked up at the sky through the cottonwood leaves, which were just beginning to turn yellow at the edges. The stars here were brighter than in the canyon, where the walls cut off half the sky. She could see the great river of light that ran from horizon to horizon, the same river she had looked at all her life, dense with stars in ways she had never been able to count.

She thought about Gedeon. She thought about the child that was not yet showing but that she felt the presence of in abstract, tender ways she hadn't expected. She thought about what she was building—not just the trading organization, not just the material wealth, but the other thing, the harder thing, the idea that women could lead and decide and determine the shape of their own lives without asking permission from anyone.

That idea had enemies at home. She had watched them move back in over the last year, subtle at first, testing what they could get away with, slowly reclaiming the old prerogatives that the old ways had given them. The settlement's growth had attracted people from outside who brought their customs with them. Some of those customs were the ones Maxtla had fought to end.

She couldn't fight them by staying. Staying made her a target, and targets tended to reduce the radius of their own movement over time until they were standing still.

She could fight them by going. By coming back with wealth and power and allies enough that the old men looked at her and understood something had permanently changed.

She was not naive about this. The wealth and the power didn't guarantee anything.

But it was better than the alternative.

She closed her eyes and matched her breathing to the sound of the creek and slept hard until her watch.
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Chapter three: The pass
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The first attack came twelve days south of the springs, in a narrow pass between two rocky shoulders where the trail squeezed down to the width of two people walking abreast.

Maxtla had seen the site from half a mile out and had not liked it. There was no way around it—the ridges on either side were sheer and the horses could not manage them—and the raiders who had set up there had done so with enough competence to tell her this wasn't their first attempt at this particular location.

She counted seven. Possibly eight. Two on the ridge to the east, which she could see. More in the rocks on the west side, which she couldn't see but could feel in the way the pass had gone unnaturally quiet—no birdsong, no small movements in the scrub.

She stopped the column fifty yards out.

"Company," she said, loud enough for all of them.

The woman at the rear of the column—Maria—had already seen it. Maxtla could tell by the way she had quietly shifted her pack off her shoulders and set it on the ground to her right, leaving her hands free.

Good.

Danijel moved up beside her. "Eight," he said. "Three on the east ridge, two on the west, three on the ground in the rocks at the pass mouth."

She had miscounted the east ridge. She filed that away.

"Tribe?" she asked.

He studied the figures on the ridge for a moment. "Lowland people, I think. Not the confederation from the north. Different weapons, different stance."

Different meant unknown. Unknown was harder.

Maxtla cupped her hands around her mouth. "We see you," she called toward the pass. "We are traders. We are willing to pay passage. Come out and speak with us."

Nothing moved for a long breath. Then a figure detached itself from the rocks at the pass mouth and walked toward them. He was a young man, not old enough to have the full authority his swagger was trying to claim, carrying a club with a stone head and a short throwing spear in the other hand.

He stopped twenty yards away and studied them with the particular contempt of someone who has decided in advance that a group of women with one old man cannot be dangerous.

"Toll," he said. He pointed at the horses. "One horse."

"No," Maxtla said pleasantly.

His expression changed. He had expected either compliance or panic.

"One horse," he said again, louder.

"No. We will give you five packets of dried meat and ten arrowheads. This is fair value for passage through land you don't actually own." She kept her voice conversational. "If you reject this offer, some of your people will die, and the rest will regret it. The choice is yours."

He stared at her.

Behind her, she heard rather than saw Eijá and Lofn separate slightly—they had trained for exactly this configuration, spreading the threat across enough space that any attack would have to choose targets rather than swamp them.

Maria, to her left, had not moved, but Maxtla could feel her attention like heat.

The young man turned his head and shouted something in his own language toward the pass. An older voice answered from the rocks—short, sharp, disagreeing. The young man's shoulders set stubbornly. He turned back to Maxtla.

He raised his throwing spear.

What happened next took less time than it took to describe.

Maxtla was already moving as his arm came back. Not toward him—that was what he expected—but to the right, out of his line, while drawing her own spear from its carrier across her back. His throw was good; it passed through the space where she had been standing close enough that she felt the air of it. She completed her turn, found her footing, and put her spear through his upper thigh before he could recover his balance.

Not the kill shot. The information shot. The one that said: we know what we're doing.

He went down with a cry that cut off the battle before it could start.

Danijel had moved on the east ridge, fast and quiet in a way that was deeply unsettling if you thought too hard about it. She didn't think too hard about it. The two figures on the ridge were suddenly not in their positions. She didn't ask what had happened to them. She trusted the outcome.

Eijá had a figure from the west rocks face-down on the ground with his arm bent at an angle behind him and a foot on the back of his neck. She hadn't needed her spear. She hadn't used it.

Lofn was covering the pass mouth with her spear in both hands, low and ready, and her expression said she was prepared to use it, which was a relatively new expression for Lofn and not an unwelcome one.

Maria had come forward without being asked and was standing over the man on the ground with the young raider at the end of her knife’s reach, her blade drawn and steady. Her face was calm. Whatever she had been afraid of before she left the Lowland, this was not it.

The older voice from the rocks spoke again, different in tone now. Maxtla looked toward it.

"Come out," she said. "We're not here to kill anyone who doesn't insist."

A long pause. Then a man emerged from the rocks at the pass mouth—older, gray at his temples, moving with the measured care of someone who had survived enough situations to know that sudden movements were mostly a mistake. He looked at the young man on the ground, at the blood, at the flat-faced women standing over his companions, and he arrived at the same calculation that people usually arrived at when they took a good look.

"Medicine?" he said. His language and Maxtla's had maybe a quarter of their words in common—just enough.

"If you behave," Maxtla said.

He nodded slowly. He clapped his hands twice and called to the others, who came out of the rocks without weapons raised.

Ixchel was already moving toward the injured man with the medicine kit.

The older man watched her work. He watched all of them for a long time, saying little, making the assessment that a thoughtful person makes when the world has just shown them something they didn't know existed.

"Who are you?" he said finally, in his language, which Ixchel translated.

"Traders," Maxtla said. "Going south."

"Women traders," he said. Not a question. An attempt to categorize something he had no category for.

"Yes."

He was quiet again. Then: "My son."

"Your son's leg will be fine if the infection doesn't take it," Maxtla said. "Ixchel knows how to prevent infection. She will treat him properly."

The man looked at his son, who was pale and holding his thigh with both hands, and at Ixchel, who was cleaning the wound with an herbed solution that smelled medicinal and sharp.

"The toll is reduced," the old man said. It cost him something to say it. But he said it.

"No toll," Maxtla said. "Safe passage only. We are not enemies."

He processed this. "You spear my son."

"Your son threw first," she said without heat. "Ask him."

The young man, listening, said nothing. His jaw was tight with pain and something else—the difficult transition from contempt to revised understanding that young men find very hard.

The old man almost smiled. "What do you trade?"

"Baskets. Combs. Medicines. Technology that builds things. On the return, things from the south that you've never seen."

He looked at the packed horses. "What do you need?"

"Safe passage through your land. Information about what lies south. And if there are others on this route who might become problems, I'd rather know about them now."

He thought about that. Then he made a decision she could see him make—some internal pivot point, some balancing of what he stood to lose against what he stood to gain.

"I will give you a guide," he said. "To the edge of our land."

"What do you want in return?"

He pointed at the pack with the baskets. "To see."

Maxtla nodded to Ixchel, who opened the pack and brought out three of the standard baskets.

The old man took one and turned it in his hands. He looked at the construction, the weave, the colors. He turned it upside down and looked at the bottom. He pressed the sides and felt how they gave and returned. He held it up to the light and looked through the weave.

"These took time," he said.

"Yes."

"Why do this much work for something that carries grain?"

"Because people will pay more for something that is also beautiful," Maxtla said. "And because the woman who made it is worth more than a person who makes only useful things."

He looked at her for a moment. Then he said something in his own language that she didn't catch, but that Ixchel translated softly in her ear later.

It meant: I understand now why you travel without men protecting you.

The guide was a young woman, to Maxtla's slight surprise. She was quiet and quick and seemed to know every rock on the route south. She stayed with them for four days and then pointed them down a long valley toward a range of blue mountains and, without ceremony, turned back north.

They watched her go.

"She'll tell others about us," Eijá said.

"I counted on it," Maxtla said.

* * *
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Three weeks south of the canyon country, the land began to change in earnest.

The dry scrub thinned and then gave way to a different kind of desert—harder and more severe at first, the terrain all sharp edges and pale caliche, and then by degrees more forgiving as they descended and the air held more moisture. Creatures appeared that none of them had seen before—a bird with a long ridiculous tail that ran instead of flew, a lizard the length of Maxtla's arm that turned colors depending on which rock it sat on, a spider the size of a man's fist that Lofn found in her boot one morning and screamed about loud enough to echo from the hills.

"It wasn't poisonous," Eijá noted.

"You don't know that," Lofn said.

"It's still alive and you're still alive, so—"

"I'll be watching my boots from now on."

"You should have been watching them before," Maria said, and there was a small surprised silence, because Maria had been mostly quiet for three weeks and this was close enough to a joke that no one knew whether to laugh.

Then Lofn laughed, which decided the matter.

Maria looked faintly startled by her own humor and then something in her face relaxed a little, the way a closed fist can relax when it figures out it doesn't need to be a fist right now.

Danijel observed all of this from a few steps back. He had been noting changes in Maria since the pass attack—a gradual loosening, a willingness to exist in the group rather than alongside it. Whatever she was running from, she was running far enough from it now that she could occasionally look at something other than the path behind her.

He was, he knew, doing the same thing.

He had told himself he was coming to observe. To resume his interrupted documentation of these people's cultural development. To be professionally useful. These were the things he would write in his next report, and they were not entirely false.

But the truth, which he was honest with himself about in the way that three hundred years of living forced you to be honest, was that he had come back because he could not think of anywhere else he would rather be. His home planet had every comfort and innovation that twelve thousand years of civilization could provide. It was safe and clean and perfectly organized and, under the right light, looked very much like a place that had forgotten what it meant to need something.

These people needed things. They moved through the world needing things every day—water, food, safety, connection, meaning—and the needing made them vivid in a way that comfort couldn't replicate.

Maxtla needed to change the world. Or a portion of it. Or at least the portion she could reach.

He had watched civilizations develop on a dozen worlds. He had seen that particular fire before, in individuals and in movements. It almost always burned out or got smothered or twisted into something its originator wouldn't have recognized.

Sometimes it didn't.

He was here, he supposed, to see which one this was.

The mountains to the south were getting closer.
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Chapter four: Three attacks
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The second attack was worse, and the third was where things got interesting.

The second one came in the night, which was both more dangerous and more telling. People who attacked at night were either desperate or experienced, and the group that hit their camp three days into the mountain foothills was experienced. Four men had circled from downwind, used the natural depression of a dry creekbed to approach, and were within twenty yards of the sleeping camp before Danijel moved.

He moved without waking anyone, which was—Maxtla reflected afterward, thinking through what had and hadn't happened—another thing she filed away in that specific part of her mind where the things she didn't ask about lived.

The result was that by the time Eijá came off watch and found him crouching at the edge of the dark, four men were sitting in a row on the far side of the creekbed, bound with their own bowstrings, looking unhappy. None of them appeared to have been harmed in any way that would explain how they got there.

What nobody had seen, in the dark and the confusion of Danijel’s intervention, was the horse.

The third horse from the left had been picketed at the edge of the camp where the creekbed ran closest, and when the four men had come out of the dark it had caught their scent and bolted. Not far—the picket line held and then broke, and the horse ran maybe forty yards before the drop-off at the creekbed’s edge stopped it. Maria found it standing at the edge in the dark, breathing hard, the picket rope trailing behind it.

The pack was gone.

The lashing had caught on something in the run and torn free. The pack had gone over the creekbed edge. In the dark it took twenty minutes to find where it had landed, and by then they knew from the sound it had made on the way down that the news was going to be bad.

It was the medicine pack.

Lofn went down the creekbed wall on a rope in the dark without being asked, because it was her pack and her work and she was not going to wait for dawn to find out what was left. Maxtla stood at the top and held the rope and listened to the sounds from below—careful movement, a low sound that was not quite a word, then silence, then more movement.

When she came back up she was carrying about half of what had gone down. The rest was broken, or scattered in the dark at the creekbed floor in pieces too small to collect by torchlight, or simply gone into the water that ran at the bottom.

She laid it out on the ground in the torchlight. Maxtla looked at it without speaking.

Seven of the sealed clay pots were intact. Four were cracked and their contents compromised. Three were missing entirely. The wound-closure preparation—the one Tinga had spent a week preparing, the most labor-intensive thing in the kit—was gone. The fever treatment that worked on the specific southern fever Tinga had warned them about was reduced to a quarter of what they had started with. The pain preparation was intact. The infection treatment was intact. The bone-setting supplies were intact.

Lofn sat back on her heels and looked at what was left with the specific expression of someone doing a calculation they do not like the answer to.

“We can manage,” she said. Not to reassure Maxtla. To confirm the calculation out loud.

“We can manage if nothing goes badly wrong,” Maxtla said.

“Yes,” Lofn said. “If nothing goes badly wrong.”

The four bound men on the far side of the creekbed had been listening to all of this. Maxtla looked at them. They looked back.

She felt the anger arrive and filed it. Anger at the horse, anger at the dark, anger at herself for the picket arrangement that had allowed the bolt. The horse had spooked because animals spooked. The picket had broken because it had been meant to hold a standing horse, not a running one. These were not failures of planning. They were the cost of traveling in the world.

You paid costs or you didn’t travel. Those were the only two options.

She doubled the watch rotation for the remainder of the night. In the morning, before they broke camp, she went over the picket arrangements with everyone who handled the horses and revised them to account for what she now knew. In a different world she would have known it before. This was the world she had.

Lofn repacked what remained of the medicine kit into a smaller container. The empty space where the rest had been was visible and she did not try to disguise it. She sealed the new pack and strapped it to the horse that had been carrying the baskets, redistributing the load, and did not look at Maxtla when she was done.

She had not cried. Maxtla had been watching for it—not waiting for it, watching for it. Lofn had not cried. She had done the work and repacked the pack and was ready to move when the column moved.

That was its own kind of strength. Maxtla recognized it and said nothing, because saying something about it would make it smaller.

"Scouts for a larger group," Danijel told Maxtla when she came to look.

"How large?"

"Twenty to thirty. They're half a day back. They sent these four ahead to assess the camp."

Twenty to thirty was too many to fight through. It was the right number to negotiate with or avoid.

"Can we go around?"

"Not with the horses. Not on this terrain."

She thought about it while the eastern sky was still black.

"Do any of them have enough language in common with us to talk?"

He had already determined this. "The short one on the left."

She crouched in front of the short one on the left, who looked at her with the particular focused hatred of a man who has been humiliated. She met it without reacting.

"Your group is behind you," she said. "I know there are more of you. I'm not going to try to fight through. I want to talk. Send for your leader."

The man stared at her.

"We have food," she added. "And something I think your leader will want to see."

* * *
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The third leader was a tall woman.

Maxtla had not expected this, and she chose not to let the surprise show, though she felt Ixchel stir slightly beside her.

The woman's name, conveyed through the halting chain of shared vocabulary, was something close to Teya. She was perhaps forty—old for the trail life, which meant she was either exceptional or she had people who protected her, or both. She walked into the small clearing where Maxtla had set up for the meeting with the economic confidence of someone who had never once entered a room wondering whether she belonged there.

She looked at the group. She counted. She noted the absence of a male authority figure in any of the positions that would normally hold one. She made no visible reaction to this, which told Maxtla she was intelligent and disciplined.

She spoke. The short man translated, badly.

"She asks what you carry."

"Show her," Maxtla said.

Ixchel laid out the display: two standard baskets, one picture basket, a set of the wood combs arranged by size, two obsidian mirrors face-down until the moment, the medicine kit, and a small wrapped bundle at the end.

Teya looked at the baskets with appreciation but not surprise. She had seen good baskets.

She looked at the combs with more interest. She picked one up, turned it, tested the teeth against her palm. Looked at the regularity of the spacing. Set it down carefully.

She looked at the medicine kit. She picked up one of the sealed pots and smelled the seal. She looked at Ixchel. Something passed between them in that look—a kind of professional recognition.

Then Ixchel turned over the mirrors.

Maxtla had decided, after the cliff dweller experience, that the mirrors were always the moment. Not because they were the most valuable thing in the pack—she was not certain they were—but because they reliably produced a visible disruption in the way a person understood the world. The woman who looked at a mirror for the first time spent the next ten minutes somewhere else, in a private transaction with their own face, and came back different.

Teya picked up the mirror.

She looked into it.

Her expression did not change—she was too controlled for that—but her breathing shifted. She looked for perhaps thirty seconds without moving. Then she set the mirror very carefully face-down on the display.

She spoke to the translator. He translated.

"She says: you have come to trade with the southern people."

"Yes."

"She says: they are not honest traders."

"We have heard this. We go anyway."

Teya spoke again, longer.

"She says: we know the routes south from here. We have traded with the coast people for five generations. We do not always stay here. We move."

"Raiders," Lofn said quietly, from behind Maxtla. Not an accusation. An observation.

"When there is nothing else," Teya herself said, in Maxtla's language—not fluently, but clearly. She had been understanding more than she was letting on.

Maxtla let the silence sit for a moment. "How many people in your group?"

"Twenty-six."

"How many fighters?"

"All of them."

"We are going south," Maxtla said. "We will be on the route for two months, perhaps three. The return will be loaded with goods. If you travel with us as protection, I will pay you a fair share of what we bring back."

Teya looked at her for a long time. "You offer partnership? To raiders?"

"I offer partnership to people who know the route and can fight. What you were before this conversation is not my concern."

Teya sat with this.

"If you move with us," Maxtla continued, "you are not raiding. You have a different thing. A steady income. Reliable food. And when we reach the southern city, you trade on your own account. I will make you proper introductions."

"And if we just take your goods when you return?" Teya said.

"You could try. But I promise you'll find it much more expensive than what I'm offering." She kept her voice even. "And less interesting."

Something happened in Teya's expression then—the smallest possible shift, like a fish turning a fraction in deep water. Interest. Real interest, not tactical.

"What is in the small bundle?" she asked.

Maxtla unwrapped it.

Inside was a knife with a bone handle and an obsidian blade, honed by a technique that Maxtla's craftswomen had developed over the past year—a bevel angle that held an edge three times longer than the standard approach. It was the finest cutting tool currently existing, as far as she knew, anywhere on the route south.
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