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Prologue

​Fort Worth, Texas

The house is quiet at this hour. My wife is asleep. The dog has given up on me and gone to lie by the back door, where the air is coolest. Outside, the live oaks have stopped rattling in the April wind and a last lawn sprinkler is hissing in somebody's yard two streets over. On the screen in front of me there is a list, and the list is strange because it is both nothing and everything.

Lathia Tetnie. 0.06 percent. 4.04 centiMorgans. One segment.

Gunnhild Eiríksdóttir. 0.07 percent. 4.98 centiMorgans. One segment.

Helga Dóttir. 0.14 percent. 9.84 centiMorgans. One segment.

Gudrid Hildr. 0.06 percent. 4.25 centiMorgans. One segment.

Priyā puθra. 0.06 percent. 4.21 centiMorgans. One segment.

Five women. Five small ribbons of code that I carry in every cell I have, smuggled down through some unimaginable corridor of begettings. The company that sequenced my spit has given them names it invented. The bodies they were built from lay in the ground for two or three thousand years before someone came along with a drill and a pipette and a laboratory in a German city and lifted a particle of powder from their teeth and made it speak.

I know what the geneticists will tell me. I have read their careful paragraphs. A four-centiMorgan segment is almost nothing. At that distance in time, every European alive shares most of the same ancestors, and a single ribbon of shared sequence is as likely to be coincidence as inheritance. These women are not my grandmothers. They are the light of stars that burned out before any of my real forebears had a name.

And still.

Five women. One in the grasslands of Kazakhstan when bronze was the newest metal in the world and the wheels on the traders' carts had begun, for the first time in human history, to turn faster than men could walk. One on a coast near what would not be Rome yet for another hundred years, a coast where Phoenician ships drew up onto the shingle and unloaded purple dye and the smell of cedar wood. One on a Danish island wearing a hammer around her neck while her neighbors took the cross and her sons shifted uneasily on their benches at the Thing. Two in a single grave at the bottom of the world, on a fjord in Greenland, buried together because something took them all at once, one long dark winter in a colony that had never had much to spare.

If the DNA lies, let it lie. I want them anyway. I want to know how the wind smelled where they were small. I want to know the name of the one who taught them to card wool or sharpen a knife or pray. I want to put them down on paper so that for one night in April, in a house in Texas, five women who never knew each other in life can sit around the same fire and be, for an hour, what the living always are to the dead: remembered.

So I close my eyes, and I listen for them.

The first one who comes is the oldest.
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​Priyā, Daughter of the Grass
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​Near Lake Dzhasybai, Central Steppe, c. 1100 BCE

​I. The Country

The country she was born into did not have a name in any language, but the people who lived there had names for all the things that mattered inside it, which came to the same thing.

It was a country of three great stretches. To the south there was the lake, Dzhasybai, a long pale-gray water a day's walk across, set in a bowl of low wooded hills where the pines came down to the shore in dark ragged lines. Above the pines rose bare granite — huge weathered heads of stone, smooth as a horse's skull, which the old people said had been put there by the first gods to mark the places where the sky had touched the earth. A child could climb those rocks and see from their tops, in every direction, the grass going away forever.

The grass was the middle country. It ran north from the pine hills and the lake out onto a flat immensity that had no end but the other end, where, many days' ride to the north, the cold river cut the plain and the birches began. In summer the grass was green and then, by the month the foals were weaned, silver; in autumn it turned the color of old bronze; in winter it lay under snow that whispered when the wind moved across it, a sound Priyā had heard all her life and did not know until she was grown was a sound, because it had been under everything else she had heard since her first breath. Above the grass was the sky, which was the third country. The sky was bigger than the grass. You could ride for a full day in summer without the sun finding a cloud to hide behind, and the blue went all the way to the horizon and then, at the horizon, turned a white so clean it hurt the eye. At night the sky became a second grass, full of moving lights, and the old women would point at the bright stars and name them for daughters who had gone before, or for horses that had died well, or for places no one alive remembered anymore but that had once, their mothers had told them, been the camps of their great-grandmothers.

The people Priyā belonged to had lived in this country for as long as anyone could count back. Her grandfather had said they had come from somewhere else, originally — from farther west, from the other side of the great river that lay beyond the birch country, where the grass was different, where the horses had been first — but nobody alive remembered that journey, and Priyā, when she thought about it, could not imagine her people anywhere but here. The pine hills and the lake and the long grass were in her body. When she rode out at dawn she did not feel that she was riding across land. She felt that she was riding inside something that was also inside her.

They moved four times a year. In late spring, when the snow was gone from the low places, they took the herds and the carts and the tents out onto the open grass to fatten the animals on the new shoots; they called this the Going Out. In late summer, when the grass began to silver, they turned southwest toward the lake, to the fishing camps where the men caught pike through the shallows with long wooden spears; this was the Turning. In autumn, before the first hard frost, they went up into the shelter of the pine hills and unpacked the heavy tents they did not need in summer, and they stockpiled hay and dried meat and fish; this was the Coming In. And in the depth of winter, when even the pine hills were hard to stay in, they retreated to the granite bowls near the lake shore, where the huge stones kept the worst of the wind off and the water, even under ice, was close enough to break open for the horses. This was the Keeping. Keeping was the hardest of the seasons. By the end of Keeping, if the winter had been long, half the children were thin and a quarter of the old people were coughing and everyone, even the best-tempered, was quick to anger and slow to laugh. But then the thaw came, and the Going Out, and the grass.

Priyā's clan was six tents. Her father Uxṣan, his two living brothers and their wives, her father's widowed sister Zaranya, and two old women who had outlived their husbands and their own children. One of the old women was Priyā's grandmother Rāma, the singer. The other was named Aspā, and she had lost her mind to grief the winter her son had died in a fall from a horse, and now she sat most days by the fire and held a piece of her dead son's belt and did not speak unless spoken to, though sometimes, in the middle of the night, she sang; and her singing was so beautiful that Priyā, who had heard it since she was a baby, had thought until she was six that Aspā's sorrow was a kind of wealth and had asked her mother once when she would be old enough to have a sorrow like that of her own. Her mother had slapped her, not hard, and said, You do not ask for sorrow, Priyā. Sorrow is a thing that finds you.

Priyā's mother was named Āhutī, which meant the one poured out, a libation name, and she was a tall woman with long hands and a habit of silence that her husband mistook for mildness and that her daughters knew was something else. When Āhutī was displeased, she did not raise her voice. She simply turned her shoulder and continued what she was doing, and the one who had displeased her could stand beside her all afternoon and not be spoken to, and would eventually go away and do better the next time. Priyā had inherited this from her. Her husband, when she married one, would learn it from her the hard way, as husbands learn such things.

​II. The Horse and the Forge

The horses were everything. They were food in lean years and wealth in good ones; they were the reason her people could live where they lived and the reason other people, farther south in the mountains and farther east in the cedar country, feared them. Her grandfather had told her, when she was small enough to sit on his lap and not too small to listen, Priyā, the horse is older than the fire. The horse is older than the knife. Men had fire and knives for a long time before they had horses, and in that time they were like the wolves: they ran after what they ate. Now the horse has made us more than wolves. Now we ride.

She had ridden almost before she walked. By eight she could cut a yearling out of the herd. By twelve she could put an arrow into a running hare. By fifteen she could drive a wagon over broken ground without breaking its axle, which was more than some of the boys could do. She knew the thirty-one different words her people had for the coats of horses — zara the gold, aruṣa the red, kṛṣṇa the black, śyāma the dark bay, and on and on down to the small precise names for a foal born with one white sock or a gelding whose mane had turned gray before his muzzle. She knew the songs you sang to a mare who was foaling. She knew the song you sang when you had to kill a horse for meat, which was an apology and a promise, and she had sung it herself, the first time, when she was nine, over a yearling with a broken leg, and she had cried while she sang it and her grandmother had said nothing and had not told her to stop.

Her clan's herd, that summer she turned thirty-one, was a hundred and twelve head. It had been a hundred and thirty-one the summer before. They had lost nineteen horses in the bad blizzard of the Keeping, a blizzard that had come out of the north on a morning that had begun with clear sky and had killed three mares in foal and a stallion her uncle had been trying to break and twelve yearlings that had wandered too far from the shelter of the stones. The herd would build back. It always did. But the loss had made her father thin around the eyes that summer, and the trading had been anxious.

For they had iron now, a little of it. The bronze-smiths of her grandfather's generation had been the gods of the clan, men whose hands were black to the elbow and who wore small charms of twisted wire on their wrists, and her own father still cast bronze in the old way — the clay molds, the crucible propped on three stones, the slow indrawn breath as the molten copper was tilted with its pinch of tin and poured hissing into the mold while everyone nearby held still, because a sudden noise, the old craft said, could enter the metal and make it brittle. Priyā had watched her father do this a hundred times. She loved him best when he was doing it. His face then was the face he did not have the rest of the year: soft, patient, almost reverent. Once, when she was eleven, he had let her tilt the crucible herself — a small piece, a spear-point for her own use — and she had done it without spilling, and he had laughed out loud, something he did perhaps three times a year, and he had said, She has the hands. She has the hands of the fire people.

But iron was coming now. Iron came up in small quantities from the south, traded from men with dark beards who came along the old trade paths through the Pamirs and across the Ust-Urt. A single iron knife was worth three good bronze ones. A single iron spear-point was worth a yearling horse. And the smiths who worked iron — the few who had begun to learn the trick of it, which was different from bronze, which needed a harder fire and a more patient hand — walked a little differently than the old bronze-smiths. They had stepped closer to something. The old men disagreed about what.

Priyā's husband was an iron-smith. He was not her first husband. Her first husband had been a boy she had known since they were both small, a boy from her father's brother's tent, a round-faced boy with a laugh like a horse's whinny, and she had liked him very well and borne him a son, and then one winter a cough went through the camp and the boy and the baby both went into the frozen ground before the thaw, and for a year afterward she did not think she would ever be warm again.

Her grandmother Rāma had brought her back.
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