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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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Part One

Hoelun said, “He rides into the wind, fleeing for his life. I call out his name, but he cannot hear me.”
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On the northern bank of the Onon River, a grove of willows and birches rippled in the heat. Hoelun gripped the reins of the horse that pulled her covered cart. The gently rolling green land, bright with wild flowers, would soon grow parched and brown. Spring and early summer were no more than a brief respite between the icy winds of winter and the scorching midsummer heat.

Hoelun's robe and leather trousers lay next to her, under the square, feathered birch head-dress she had worn at her wedding. A short woollen shift covered her; she had shed her other garments earlier that morning. Her home was under the curved covering of her two-wheeled wooden cart—the frame and felt panels of the yurt she would erect in her husband's camp, the trunks that held her pots, clothes, hearth, jewellery, and rugs, the bed where they would lie.

Yeke Chiledu rode at her side, his back straight under his quiver of arrows. His bow was inside the lacquered case hanging from his belt; his short, trousered legs hugged the flanks of his chestnut horse.

At fourteen, Hoelun had known that she would be married before long, yet her wedding had been upon her as swiftly as a summer storm. A month ago, Chiledu had come among the Olkhunuguds to find a wife, and had seen Hoelun outside her mother's yurt. By that evening, he was speaking to her father of the gifts he would offer for her; before the moon had grown full once more, she was Chiledu's bride.

Chiledu turned his head, and the faint lines around his small black eyes deepened as he smiled. His teeth were white against his brown skin; his face was broad, his cheekbones flat. He was eighteen, his moustache only a light sprinkling of hairs above his mouth; two coiled black braids hung down from under the wide brim of his hat.

“You should cover yourself,” he said, accenting his words as his Merkit people did.

“It's too warm.”

Chiledu scowled. She would put on her clothes if he ordered it. The young man suddenly laughed. “You are beautiful, Hoelun.”

She flushed, wishing he would say more, remembering all the words he had used to praise her golden-brown eyes, her small flat nose, her thick, braided hair and pale brown skin. She had closed her eyes during their first night together, unable to stop thinking about her father's mares and the way his stallion mounted them. Chiledu's quick thrusting inside her had brought her pain; he had moaned, shuddered, and withdrawn, to fall asleep at her side a few moments later. The next night had been much the same; she had hoped for more.

Chiledu turned and scanned the horizon. On open land, any danger could be seen from afar, but here, with patches of wooded land by the river, they would have to be more cautious.

They rode slowly towards the Onon's narrow stream. The river was shallow here, barely more than a small creek; they would be able to cross it easily. A small flock of ducks were feeding upriver. Chiledu trotted towards them. Further up the bank, he dismounted, took out his bow, and crept towards the distant flock.

Hoelun pulled at her reins; the cart rolled to a halt. She untied the spare horse from the back of the cart and led the animal to the water. Long fingers of willows and birch trees came nearly to the edge of the opposite bank; in the distance, a massif abruptly jutted from the land. Tengri, Heaven, was a vast yurt under which parts of Etugen, the Earth, thrust upwards, reaching towards its roof. The mountains, with pines and larches that hummed and sighed whenever the wind stirred them, were places of spirits, of voices that might whisper to shamans, of ghosts that might enter the bodies of animals to protect a man or lead him to his death. The slender stream of the Onon trickled as it flowed over the rocks; running water also harboured spirits.

Upriver, Chiledu was intent on his game, his bow raised. A shadow moved under the trees across from Hoelun; a twig cracked. She turned towards the sound and saw a man with a falcon on his wrist. The stranger leaned forward on his horse, his shoulders broad under his long, open coat, his eyes tilted, but also long and oddly pale, unlike any eyes she had seen. She tried to cry out; her voice caught in her throat. The man suddenly vanished among the trees.

The spell of those strange eyes was broken. “Chiledu!” she shouted as she tugged at the horse. “Husband!” Chiledu had not even sensed the stranger's presence; she wondered how long the hunter had been watching them. “Come quickly!”

He ran towards his horse, his game forgotten. She glimpsed the stranger riding around a small hill before trees hid him once more.

“What is it?” Chiledu called out as he reached her. 

“I saw a man there, under the trees.” She pointed. “He rode away. You had better go after him and see—” 

“And leave you unprotected?” 

“He was alone,” she said.

“He might want me to follow him. He could have friends nearby. Water the horses, and then we'll go on.”

 

They crossed the Onon and moved north-west. Chiledu rode ahead of the cart. Hoelun touched the flank of her horse lightly with her whip. Here, the land sloped into hills, slowing her pace.

The cart rattled as she rounded one grassy slope. The stranger had not greeted them, or held out his hands to show that he meant no harm, but maybe he had not wanted to provoke Chiledu by gazing openly at his unclad wife.

Such thoughts were not keeping her fears at bay. Clans of Mongols roamed the lands to the south, and she knew that they were enemies of the Merkits; Chiledu had told her about their raids. Resentment clogged her throat. She would not be worrying about the unknown hunter now if Chiledu had kept his men with him instead of sending them ahead to his camp after the wedding. He should have been more alert, and not so certain that he could protect his bride alone. He had been thinking only of how he could enjoy his new wife during the journey, instead of waiting until she raised her tent in his lands.

“You should have gone after him,” she muttered, “and put an arrow into his back.” Chiledu was silent. The sun hung overhead; she thought of the cool shade under the distant willows where they might have rested.

She urged her horse on, then heard the distant thunder of hooves. She looked back. Three riders were moving towards them from the south. A small hill hid the men for a moment, before they reappeared.

Chiledu rose in his stirrups, then galloped towards a nearby hill, trying to lead the men away from her. She lashed at her horse and the cart bounced and swayed as the animal broke into a trot. The three men raced past her after Chiledu; she recognized the stranger. He grinned at her, his greenish-brown eyes filled with a wild joy.

The men soon disappeared behind a distant hill on which an obo stood. The shrine was a small pile of stones with a spear jutting from the mound; she whispered a prayer to whatever local spirits the obo honoured.

Chiledu could not have carried her on his horse; that extra burden would have ensured his capture. His only chance was to outrun his pursuers. She trembled with rage at her helplessness. Her husband had failed her. Maybe that meant he deserved to lose her.

Chiledu burst out from behind a hill; he was riding back to her. She tensed, then stood up as he galloped towards the cart.

“What are you doing?” she shouted, as his chestnut gelding skidded to a halt. “I saw their faces when they passed—they mean to kill you.”

The young man panted for breath. “I can't leave you here.”

“You'll die if you don't. Go—you can always find another wife.” Her words were more bitter than she intended. “You may call her Hoelun in memory of me, but save your own life now!”

He hesitated. The three strangers rounded the hill. “Listen to me.” How could she convince him to save himself? She clutched at her shift, then pulled it over her head and threw it at him. “Take this as a keepsake, to remember my scent. Go to your people, and come back for me with your men later.”

Chiledu pressed the garment to his cheek. “I will come for you, Hoelun — I promise you that.”

“Go now!”

He lashed at his horse, then galloped away. His looped braids beat against his back, then were tossed forward as he glanced back at her one last time. The three strangers neared her; they whooped and circled the cart. For a moment, she thought they would let Chiledu escape, but then they rode after him. She stared after them until she could see only four small clouds of dust on the horizon.

Hoelun sank to the seat of the cart. Despite Chiledu's brave promise to come after her, it was not likely his people would trouble themselves over one stolen bride. The Merkits would wait before they sought vengeance for this wrong. By then, Chiledu would have another wife to console him.

She was still naked, except for her oxhide boots. She reached for her robe, pulled it on, and tied the strings at her waist. Even if she fled on the spare horse, she did not know where she could find safety. Her bow lay behind her, but she made no move to fetch it; forcing the strangers to kill her would gain her nothing. The pale eyes of the hunter had told her that he wanted her alive.


2

The three strangers rode back along the river-bank, following the stream towards Hoelun's cart. Chiledu had evaded them. They would have taken his horse and weapons, and perhaps his head as a trophy, if he were dead. 

The three trotted up to her. Unable to control herself, Hoelun began to cry; the pale-eyed man burst into laughter. His smile enraged her. As he leaped from his horse, she lashed at him with her whip. He grabbed it from her, nearly pulling her to the ground, then climbed into the cart.

“Cry all you like,” he said. “Tears won't help you.” He pushed her down to the seat and jerked the reins from her hands.

“Be grateful,” one of the other men said. “Being a Borjigin's woman is better than being a Merkit's.” He reached for the reins of the pale-eyed man's horse. Their speech was much like her people's, easier to grasp than Chiledu's northern dialect had been at first.

“He'll come back for me,” Hoelun gasped between sobs.

“I might, if I had lost such a wife,” the man next to her said. “That Merkit won't.” He urged her horse forward. One of his companions rode ahead to lead the way; the third trotted at their side.

“You made my husband leave me. He rides into the wind, fleeing for his life,” Hoelun wailed. “I call out his name, but he can't hear me.” Her grief tore at her, yet she was dimly aware that her captors expected such lamentations; they would not think much of a woman who forgot her loyalties too quickly. “You drove him away, you—”

“Be quiet.” The man riding next to the cart had spoken, in a voice that sounded like a boy's.

Hoelun shrieked; the pale-eyed man winced. “My master Yeke Chiledu—”

“Be quiet!” the younger man said again. “He can't hear you now.”

“You're finished with him,” the man next to her muttered. “I won't have all that wailing under my tent.” She hated him even more then.

“So you mean to keep her,” the younger man said.

“Of course,” the man with Hoelun replied.

“You have one wife already.”

“Do you expect me to give her to you? I saw her first. Go find your own woman, Daritai.”

“Very well, brother,” the younger man said. “I should have known you wouldn't—”

“Stop this talk!” The man riding ahead of them turned in his saddle. “You two fight enough without having a woman come between you.”

So her captor had a wife. She would be the second, with a lesser place; she regretted the loss of Chiledu more than ever.

“We had so little time, Chiledu and I.” Hoelun dabbed at her eyes with a sleeve. “We were wed only a few days ago.”

“Good,” the pale-eyed man replied. “That will make it easier to forget him.”

She covered her face, then peered through her fingers at the stranger. He was taller than Chiledu, and broader in the chest. Long moustaches drooped on either side of his mouth, but now that she was closer to him, she saw that he was not much older than her husband.

“What's your name?” he asked. She refused to answer. “Do I have to beat it out of you? What are you called?”

“Hoelun.”

“These two are my brothers.” He gestured at the man leading the way. “Nekun-taisi is the eldest.” The rider grinned back at them with a smile as broad as his brother's. “Daritai Odchigin rides at our side. When I rode back to tell them of the beauty I'd seen, they were on their horses in an instant. I am Yesugei.”

“Yesugei Bahadur,” the one called Daritai added. Bahadur—the Brave. Hoelun wondered what the man had done to merit such a title.

“Bartan Bahadur was our father,” Yesugei said. “Khabul Khan was our grandfather, and Khutula Khan our uncle.”

“The voice of Khutula Khan,” Daritai said, “could fill a valley and reach to the ears of Tengri. He could eat a whole sheep and still hunger. He could lie by a burning forest and brush away the flames as if they were cinders. Once, he and his men were attacked while out hunting, and he fell from his horse. Everyone believed he was lost, and our people gathered for his funeral feast, but no sooner had his wife shouted that she didn't believe he was dead than he rode into camp, alive and with a herd of wild horses he had captured on the way.”

Empty boasts, Hoelun thought, the proud words of those whose pride was greater than their possessions. She knew something of the Borjigin Mongols. Their clan had been powerful once, but the Tatars, aided by an army of the Kin, had crushed them. Khutula, the Khan who sounded so invincible in Daritai's words, was dead, along with his brothers.

“And who is Khan now?” Hoelun asked boldly. Yesugei scowled. “You have no Khan—that's what I have heard.” She wanted to anger this man, to pay him back somehow. “You lost two Khans—the one your brother brags about and the one who led you before him. Isn't that so?”

“Be quiet,” Daritai muttered.

“The Tatars killed your uncle,” she continued, “and the Kin killed the one before him.”

Yesugei's jaw worked; for a moment, she thought he would strike her. “Ambaghai Khan was going to the Tatars to make peace,” he said, “when the Tatars seized him and sold him to the Kin. They impaled him on a wooden donkey in front of their Golden King, and the Kin mocked him as he died, but in his last message to us, Ambaghai Khan told our people not to rest until he was avenged. The cursed Tatars will suffer for that.”

“So of course you have to fight,” Hoelun said. “The Kin will help the Tatars to keep you from growing stronger, but if the Tatars grow too powerful, the Kin may turn to you. It keeps Khitai safer, having such battles outside their Great Wall.”

“What would you know about such things?”

“Only that wars here serve the Golden King of Khitai more than they serve us.”

Yesugei gripped her arm hard, then let go. “You've said enough, woman.”

She rubbed at where he had bruised her. “I think you had enough enemies without stealing me.”

“You may be worth a few more.”

Hoelun closed her eyes for a moment, afraid she might start crying again. A sudden gust swayed the trees. She thought of Chiledu, riding on alone with the hot wind burning his face.

 

South of the grove where Hoelun had first seen Yesugei, the land was flatter and empty of trees. A small herd of horses grazed in the distance.

“Ours,” Daritai said as he waved a hand towards the horses and the men guarding them.

Hoelun was silent. “My brother Yesugei,” the young man continued, “is the anda of Toghril, the Kereit Khan, who lives in a tent of golden cloth.” So Yesugei and the Kereit Khan had sworn an oath of brotherhood. Daritai shifted in his saddle. He had already told her that Yesugei was chief in his camp and head of his subclan of Kiyat Borjigins, with followers from other subclans. “They swore their oath after Yesugei fought against Toghril Khan's enemies and restored him to his throne. An uncle of Toghril's claimed the Kereit Khanate for himself, but our forces defeated him, and Toghril was so grateful that he offered my brother a sacred anda bond. The Kereits are rich, and Toghril Khan a strong ally.”

“So your brother has some friends,” Hoelun said. “I thought his only skill might be stealing brides from their husbands.”

Daritai shrugged. “Men of the Taychiut clan live in our camp, and Khongkhotats, and many more of Bodonchar's descendants follow us in war.”

She soon glimpsed Yesugei's camp on the horizon. Circles of yurts, looking like large black mushrooms, stood on the lower grassland near the river; plumes of smoke floated up from the smoke-holes in the roofs. Carts sat at the sides of each dwelling. She guessed that about three hundred people lived in this camp, but after Daritai's bragging, she had expected more.

“Stop the cart,” she said. “I want to be suitably clothed.”

Yesugei lifted his brows. “You weren't so modest by the river.” The cart rolled to a stop; she grabbed her trousers and climbed under the covering, then rolled down the flap over the opening. She found another shift in one of her trunks, pulled on her trousers, adjusted her silk robe, and tied a blue sash around her waist.

Yesugei was fidgeting when she sat down next to him. The cart rolled forward as she picked up her bocca; the hollow head-dress, decorated with a few mallard feathers, was almost a foot tall. She secured the bocca on her head, pushed her braids under its hood, and tied the ends under her chin.

The pale-eyed man snickered. “Now you look respectable.”

Nekun-taisi's horse broke into a trot. In the camp, the work of the evening was under way. Amid the cattle at the edge of the camp, women squatted to milk the cows; other women and children were tending the sheep. Foals were tethered to a long rope stretched between two stakes while men milked the mares. Outside a large tent, other men churned mare's milk in large leather sacks; their arms rose and fell as they pushed at the heavy sticks. Hoelun thought of her father's camp, where her family would be going about the same tasks, and felt a pang.

Several young men rode out to them, calling greetings to Yesugei. “The Bahadur's made his capture,” one man shouted; another laughed. Hoelun looked down, hating the way they stared at her.

“We'll celebrate tonight,” Yesugei said. Hoelun tensed at his words.

 

Yesugei's camping circle was in the north end of the camp. His standard, a long pole adorned with nine horse-tails, jutted from the ground near the northernmost yurt. Yesugei lifted Hoelun down from the cart, led her between the two fires outside the circle to purify her, then unsaddled his mount. A boy hurried to the brothers to lead their horses away.

“I see why the Bahadur went riding out of here,” a woman's voice said. A group of women had gathered by the cart to stare at Hoelun. Outside a camping circle to the west of Yesugei's, two old women in tall head-dresses were watching her; with such boccas, they had to be important.

Yesugei's brothers returned, and Daritai unhitched the horse in front of Hoelun's cart, while Nekun-taisi moved off with one of the women, who seemed to be his wife. Yesugei waved his arms at the others. “Get to your work,” he said. “We'll feast later.”

“I must put up my yurt,” Hoelun said.

“Tomorrow,” Yesugei said in a low voice. “You'll stay under my tent tonight.” His fingers dug into her arm.

A young woman stepped through the doorway of Yesugei's tent; a baby was tied to her back. She came towards them, gazed steadily at Hoelun with her large, dark eyes, then bowed from the waist. “Welcome, husband,” she said softly.

He smiled. “She's called Hoelun.” He pushed Hoelun forward. “This is my wife, Sochigil.”

Hoelun bowed. Some women did not like it when their husbands took another wife, but Sochigil's face was calm. “My son.” Yesugei waved at the infant on the woman's back. “His name is Bekter.”

So the pretty young woman had already given him a son. Her place as his first wife was assured; she had little to fear from Hoelun.

Two large black dogs bounded up and snarled; Yesugei scratched one behind the ears. “Leave us,” he said to Sochigil. His wife lowered her eyes and moved towards the yurt to the east of his.

The door flap had been rolled above the entrance. Yesugei entered from the left, to avoid bad luck; Hoelun stepped carefully over the threshold out of respect for the household spirit that it harboured. A small couch was just inside the door; the dirt floor was covered with dried grass and felt rugs. This dwelling was larger than her own. Two felt dolls, images of household spirits, hung from the wooden framework at the back of the tent with an ongghon, a carved mare's udder; she averted her eyes from the wooden bed with felt cushions and a blanket beneath them.

An older man was hanging a joint of meat on the western side of the tent. He rushed towards Yesugei and embraced him. “That was quick work,” the man said.

“This is Charakha,” Yesugei said to Hoelun. “He's been with me since I was a boy.”

The older man grinned and said, “You'll want to be alone,” then left them.

Hoelun looked around uneasily. The hearth, a circle of curved iron bands, stood on six metal legs in the centre of the tent; a pale stream of smoke drifted up from the fire towards a hole in the roof.

Yesugei reached for her; she stepped back. “I saw two old women outside,” she said hastily, wanting to distract him with talk. “They were standing in the circle to the west of yours.”

“They are Orbey and Sokhatai, the widows of Ambaghai Khan.” He scowled. “Orbey Khatun thinks a Taychiut should lead us, but her grandsons Targhutai and Todogen chose to follow me.” He came at her and pawed roughly at her clothes. She slapped his hands away.

“Do you want me to wait?” He squeezed her arm, hurting her. “Maybe you do. Maybe you want to dream of what it will be like.” He let go. “Make yourself ready. I want you looking your best.”
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Hoelun sat on Yesugei's left; Nekun-taisi and Daritai were on his right. People had ridden to Yesugei's circle from other parts of the camp, to sit by the fires outside his tents and to peer at his new woman. They had little for a real feast, this early in the season; the animals had to fatten and their young grow larger before more meat was butchered and stored. But they had curds, some dried meat, a few birds, and jugs of kumiss to drink. They would enjoy what they had, and be grateful for an occasion to celebrate.

Daritai was entertaining the crowd with the tale of Hoelun's capture. “She wailed so loudly,” he said, “that her voice rippled the Onon's waters. Her cries made the trees sway and swept over the grass in the valleys as she wept.”

Hoelun felt the stares of the two old Khatuns. The women near her were already drunk. Nekun-taisi's wife passed a ram's horn of kumiss to Sochigil. A few of the men stood up and danced, lifting their short legs as they stomped on the ground, their voices bellowing a song.

Yesugei thrust an oxhide jug at her. “I'm not thirsty,” Hoelun whispered.

“Drink it, or I'll pour it down your throat.”

She took the jug and drank; the tart, fermented mare's milk eased the tightness in her throat. Two men leaped up to wrestle. One of the Taychiuts leered at her. It would soon be too dark to see; she wanted to hide in the shadows.

Yesugei grabbed the jug from her, then pulled her to her feet. Daritai held out a piece of meat; Yesugei took the food from the end of his brother's knife. “I'll finish feasting inside my yurt,” he shouted.

The men laughed. The fingers around Hoelun's arm were as hard as talons. Yesugei was silent until they reached his dwelling. He pulled her inside, then pushed her towards the hearth. “You didn't eat,” he said.

“I wasn't hungry.”

“It's wrong to waste food.”

She sat down by the fire as he seated himself. He pulled his knife from under his sash, cut a piece from the meat, and speared it with his blade; she took it. He gulped kumiss from his jug, then wiped the ends of his moustache.

“I should have killed that Merkit,” he said, “but I didn't want to run more flesh off my horse chasing him.”

“Killing my husband wouldn't have warmed my feelings for you.”

“It would have settled things, having him dead.” 

“You couldn't even face him alone,” she said. “You had to fetch your brothers.”

“I wanted to be sure of success.”

The shaved bald spot on the top of his head gleamed in the light of the fire; his eyes narrowed as he watched her. She took off her head-dress and set it down. “I hate you,” she said softly.

“That's too bad.” He wiped his hands on his tunic. “He was a fool for letting me see you, for not making you cover yourself. He didn't deserve to keep you.” He paused. “I saw you give him your shift before he rode away.”

She took a breath. “I wanted him to have a keepsake. He didn't want to leave me, but you would have killed him if he had stayed. I told him he had to go, that he—” Her voice broke.

“And now he can dry his tears on your garment,” Yesugei said mockingly. “But maybe you didn't give him your shift just to console him. Perhaps you wanted to inspire me as I rode past by showing me everything I would get.”

She said, “No.”

“Are you going to weep over him again? You made your little show of loyalty before—don't go on pretending that you're sorry.” He rose swiftly to his feet, then pulled her up and dragged her towards him. Hoelun yanked her arms free. He shoved her towards the bed and fumbled at his belt. “Take off your clothes.”

“Take them off yourself, if you can.”

“I'll beat them off you if I must.” He sounded as though he meant it. She took off her boots and trousers. “The robe, too.”

Her hand darted towards his face. He struck her arm away and knocked her to the bed. Her head swam. He came at her, grabbed her wrists, then pinned her down.

“Hold still,” he muttered. She tried to kick, but he gripped her wrists with one hand and forced her legs apart with the other. His knee dug into her left thigh; his fingers were inside her cleft. Her wrists felt bruised, but the hand probing her was strangely gentle.

He thrust inside her. Hoelun closed her eyes; her jaws were clenched, her body rigid. It would be over soon. She remembered how it was with Chiledu, how quickly it passed for him.

He pushed her right leg up until her knee was against her chest; he was moving more slowly now. She twisted under him, wondering how long he would go on, hating the slapping sound his belly made against her body.

His thrusts became more rapid, and then he groaned as he fell across her. His outer garment was open, and the rough wool of his shift chafed against her cheek. He withdrew, got up from the bed, and fumbled at his trousers.

“You enjoyed it,” he said as she sat up.

“You disgust me. Chiledu gave me more pleasure than I'll ever feel with you.”

“I think not.” He moved towards the hearth; his odd, greenish-brown eyes glittered in the fire's light. “His only use was to make you ready for me.” He tied his belt, picked up his knife, and went outside.

She heard the sound of voices raised in song; some of his people were still celebrating. Hoelun's face burned with fury. She imagined him out there, taking a piss, laughing with his friends about his new woman. The songs of his people seemed to mock her; she covered herself and wept.

 

He wrenched her out of her sleep when he returned and took her again, then fell into the deep, untroubled sleep of a man content with the work of the day.

Hoelun tossed at his side as she listened to his even, steady breathing. Yesugei lay on his stomach, his bowed, muscled legs bare below the edge of his shift; he smelled of sweat and leather and kumiss. She thought of reaching for his knife and plunging it into his back.

At last she got up and crept from the yurt, then walked quickly until she was near a shrub. The camp was silent, the night sky above her clear. Hoelun looked up, noting the positions of the stars, the smoke-holes of Tengri; it would soon be morning.

She squatted behind the shrub and relieved herself. I have to live with him now, she thought. I have to be a good wife and help him however I can, because that's the only way I can protect myself and any children he gives me.

She walked back to the camp. Yesugei was stirring as she stepped inside; he sat up and beckoned to her. She came towards him and seated herself on the bed, as far away from him as she could get.

“You are my wife, Hoelun Ujin.” He was addressing her respectfully now, but his mouth formed a half-smile, as though the formality amused him. “You see what I have, but I mean to get more.” He tilted his head. “You will have your share of my herds, and a third of whatever I take in any raid, when you have children. What you brought with you is yours to do with as you like. You'll manage what we own and make any decisions about it when I am away.”

Chiledu's words had been phrased more poetically, but had amounted to much the same thing. “So now you have a second wife,” she said bitterly.

Yesugei pulled at his moustache. “When you give me a son, you will be my first wife.”

“Sochigil Ujin may have something to say about that,” she objected. “She's already given you a son.”

“She'll say nothing. Your sons will be first and hers second.” He rested one arm against his raised knee. “I know her—I wanted her, but I also see how she is.” His face was solemn. “I have to lead these people, Hoelun, and I have rivals among the Taychiuts who sometimes question that. If I fly to Heaven before my sons are men, my chief wife will have to hold these clans together until a son of mine can take my place. Sochigil wouldn't be able to do it.”

Hoelun recalled the young woman's placid gaze, how calmly Sochigil had accepted her presence. “Oh, she pleases me well enough in some ways,” Yesugei went on, “but as soon as we were wed, it was always, 'Yesugei, what do you think? My master, what should I do? Husband, I don't know what to tell you—you decide.' A man needs better counsel from a wife.”

“Some men say so,” she replied, “and then don't listen.”

His mouth twitched. “You'll say what you think. You may even tell me how much you hate me, as long as you say so only when we're alone.”

“You're quick to trust a woman you hardly know.”

“I have to see these things, know who will help me right away. If you don't offer good advice, you'll be very sorry—I won't have two weak-willed women clinging to me.”

Hoelun was silent.

“But I don't think you're weak,” he continued. “It was Heaven's will that I have you—I knew that when I first saw you.” He glanced up at the smoke-hole; it was still dark outside. “We have some time.” He reached for her again.
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Hoelun rose early. By the time Yesugei was awake, meat broth was simmering in the kettle hanging from the tripod over the hearth, and she had set out some kumiss. Her husband watched her from the bed she and Chiledu should have shared, inside the yurt she had expected to raise in a Merkit camp.

Yesugei groaned, got up, and pulled on his clothes before she brought him his food. He picked up the jug, sprinkled a few drops of kumiss as an offering to the spirits, then drank.

“I spoke to Sochigil yesterday,” he said. “She knows you'll be my chief wife when you have a son.”

“You might have waited to tell her that.” Perhaps that was why Sochigil avoided her. “I could be pregnant now.” His eyes narrowed. “You would always have to wonder if it's yours if I have a baby nine months from now.”

“He wasn't enough of a man to give you a child so soon.” Yesugei showed his teeth. “If I have doubts, you may not be first wife.”

She lifted her head. Her ongghon, a carving of a sheep's udder, hung over her bed next to one of his. Several women had helped her raise the yurt, working together to secure the wooden framework before tying felt panels to the wood. She had given the women the soft woollen scarves intended as gifts for Chiledu's family.

Apart from Yesugei's brothers, he had no family to welcome her here. His father Bartan had died three years ago when Yesugei was sixteen, stricken by an evil spirit that had robbed him of the power of speech and movement. Yesugei's mother had followed her husband two years later.

Yesugei was now head of his Kiyat clan. Nekun-taisi was older, but his mother had been a second wife; he had yielded to Yesugei when an older brother was killed in a raid. Daritai was the Odchigin, the Keeper of the Hearth as the younger brother, but he veered between devotion to Yesugei and resentment against him.

“The days are too long,” her husband said. “I get impatient for your bed. I see how you are when we join.”

“You flatter yourself.” She gestured at the place between her legs. “I could give myself more pleasure alone.”

His face darkened; his scowl pleased her. She was waiting to see how angry he would get when Daritai called out from beyond the entrance.

“Enter,” Yesugei shouted. Daritai entered, followed by Targhutai Kiriltugh.

“Greetings, brother.” Daritai leered at Hoelun. “Targhutai says he's tired of herding—he's been eating dust for days. We could go hunting.”

“You'll herd,” Yesugei replied. Targhutai's boyish face congealed into a pout. The Taychiut stayed with Yesugei because many of his people were content to follow the Kiyat; Hoelun's husband had told her that. But Targhutai dreamed of being a chief himself, an ambition which she supposed was fed by his grandmother Orbey.

Yesugei stood up. Hoelun handed him a skin of kumiss; he would not return before the evening meal.

When the three men had left the yurt, Hoelun smoothed down the felt blanket and hides on the bed. The basket near the doorway was nearly empty; she would have to gather more argal as fuel. She picked up the basket and went outside.

The air was already hot and dry; even this early in the day, she might find dung dry enough to use. The eastern horizon was red, the sky growing lighter. She turned west. Dark, rolling land stretched beyond the few trees bordering the river; in the distance, an escarpment jutted towards the sky.

Koko Mongke Tengri was everywhere. No place existed where a man could hide from the Eternal Blue Sky above. Tengri burned His people with the heat of the sun, sent storms against them, lashed them with winds, and chilled them with the ice of winter. Tengri forged them in heat and then plunged them into the cold, shaping them as smiths crafted the swords they made with ore scraped from open veins on mountainsides.

Cattle moved towards the open land near the camp. The legs of the beasts were hidden by clouds of dirt; their bodies seemed to float forward on the dust. Men on horseback guided the camp's horses towards the plain, while women and girls, aided by dogs, herded sheep. The air was filled with lowing and the trampling of hooves.

Hoelun searched for dry dung. Sochigil, with her baby tied to her back, was also out looking for fuel. The dark-eyed young woman walked towards her, then abruptly turned away.

A voice said, “Greetings, Hoelun Ujin.” Orbey Khatun stepped from behind a wagon next to her tent.

Hoelun bowed. “I greet you, Honoured Lady.”

“There will be a storm soon,” Orbey said. “I feel it in my bones.” The Khatun's small black eyes narrowed. “You have not visited my tent, young Ujin.”

“I have been here only a little while,” Hoelun said.

“You will come to me tomorrow, when we gather to honour the spirits,” she commanded. “The new wife of the Bahadur should be with us. Sochigil Ujin is also welcome, of course.”

“I am honoured,” Hoelun said. She bowed, murmured a farewell, then hurried towards her own camping circle. The old dowager's prediction had been sound; the sky was darkening in the north.

Between two poles near Hoelun's dwelling, long strips of meat were drying; an old cow had died the night before. She took down the meat, carried it inside, then tied down the flap over the opening.

She dreaded the storm. Once, lightning had struck a yurt in her father's camp. Everyone had wondered what the family inside had done to summon the bolt. They had been forced to purify themselves by walking between two fires while two shamans chanted, and had been forbidden to enter the camp for a year.

Thunder was rolling by the time Hoelun slipped a little dry dung under the cauldron hanging over the hearth. She pulled at the rope dangling from the smoke-hole to close the opening, then dropped to the ground, stretched out, and drew a piece of felt around herself.

Storms terrified her. She heard the screams of young children and the cries of women as they ran for their dwellings. The men out on the plain would be lying on the ground, wrapped in whatever was handy as they prayed that no lightning would strike near them.

Hoelun trembled under the felt as the wind raged and rain pelted the yurt. Storms were always a reminder that Tengri could not be appeased, only appealed to for mercy or thanked if one were spared Heaven's wrath. “Etugen,” she whispered, praying that Earth would protect her even as Earth Herself was lashed by the wind.

The storm passed almost as quickly as it had come. She lay under her covering until the wind died, then got up to open the smoke-hole.

Her quiver and the case holding her bow hung on the eastern side of the doorway. She had only a bow that a boy might use, not one of the heavier ones for a man that took years to make, but her younger brother had told her she could shoot almost as well as he. She longed to go down to the river and hunt birds, as she had when she was a child.

Hoelun sighed; she had other obligations now. Sochigil was probably still inside her yurt. She checked her cauldron; the cow's milk could simmer a little longer. It was time she spoke to Yesugei's other wife alone.

 

“Welcome.” Sochigil stepped back, her baby in her arms. The infant was tied to the wooden board with rounded ends that was its cradle.

Hoelun followed the other woman inside and sat down near the hearth, her back to the doorway. Sochigil closed her robe, set her son on the floor, tied her sash, then seated herself on a cushion.

Hoelun held out the pelt she had brought. “This is for your son Bekter.”

Sochigil ran her hands over the fur. “I must give you something. I have a necklace with an amber stone. It would look well on you - the stone almost matches your eyes.”

“You need not fetch it now,” Hoelun said.

“Later, then.” The young woman poured kumiss into a ram's horn, flicked a few drops towards the images of household spirits hanging over her bed, then handed it to her; Hoelun drank. “I wanted to speak to you before,” Sochigil continued, “but then Orbey Khatun greeted you. I'm afraid of her.”

“I'm not,” Hoelun said.

The dark-eyed woman made a sign to avert misfortune. “Some say she knows magic.”

Hoelun shrugged. “Some old ones in my camp wanted us to think they knew more than they did, so we would work harder to keep them alive. The Khatun wants us with her tomorrow, when the ladies gather in her tent.”

Sochigil shivered. “Then we must go.” She rocked the cradle, crooning to her son.

“The Bahadur told me,” Hoelun said carefully, “that he wants to make me his first wife when I bear a son. I didn't ask him for that. I was content to leave that place to you. I'm surprised he would make such a promise so soon after finding me.”

“He decides everything quickly,” Sochigil murmured. “He doesn't wait to act.” 

“So I have seen.”

“It's my fault,” Sochigil said. “Somehow, I've failed him. I try to be a good wife. I've always done what he wanted.”

“He may like it better when you don't,” Hoelun said. That was certainly true in bed. Yesugei seemed more aroused when she fought him, more fervent when he had to overpower her.

“More men are with him now,” Sochigil went on, “than when we were wed last summer, and he's bound to win more followers. Being his second wife may be better than being the chief wife of another man.”

Hoelun studied Sochigil's pretty, accepting face. “He is fortunate to have a wife who cares so much for him.”

“I never gave him cause to doubt me.” Sochigil sighed. “I thought, when Bekter was born, he would come to love me more.”

“I will always honour and respect you, Sochigil Ujin,” Hoelun said. The other wife's passivity would make her own life easier.
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A lamb boiled in the pot over Orbey's hearth. The women had finished making their images, stuffing the felt with dry grass and sewing the ends together before praying over the dolls. These images of household spirits would hang inside their yurts to protect them, keeping evil at bay. A shamaness chanted near the fire as two other women put pieces of the sacrificed lamb on wooden platters.

Hoelun glanced at the Khatuns. Orbey had seated her next to Sokhatai. Hoelun forced herself to smile as Sokhatai offered her meat.

“May the spirits protect us,” Orbey said, “and watch over the new wife of Yesugei Bahadur.” Nekun-taisi's wife was here, along with the young wife of Targhutai and several other women, and Hoelun had seen that all of them were wary of the old dowagers.

Orbey looked towards Hoelun; the old woman's black eyes glittered. “Yesugei's brother, the Hearth Prince, tells the story of your capture well.”

“Daritai Odchigin seems to have a way with stories,” Hoelun responded.

“He speaks so movingly of how you wept,” Sokhatai said. “I wonder. Sometimes a story-teller hides the truth for the sake of lovely words or a phrase's rhythm. Maybe you didn't weep so much at your plight.”

Sochigil drew in her breath. In the silence, Hoelun heard Bekter whimper faintly; Nekun-taisi's wife was suddenly fussing over the cradle that held her son Khuchar.

“You are mistaken, Honoured Khatun,” Hoelun said. “I was with my first husband for only a few days, and wept greatly at losing him.”

Orbey leaned forward. “But now,” she said, “you belong to a man who is the grandson of a Khan and nephew of another. The Odchigin says that his brother had to have you when he saw you by the Onon, displaying yourself in no more than an undergarment. I find that strange. There you were, a new bride, not keeping yourself decently covered while riding through strange territory. Maybe you had already tired of your husband. Perhaps you summoned spirits from the river to lure Yesugei to your side.”

Hoelun stiffened. They would not dare to insult her husband openly, but might strike at him through her.

“The weather was warm,” she said evenly. “My husband expected no enemies to cross our path. He was mistaken, but I cannot dwell on what is past. I'm not the first woman who has had to dry her tears and make peace with her ravisher,”

Orbey's lip curled. Hoelun supposed that she should pity the Khatuns, with their husband so cruelly killed and their sons dead in battle, but she despised them. These people had enough enemies, and had to remain united; the two were thinking only of their own failed hopes.

Orbey said, “You're a proud one.”

Perhaps they were testing her. “By serving my husband,” Hoelun said, “I serve you as well. The Bahadur will seek my advice, and I shall ask for counsel from older and wiser people. But we should be thinking of the spirits we have gathered to honour, Wise Ladies, not these other matters.”

The other women were staring at her now. Orbey held out a horn of kumiss. Hoelun had won, at least for the moment.

 

The yurt in which Hoelun sat, where Yesugei had first taken her, had been his mother's. No mistress ruled it now, but he had promised to give it to her when she had a son. In the meantime, she and Sochigil tended to it, and their husband often met there with his men, as though his mother were still alive to serve them. Yesugei held court there as if he were a Khan.

Hoelun and Sochigil sat at their husband's left. Bekter, swaddled and tied to his cradle, lay between them. Yesugei was sitting on a cushion in front of the bed, his men at his right. A few small boys had been allowed to join the men, and Charakha was telling a tale.

He spoke of a woman called Alan Ghoa, an ancestor of the Borjigin clans. The men, most of whom were already drunk, seemed content to listen to the story again.

Yesugei's eyes darted restlessly, then narrowed as he gazed at Daritai, who sat next to Targhutai Kiriltugh. The two brothers had been arguing again earlier. Charakha's son Munglik was staring intently at Hoelun. She shook her head, for the boy should have been listening to his father; this tale was one he would have to learn.

“Alan the Fair seated her sons before her,” Charakha continued, “and handed each an arrow. Each brother took his arrow and—” He paused. “Munglik.”

The boy started, then blushed.

“You're not listening,” Charakha said. “We'll see what you remember. Each of Alan Ghoa's sons held his arrow. What happened after that?”

Munglik's cheeks grew redder. “Each broke his shaft easily.” 

“And then?”

Munglik bit his lip. “Alan Ghoa tied five arrow shafts together, and gave the bundle to each son in turn, but they were unable to break it.”

Charakha nodded, then said, “Alan the Fair told her first two sons, 'You've doubted me. You've said that, even though your own father is dead, I have given birth to three more sons who have no father and no clan. You mutter of how a servant has lived in my tent, and say that he must be their father. But I tell you that your three brothers are the sons of Koko Mongke Tengri, the Eternal Blue Heaven above. At night, a man as yellow as the sun came into my tent through the smoke-hole on a beam of light, and he is the father of your brothers.' “

The boys nodded solemnly. Hoelun wondered how these men would react to such a tale from their own mothers, but everyone knew that signs from Heaven were more numerous long ago. Alan the Fair had promised her sons they would be rulers, and descendants of hers had been Khans, which seemed to prove the truth of the tale.

Charakha turned to an older boy. “And what did Alan Ghoa say to her sons then?”

The boy cleared his throat. “She said, 'All of you were born from my womb, and I am the mother of all of you. If you separate yourselves from one another, each can be broken as easily as those single shafts. If you are bound together as tightly as the bundle you could not break, united in one purpose, no one can break you.' “

Charakha peered at Daritai, then at Yesugei. The Bahadur glared back at Charakha, then suddenly grinned.

“A man can't stand on one leg!” Daritai shouted, and gestured with his horn. Hoelun got up to pour more kumiss. The men muttered of a raid they would make later in the season when their horses had put on more weight. Targhutai's brother Todogen Girte stumbled outside to relieve himself. Two men leaned over a third, forcing his lips open as they poured kumiss into his mouth. One man began to sing and others quickly joined in, the raid forgotten.

Bekter wailed; Sochigil leaned over the cradle. Yesugei waved a hand at his wives. “Leave us.”

Hoelun wanted to refuse, but Sochigil rose and picked up her son. Yesugei's face darkened as Hoelun gazed up at him. “I told you to leave,” he said. “Go to your tents.”

Hoelun waited as long as she dared. Yesugei raised his arm, and she got up and followed Sochigil outside.

 

Hoelun woke. The raucous sounds of the men were fainter, but Yesugei had not come to her tent. Maybe he was with Sochigil. She stretched against the cushions. I'll tell him, she thought, that I still think of Chiledu when he's with me. It was not true, but it was a way of getting to him. I'll tell him that I only pretend to feel pleasure with him, and then he'll never be sure if I have.

She was suddenly aware of the dampness between her legs. Her monthly bleeding had started. There would be no child of Chiledu's, no link to her lost husband.

Someone was retching outside. She was about to get up to put on a loincloth of skins when Yesugei entered, weaving as he stumbled towards the bed.

“Get out,” she said, “or a shaman will have to purify you.”

He swayed unsteadily. “We'll hunt tomorrow, you and I.”

“I can't handle weapons now,” she said. He sat down heavily and grabbed at her. “Don't touch me. You can't stay here—you shouldn't even be inside. You'll have to go to Sochigil. My monthly bleeding has begun.”

He stared at her, then laughed. “Good,” he muttered as he got to his feet.

“I wanted his child,” she said.

“I don't believe you, Hoelun. You want your place as my first wife now.”

“I won't ever love you.” 

“I don't really care.”

He turned and left her yurt. With a pang of regret, she realized that she could not call up a clear image of Chiledu's face. She remembered only a distant rider, fleeing from her as his braids beat against his back.
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Hoelun worked at a hide. From the higher ground where her yurt stood, she could see to the southern end of the camp. Yesugei's people had moved near the end of summer, stopping on the eastern side of the Onon, under the high cliffs bordering the Khorkhonagh Valley. White clouds of sheep, mottled with the grey and black of goats, grazed near camping circles; cattle roamed the flatter land near the river that snaked through the valley.

The women near Hoelun chattered. Sochigil was making a rope of twined horsehair and wool; those women not watching the sheep sewed or worked at hides. Autumn was approaching, the season for war, and the camp was filled with talk of battle. Yesugei wanted to strike at the Tatars before his enemies attacked him. The loot of a Tatar camp would include goods from Khitai.

Yesugei despised the rulers of Khitai, and not only because the Kin had made allies of the Tatars. Once, the Kin had roamed the wooded lands north of Khitai, but had let themselves be softened by the settled ways of townsfolk. Before that, Khitans who had roamed the steppes had ruled there, but they had grown weaker in the new realm that was still called by their name. The Kin had found the Khitans and their subjects easy prey. Some of the Khitans had fled to the west, to claim a new kingdom they called Kara-Khitai; those remaining inside the Great Wall now served the Kin.

Two pairs of booted feet stopped near her. Hoelun looked up at Daritai's broad face. Todogen Girte was with him; his sullen face was much like his brother Targhutai's. Daritai's eyes lingered on her. He smiled at her too often; it was time he found a wife of his own.

Daritai waved an arm at the giant tree beyond the camp. The tree's wide, leafy boughs cast a shadow over the ground underneath. “There it is,” Daritai said, “the tree where my uncle Khutula was proclaimed Khan. When the kuriltai chose him, the men danced until the dust reached their knees, and their feet beat a ditch into the ground.” The Odchigin should not have been reminding Todogen that the Taychiut's father had been passed over by that assembly of chiefs and nobles for Khutula.

“They couldn't have made a deep ditch,” Hoelun said, “since I saw no sign of it.”

Todogen laughed; the two men walked away. Hoelun scraped the hide with her bone tool. Two women whispered to each other. One of them glanced at Hoelun, then covered her mouth. Sochigil leaned forward, anxious to overhear.

Hoelun knew what the women were saying. Sochigil had carried the gossip to her, while insisting that no one believed it. Such doubts did not keep others from murmuring that Daritai was too friendly to his brother's new wife, and that Hoelun encouraged him.

She scraped at her hide. Targhutai and Todogen were often with Daritai; they would speak carelessly to their grandmother Orbey without thinking of what they said. The old woman would have spread such stories.

She would have to confront Orbey before the men left to fight.

 

Leaders of other clans were summoned to Yesugei's camp for a war kuriltai. Among these Noyans were his Jurkin cousins and Altan, the last son of Khutula. The number of horses tethered in the space beyond Yesugei's tent grew, and Hoelun admitted to herself that she might have misjudged her husband. Some of these men might have claimed the right to lead, but were willing to follow Yesugei.

Yesugei sent out his scouts. The shaman Bughu studied the stars, then brought three clavicles from dead sheep to the chiefs. When the bones were burned, all three cracked in straight lines down the middle: the omen was clear. Yesugei took off his belt, hung it around his shoulders, and offered his prayers as a sheep was sacrificed. They would ride out in three days.

The men now spent most of their time lacquering their leather breastplates, honing and oiling their knives and hooked lances, practising with their bows, and grazing the horses they would ride. The rest of the work had fallen to the women, the old, and the boys still too young to go to war.

Hoelun walked past a flock of sheep grazing near her camping circle; her turn at herding would come tomorrow. The women outside the tents chattered as they spread out wool, knelt by their long hand-looms, and hung out strips of meat. Preparing for battle always lifted people's spirits. Men had to fight, instead of waiting for war to find them. They could hope someday to carry war far from these grazing grounds to the east, where the Kin and those they ruled hid inside their dwellings, to the oases south of the Gobi, and to the west, at the ends of the trails the caravans followed. Yet Hoelun could still dream of a land where no one had to search the horizon for signs of an enemy.

A vision suddenly seized her. She saw other plains and pastures, and vast camps forced to bow to one Khan. Tengri had a purpose in forging His people into a weapon: to hurl them at those who were weaker. Her vision faded as she neared another circle of wagons and tents. It was useless to think of this now, when she did not know what the next day would bring.

Orbey and Sokhatai sat outside a tent, mending garments. Near them, three women beat at a mass of wool with long sticks, softening it so that the fibres would mesh.

Hoelun bowed from the waist. “Greetings, Honoured Ladies. I wish to speak with you, if you will allow it.”

“Greetings, young Ujin.” The wrinkles around Orbey's narrow eyes deepened as she peered up at Hoelun. “And have you finished the work of the day so soon?”

“I have beaten wool all morning. It's drying now, and my other tasks can wait. I wanted to pay my respects to you, and also to speak of a matter that concerns me.”

Orbey glanced at the other Khatun, then waved a hand. “Please be seated.”

Hoelun inclined her head. “Perhaps we may speak inside,” she said softly. The other women looked up from their wool.

“Very well.” Orbey stood up slowly, still holding her sewing, then helped Sokhatai to her feet. Hoelun followed them into Orbey's yurt. The old women sat down at the back, just beyond the beam of light shining through the smoke-hole; Hoelun knelt in front of them and sat back on her heels.

Sokhatai's dark eyes were as hard as the black stones hanging around her neck. Orbey reached for a jug, sprinkled a blessing towards her ongghon, then handed the kumiss to Hoelun.

“What brings you to us?” Orbey asked.

“I seek your counsel,” Hoelun replied. “I am young. I have been a wife for only a season, and lack the wisdom of others.” She was silent for a moment. “I know that you helped to guide your people after your husband was so shamefully betrayed. I fear that my husband is forgetting what is owed to you, but please believe that his only wish is that his followers remain united against their enemies.”

Orbey gestured with one callused hand. “My son could have brought us victory. He might have been Khan now, but the Noyans had to choose Khutula, and your husband's father was one of those who brought the men to that choice. Bartan Bahadur wasn't thinking of who would be the better leader, only of seeing his brother as Khan.” She set down her sewing. “Men so often believe that one who has large appetites and who brags of his prowess will make a leader. They had to choose Khutula, and because of him, the Tatars and the Kin crushed us, and my son was one who died at their hands.”

“I grieve for you, Khatun,” Hoelun said. “Yet I've been told that your husband himself, in his last message, asked his men to choose between Khutula and your son.”

“Even Ambaghai Khan could be deceived, and see Khutula as more than he was. My son might have been Khan.”

“My husband can bring you victory,” Hoelun said.

“I doubt that very much.”

“He might benefit from your advice.”

Orbey showed her teeth; despite her age, she still had them all. “He does not seek my counsel.”

“I can seek it,” Hoelun said, “and offer it to him. When he praises my wisdom, I can tell him that you guided me. I can see that he grants you every honour you are owed.”

The two dowagers were silent.

“Our bonds must be strong,” she continued, “if you are to have your revenge against those who robbed you of your husband and son. I only want to do what I can to strengthen those bonds.”

Orbey glanced at Sokhatai, then turned to Hoelun. “I want my husband avenged,” she said in a low voice. “I want to see the heads of his enemies struck from their bodies and their blood staining the ground. I want to hear their children weep when they become our slaves. If Yesugei Bahadur gives me what I want, I can put my doubts aside.”

“He will succeed.”

“And if the Bahadur wins more glory for himself,” Sokhatai muttered, “then you won't have to hope another man will claim you.”

Hoelun lifted her head. “Honourable Khatun, that isn't talk to be spread. It will only anger my husband.” She stared into Sokhatai's glassy eyes until the other woman turned away.

“Perhaps we misjudged you,” Orbey said.

“I beg to depart now.” Hoelun stood up and bowed. Orbey Khatun waved a hand, dismissing her.

She left the yurt. The two widows had reminded her again of how fragile the ties between the Taychiuts and their Kiyat kinsmen were.

 

Yesugei was still. Hoelun thought he was asleep, and then he stirred and moved closer to her. “You spoke to Ambaghai's widows today,” he muttered. “You haven't told me what was said.”

“I would have, in time.”

His fingers dug into her arm. “I'll decide what I have to know and when. Orbey Khatun wanted to rule through her son. I won't let her use you against me.”

“The Khatuns want their husband avenged,” Hoelun said. “I told them you could bring that about.”

“Orbey wants one of her grandsons in my place—Targhutai or Todogen might listen to her. I won't.”

“Let the Khatuns think that you might. When you've won your victories, you'll be strong enough to keep the loyalty of the Taychiuts. Until then, you don't want those women as enemies.”

“They are my enemies now,” he said. “I know what they've said about you.”

She tensed, suddenly afraid, and whispered, “I thought you didn't care about women's idle talk.”

“A man was foolish enough to tell the story in my hearing. Luckily for him, he also said he didn't believe it, so I forgave him, and told him only that I would kill him if I ever heard it again.”

“And you said nothing to me?”

Yesugei sat up. “There was no need. I'm certain I can trust you.” His pale eyes glittered in the dim light of the fire. “If I ever found you with another man, I'd kill him, whether he's a brother of mine or not.”

“Of course you would.”

“I'd kill you, too.”

“I know.” Hoelun closed her eyes for a moment, thankful for his trust. “You won't hear such stories again. The Khatuns know that they misjudged me.”

“Don't misjudge them, Hoelun.”

 

The men rode out at dawn and moved east, towards the flatter land beyond the valley. The boys and men left behind to guard the camp galloped after them, shouting farewells; children on horseback shrieked and waved at the departing soldiers.

Hoelun's feet pushed against her stirrups as she urged her horse on. A cool wind slapped her face and burned her cheeks. Yesugei had been impatient to be gone, his greenish-brown eyes aglow with the prospect of war.

She galloped ahead of a group of boys. Sunlight glittered from the metal ornaments on the men's helmets and breastplates; strings of horses led by soldiers whinnied as she passed. They were an army now, following Yesugei's standard, a weapon aimed at the Tatars. On the horizon, a mountain thrust towards Heaven, its pines green spears.

Nekun-taisi held Yesugei's standard aloft; the tugh's nine tails were stiffened by the wind. Men shook their leather shields at Hoelun. A wing of the army was fanning out to the south.

“Yesugei!” she cried as she spotted her husband's bay gelding. Yesugei's helmeted head turned in her direction. She suddenly wanted to be riding with him. His men would bring him victory. For this brief moment, she could imagine that she loved him.
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“The sheep,” Hoelun said to Munglik. Three lambs were straying from the others; the boy moved towards them on his short, bowed legs. Charakha's son often found reasons to be near her. The child stared at her dreamily and beamed whenever she praised him for his help.

The sheep had been led further from the camp to graze, having nibbled the land by the tents nearly bare. The camp would have to be moved again soon.

“Look there,” a woman called out. Hoelun lifted her head. Against the eastern sky, the tiny black forms of riders flickered. Munglik ran to her side. The sheep milled and bleated as women pushed their way through the flock.

Hoelun squinted, then spotted the nine-tailed standard of Yesugei. Behind the riders, a dark mass of men on horseback was moving towards her from the east. Yesugei had sent no messengers ahead to tell them of the battle. Hoelun had thought the bulges on the backs of several horses were sacks of loot; now, even at this distance, she saw that they were the bodies of men.

 

Daritai, galloping ahead of the others, was the first to reach them. He reined in his horse; his face was sallow and drawn with fatigue.

“Yesugei,” Hoelun said; the women near her were silent.

“He's alive,” Daritai said; his brown eyes stared past her. A few women and children were running towards the approaching men. The dead would have to be buried; they could not be carried into the camp.

“What happened?” Hoelun whispered.

Daritai slumped forward in his saddle. “They met us at Lake Buyur. When our advance force attacked, they retreated, and then more struck at us from the rear. We had to retreat then, with little cover and Tatars hitting us from both sides. Their scouts are better than I thought, or ours are worse. We didn't expect to meet so many there.”

Hoelun's hands fluttered. “I must speak to my husband.”

“Don't.” The Odchigin gazed at her sternly, then rode towards the camp.

 

The dead were laid to rest on the side of a mountain that jutted to the east of the camp. Carts carrying small yurts in which the fallen men would be buried were driven between two fires to be purified. Two shamans, their faces hidden by wooden masks, swayed and chanted as the graves were dug.

Hoelun stood with the women. One young widow swayed at the edge of her husband's grave before another woman caught her. Weapons and offerings of food and drink were placed beside each body; the air stank of the blood of sacrificed horses.

Yesugei did not speak, and kept his eyes lowered as the small yurts were set over the graves. In time, the dwellings marking the graves would vanish. New trees would spring up on this spot; there would be nothing to mark the place.

Hoelun had seen death before. These men had died fighting, and their bodies had found rest here instead of falling into the hands of enemies; it was a better death than some. Bones would be burned for them, and another horse sacrificed to feed the spirits and the mourners. The widows would become part of other households, wives of their husband's surviving brothers or charges of grown sons.

Her own husband lived, yet his spirit seemed as far from his people as those of the dead. She knew what some were thinking. Heaven had turned against Yesugei; their young leader had failed them.

A cold autumn wind rose, lashing the people as they moved down the slope. Hoelun lifted her head and saw the dark, accusing glance of Orbey Khatun.
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Hoelun was feeding the fire of her hearth when Yesugei entered. He had left the camp three days ago, alone with his falcon; even his brothers had not dared to follow him. He hung up his weapons, grabbed a jug of kumiss, then sat down by the bed.

She let him drink in silence for a while, then moved towards him. “You might have sent someone to tell me you were back,” she said. “Did you find any game?” He did not reply. She knelt next to him and sat back on her heels. “Winter will come soon. You have to lead the hunt and take us to new grazing grounds.”

“Will you be silent?”

“You've lost one battle, Yesugei. There will be others.” 

He reached for another jug. His moustaches dripped with kumiss. “You should speak to the men tomorrow,” Hoelun said. “You're a Bahadur—act like one.”

He backhanded her to the ground. “I told you to be quiet,” he muttered.

She struggled to sit up. “You're not mourning your comrades,” she whispered. “You're sorrowing for yourself. Learn from your mistakes, or these people will turn to another leader. Is that what you want? Will you give up now, and leave your sons with nothing?”

He jumped up, reached under her scarf, and grabbed her by one loose braid, jerking her painfully to her feet. “Do you carry my child now?” he asked. “You should know if you are—we were gone for nearly a month. Are you carrying a son?”

She already regretted her words. She wanted to tell him that she was pregnant, but could not be certain. Her monthly bleeding had been late before.

“I don't know,” she replied.

He pulled her hair, hurting her. “What do you mean, you don't know?” 

“I'm not sure.”

“Useless woman.” He struck her hard in the face; she cried out and covered her head with her arms. “You're worthless, you and your brave words.” His fists hit her in the chest, jolting her. The toe of one thick-soled boot caught her under a knee; she toppled forward.

Her mouth was filled with blood. She kept her eyes on his feet, afraid he would kick her again.

He stepped back. “I'm going to Sochigil,” he said at last.

She did not move until he was gone, then crawled towards the hearth. Her mouth was raw, but he had not loosened any teeth; her bruises were deep, but she felt no broken bones. He had not beaten her so badly after all. She lay by the hearth and let the fire warm her face.

 

Sochigil gathered fuel for Hoelun and sat with her while she sewed. “The first time he beat me,” the other wife said, “I couldn't move from my bed all morning.” 

Hoelun said, “I didn’t deserve this.”

Sochigil sighed. “Maybe you said something that angered him.”

“I spoke the truth. He beat me because he didn't want to hear it.”

Yesugei went to Sochigil again that night. Hoelun slept uneasily as the wind howled through the camp. Her husband had spoken to the other men; they would break camp tomorrow. He had taken her advice, however angry he still was. She let her rage fill her, then waited for it to subside. He would have beaten her sooner or later. It was part of a woman's life, and for some it came more often.

Hoelun rose before dawn, and was about to sip some meat broth when a wave of dizziness caught her, then passed. She would say nothing, not until she was certain. She placed one hand on her belly, hoping.

 

By mid-morning, the women had taken down their yurts and piled the felt panels in the wagons that held their household goods. Yesugei led most of the men in search of game; the women followed in rows of carts lashed to oxen, trailed by the men and boys with the herds. The sound of barking rose above the creaks of wooden wheels as dogs circled the flocks of bleating sheep and goats. 

They stopped at sunset. The abandoned camp-site was still barely visible on the northern horizon, a wide patch of barren land marked by the black spots of ashes and flattened places where tents had stood. The women made fires, milked the sheep and cattle, boiled the milk, then climbed into the covered wagons to sleep. The men slept outside with their horses.

Hoelun woke during the night and crawled to the back of her wagon. The Golden Stake, the star that always pointed north, flickered among Heaven's camp-fires in a sky blacker than felt. To the south, shadows crouched near patches of flame; the men were awake.

The hunters would be on the move before dawn. They would fan out in two wide wings to encircle their prey, then close in around the game, trapping the animals inside a circle. Milling deer and panicked gazelles, surrounded by hunters, would fall under a shower of arrows. The hunt would hearten her husband. Yesugei would track and encircle his enemies another season; the fire would burn inside him once more. Hoelun's safety and that of her children lay in the warmth of that fire.

 

Sixteen days after the hunt began, the women came to a flat, frost-covered steppe littered with the bodies of deer and smaller game. The hunters were still butchering carcasses; women left the herds with the older children and went to the men to help.

Hoelun was kneeling by one small deer, her knife out, when a wave of nausea caught her; she leaned over to retch. A hand suddenly gripped her arm. “It will pass,” she heard Sochigil murmur. “Let me do this.”

Yesugei trotted towards them. “What is it?” he called out as he reined in his horse.

“Can't you see?” Sochigil sounded strong for once. “Her sickness is upon her now.” Yesugei's eyes widened; he leaned forward in his saddle. “Hoelun's with child,” Sochigil continued. “I suspected it days ago.”

Their husband smiled. “Get back to your work,” he muttered before he rode away.

They made camp where the animals had fallen. The herds would graze here until they moved to their winter grounds. The wooden lattices of tents amid circles of wagons sprang up to the south of Yesugei's camping circle and were cloaked in dark panels of felt.

Yesugei came to Hoelun's yurt after it was raised, ate his evening meal in silence, then took her to the bed. He was gentle with her, rousing her with his hands before entering her; perhaps that was as close as he would get to an apology.

He was silent for a while after he finished, then said, “How long have you known?”

“Since we broke camp.”

“You should have told me then, before the hunt.” 

“I had to be certain. I didn't want to be beaten again if I were wrong.”

He raised himself on one elbow. “It will be a son—I feel it.” She closed her eyes. He would make her the first wife then. She drifted into sleep, content.
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The sun was a red shield. Spearpoints of light glittered in the Onon's waters. The plain, its tall grass burned brown, stretched to the east beyond the hill called Deligun. Hoelun glimpsed a distant shape that shimmered in the heat.

That rider might have news of her husband. This time, Yesugei had decided to strike in summer, when his enemies would not expect it. A successful raid would hearten his men and wound the Tatars; he could build on that small victory.

The women gathering plants along the river-bank straightened as the rider came nearer. Hoelun moved heavily, barely able to see past her large belly to find roots. She no longer recalled what it was like to move easily, to leap on to a horse or stoop quickly to pick up a bucket. The burden of the child she carried made the heat seem even more oppressive. She poked at the ground with her juniper stick; her hand tightened around the wood as her abdomen cramped. 

The pains were coming more frequently. It would be over soon. She would know if the child who had beaten against her insides during the past months was a son.

Sochigil passed her, shooing a stray lamb towards the camp. Hoelun gasped; the other woman looked towards her. “Is it time?” Sochigil asked.

“Soon,” Hoelun said, suddenly frightened. Her grandmother had died in childbirth, but she had been old then, with other children who were grown.

Sochigil rested her hand against her own swollen belly; the dark-eyed woman was expecting her second child in the autumn. The rider moving towards them shouted at the boys standing guard out on the plain, and Hoelun recognized Todogen. The Taychiut swerved to avoid the cattle grazing downriver and galloped towards the women.

For a moment, Hoelun pitied the Tatars. Children would weep with terror as their fathers and brothers lay dead and their mothers and sisters were taken by Yesugei's men. But the Tatars would have done the same in this camp. Her pain worsened; the struggle of her own child to enter life wrenched her away from thoughts of others.

Todogen slowed to a trot. “Victory!” he shouted. “We surprised an enemy camp—only a few had time to escape.”

“My husband,” Hoelun said.

“Yesugei has a Tatar chief for a prisoner,” Todogen said, “and other captives to bring to us—he's already sending one to you. When I left him, he was embracing one of the women. She missed him with an arrow, then tried to get him with her knife. He saved her for last.”

Hoelun was no longer listening. She leaned against Sochigil as the other woman led her away from the river.

 

Sochigil helped Hoelun out of her clothes, held her up as she circled the hearth, and rubbed her back. The pains came more quickly, until she had only a few moments between one pain and the next.

“This is your first,” Sochigil said. “Maybe you should have an idughan.”

Hoelun shook her head. The spells of such a shamaness might help her, but she wanted no one's hands poking inside her. Outside her tent, people were laughing and shouting to the men who had returned. She crawled towards the bed as someone called out beyond the doorway.

“My brother told us to bring her here,” Nekun-taisi's voice said. Hoelun grabbed a cushion and buried her face against the felt. Sochigil was speaking, but she could not make out her words. Let it be a son, Hoelun thought; let it be over.

“Ujin,” a strange voice said, “your husband said you would have need of me soon. I see he was right.”

Hoelun looked up. A middle-aged woman with heavy-lidded brown eyes was leaning over her.

“Have no fear, Ujin,” the woman said. “I'm called Khokakhchin. The Tatars killed my husband and made me a slave long before your men rode against them. When I told your chief I knew much about birthing, he had me brought to you, and said he would reward me for my aid.”

Hoelun tried to speak.

“You can trust me,” the woman continued. “The one called Yesugei Bahadur also said he would kill me if harm came to you or the child.”

It seemed that Yesugei had decided quickly about this woman. Hoelun ground her teeth as she sank back against the bed.

 

Her body fought itself. The child pushed to get out; Hoelun's body resisted, and the pain subsided, only to return with more fury, its claws ripping at her insides.

In the midst of her struggle, she dimly noticed that the sky above the smoke-hole was growing light. Had this child been contending with her for a day and a night? It had to be a son; everyone knew a boy entered life more violently than a girl.

Her labour continued. Khokakhchin chanted; Hoelun could not make out her words. The band of pain held her in its vise. She no longer cared what she brought into the world; she only wanted the struggle to be past.

Something flowed from her body; her thighs felt wet. She lay on her side, panting, her knees pulled up towards her chest. Khokakhchin's hands were warm as they rubbed her back and legs.

“The child's coming,” the older woman said. Hoelun bit down on a piece of leather and knelt, pressing her hands against the felt carpet. Her belly heaved as her body expelled what was inside her.

Hoelun fell against the cushions. Khokakhchin lifted a small, bloody form and held it up by its feet, one hand under its shoulders. The baby shrieked. Hands thrust the newborn at her; she held it tightly, afraid it might slip from her grasp.

“A boy,” the woman muttered, “and an omen—your son clutches a clot of blood in his hand. It's a sign of power—a son marked for greatness.” Hoelun looked down. Her son's tiny fingers gripped a mass of red as bright as a ruby.

Her body contracted; more wetness flowed from her. A knife glittered as Khokakhchin cut the cord. The child wailed; the older woman picked him up and wiped him with a piece of wool. “He's a fine boy, Lady. The Bahadur will be pleased, and I will live. Look at your son.”

He was small. It was hard to believe that one so small could have caused her such pain. Khokakhchin picked up a jug, poured a few drops of kumiss into the baby's mouth, then began to smooth fat over him. Hoelun closed her eyes.

 

Hoelun remained inside her yurt for seven days, as all new mothers had to do. The shamans entered only to bless the new baby and to tell her that his stars were favourable.

Khokakhchin brought her food and fuel. No one else, not even Yesugei, could come inside the tent until the next full moon. She had peace, with no work except caring for her son. At night, she lay with him and listened to the voices of Yesugei and his comrades as they sang.

Her son's eyes were as pale as his father's. Yesugei would name him, but Khokakhchin had already told her what the name was to be—Temujin, He Who Forged Metal. The Tatar chief Yesugei had captured was called Temujin-uge; the name of his son would commemorate that event. The death of the Tatar chieftain would clear a place in the world for Yesugei's son.

Temujin, small as he was, showed strength. He sucked her nipples until they were sore, and struggled against the strips of cloth that tied him to his cradle. His pale eyes held the light of heated metal and the fire of a forge. She swelled with pride whenever she looked at him; she crooned to him while rocking him to sleep. But when he was silent and still, looking up at her from his cradle with his cat's eyes, she felt a chill, as if a piece of cold iron had touched her.

 

On the eighth day after Temujin's birth, Hoelun secured him in his cradle, picked him up, and left her yurt, walking between the two fires that burned outside the entrance. A bow and a quiver of arrows hung by the doorway, a sign that the newborn was a boy.

Women and girls hurried towards her to admire the baby. She walked to the edge of her camping circle, trailed by Sochigil and the other women. Munglik was gathering dry dung with some other children; he peered into Temujin's scowling face, then laughed.

“Someday,” the boy said, “he and I will fight together.”

“Yes,” Hoelun said. Her husband and several other men were practising their archery near the camp, aiming at a distant target of leather stretched over wood to which a Tatar girl was bound. Several arrows jutted from the leather at her sides. Yesugei stepped up to take his turn. His arrow flew from his bow and stabbed into the target just above the girl's head.

Yesugei laughed; no one was likely to better his aim. “Cut her loose,” he shouted. “She deserves some reward for not screaming.” He turned towards Hoelun, then strode to her side.

Yesugei grunted at the other women; they scattered. “I chose a good name for him,” he said.

“Khokakhchin told me.”

“We'll have the naming ceremony as soon as the shamans allow.” He waved his bow at the infant and chuckled as Temujin wailed. “He could be a son of Heaven.”

“Perhaps he is,” Hoelun said. “Maybe a beam of Tengri's light quickened my womb while you were sleeping.” She paused. “And am I your first wife now?”

“I promised you would be.”

The other men drifted over to admire their chieftain's new son. Hoelun glanced to one side. A woman stood near one wagon, her arm around a small boy; she stared past Hoelun with empty eyes as the boy hid his face against her coat. Two Tatars, Hoelun thought, two more who would now be slaves labouring for Yesugei's people. Her husband reached for his son and lifted the cradle above his head. Temujin's wail rose above the cheers of the men.


Part Two

Hoelun said, “Who is left to fight with us now? Only our own shadows. What whips do our horses have? Only their own tails.”
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Yesugei and Munglik dismounted by the two fires at the western edge of the camp; a few men rose to greet them. Hoelun wondered what news her husband had brought from the Kereit Khan.

Patches of snow still dotted the valley by the Onon; blades of grass had begun to sprout. The old ones claimed that the grass had been thicker and the winters shorter years ago. Yesugei and his people had been forced to move camp more often during the past seasons.

Circles of tents and wagons sat to the west of the river. Yesugei had won more followers, here and in other camps. Yet there had also been sorrows during that time—Nekun-taisi lost in one battle, friends and kinsmen falling to the Tatars.

Hoelun walked around her wagons and entered her yurt. Temuge, her youngest son, was pushing a knuckle-bone across the felt-covered floor. Her daughter Temulun whimpered in her cradle as Biliktu rocked it.

Old Khokakhchin did more work than Biliktu. Hoelun frowned as she gazed at the girl. “Bring me my daughter,” Hoelun said. Biliktu picked up the cradle to which Temulun was bound. “Then work on that hide you've neglected. Temuge, go outside and tell me when you see your father coming.”

The little boy picked up his bone and scurried through the doorway. Hoelun smiled as she suckled her daughter. Yesugei had given her five children. He had not neglected Sochigil, but there had been no more children for his other wife after the birth of her second son Belgutei.

Biliktu was dressing the hide with salted milk when Temuge ran back inside. “Mother! Temujin's fighting with Bekter!” Hoelun set the cradle down, then hurried through the entrance.

The two boys rolled in the dirt near Sochigil's wagons. Bekter grabbed one of Temujin's dark reddish braids and yanked it; Temujin clawed at the other boy's face.

“Stop!” Hoelun shouted. She ran to them, grabbed her son by his collar, and pulled him to his feet.

Bekter stood up. “Temujin started it.”

Temujin's greenish-brown eyes narrowed. “That's a lie.” He stepped to the dead hare lying at Bekter's feet. “My arrow found that hare, not yours. It's mine.”

Hoelun turned to Sochigil's son. “Is that true?” she asked. Bekter's dark eyes glared back at her.

“I saw it first,” Temujin said softly, “and I shot it.”

“You wait.” Bekter shook his fist. “You'll be sorry. I'll send the dogs after you.”

Temujin paled; he hated dogs. Bekter showed his teeth. Temujin's fist shot towards his brother; Hoelun seized him by the wrist.

“Enough!” she said. “Bekter, go to your mother's tent and skin that hare—then I'll decide what to do with it. Any more fighting, and your father will hear of it from me.”

Both boys tensed. The last time Yesugei had beaten them for fighting, Temujin had been unable to lie on his back for three nights. Bekter glowered at Hoelun, then picked up the hare and went inside his mother's yurt.

She would have to speak to Sochigil again. The other woman doted on Bekter, and often pleaded with Yesugei not to punish him, but never disciplined her son herself. Lately Belgutei, who behaved well enough in Bekter's absence, was following his older brother's lead.

Temujin lifted his head. In the sunlight, his dark hair was more coppery than black—his grandfather's hair, Yesugei had told her. “I see Father,” Temujin murmured.

Hoelun turned. Yesugei and Munglik were walking towards her tent, trailed by her sons Khasar and Khachigun with their father's saddle. Temujin ran to them; Yesugei's arms closed around him.

Hoelun waited until her husband set his whip outside the doorway, then stepped forward. “I've missed you,” she said.

He smiled, but his eyes were solemn. “We'll talk after I've eaten.”

Munglik lingered near the yurt as Yesugei and the boys went inside. “Spring,” he said, “always brings a light to your face, Ujin.” He still seemed like the boy who had once found excuses to be near her.

“I would ask you inside,” she said, “but your wife must be impatient to greet you.” His face fell; he bowed, murmured a farewell, then walked away.

She went inside. Yesugei sat in front of the bed, his sons around him. Biliktu had set a few curds on a platter. The girl brought a jug of kumiss to Yesugei, then backed away, sat down near the hearth, and plucked at one long black braid. Preening herself, Hoelun thought as she settled at her husband's left; Biliktu was so obvious. Yesugei ate in silence, wiped his mouth on his sleeve, and pushed the platter aside.

“The camp of Toghril Khan is larger,” Yesugei said at last, “and his people prosper. His priests said prayers for us.”

Hoelun shrugged. Toghril Khan and many of his Kereits worshipped the Christian god, but the Khan consulted shamans as well. Heaven could be called by many names.

“And was the Khan pleased to see you?” Temujin asked.

“Of course. We went hawking together, and he feasted me in his ordu. Many came there to his circle of great tents to greet me.”

“Then he'll fight with you this autumn,” Temujin said.

“We'll see,” Yesugei muttered. “I told him my young son already shows a warrior's spirit.” His eyes were grim. Hoelun knew then that Yesugei had failed to win any promise from the Khan.

“Temuge can sit a horse by himself more easily now,” she said quickly. “Khachigun's better with the spear.” Her five-year-old son brightened at this praise. “Charakha says that Temujin and Khasar have become the best archers among the boys.”

“I shoot well enough,” Temujin said, “but Khasar's better, even if he is only seven.” It was like Temujin, Hoelun thought, to say such things; her oldest child was quick to give others their due.

Yesugei's eyes narrowed. “And are you getting along with Bekter?” Temujin looked away. “Remember the story of your ancestor Alan Ghoa's sons. A shaft of arrows bound tightly together cannot—”

“He's the one who wants to fight,” Temujin burst out. “He steals and lies about it, he's always—”

“Enough!” Yesugei raised a hand. “How do you expect to lead if you can't get along with your own brother?”

Temujin lifted his head. “You used to fight with Uncle Daritai when he was in your camp. You sent him—”

Yesugei slapped him. Temujin's cheek flamed; his eyes glistened with tears. “Daritai's the Odchigin,” Yesugei said. “It's only fitting that he dwell closer to our father's old grazing lands. He and his men fight beside me when I need them, and that's all that matters. You must learn how to handle Bekter.”

Hoelun averted her eyes. Temujin should not have mentioned Daritai. As long as the Odchigin was chief in his own camp, he would grudgingly follow his brother; Yesugei had not kept his own shafts tightly bound.

“It's time I spoke with your father alone,” she murmured. “Temujin, you and Khasar may take Temuge riding, but make certain one of you is on his horse with him. Khachigun, my hearth needs more argal. Biliktu.” The girl looked up. “Gather fuel with Khachigun.”

The boys scrambled to their feet, and Temujin led them outside. Biliktu stood up, glanced at Yesugei from the sides of her long dark eyes, then slowly walked towards the doorway.

“The girl's growing up,” Yesugei said when she was gone.

“She'll soon be fifteen.”

“It may be time I took another wife, and Biliktu—” 

“She would make a poor wife,” Hoelun said. Biliktu was lazy, always quick to remind others that she was a Noyan's daughter, that only her father's death and her capture in a raid had made her a slave here.

Yesugei stroked his moustaches. “Why, I almost believe you're jealous of the girl. You needn't be. You're still much as you were when I found you.”

It was kind of him to say so, but her children had left their mark; her waist was thicker, and her breasts and belly sagged a little. She kept her face veiled when fierce winds raged and oiled her skin with animal fat, but felt the tiny traces of lines around her eyes when she lifted her hands to her face. She was nearly twenty-five, her youth almost gone.

“I must get more,” Yesugei continued, “to support another wife, and I'm not likely to increase my wealth soon.”

Hoelun let out her breath. “Toghril won't ride with you.”

“Oh, he was happy to see me. He wished me well.”

“He's your anda. If he stood with you now—”

“Toghril stands with me,” Yesugei said, “but he won't ride with me—not this time. It serves him to wait and to see who gets stronger—my followers or my enemies.”

“He wouldn't be Khan if it weren't for you. He'd still be wandering among the Merkits begging for help and getting none while his uncle ruled the Kereits.”

“That's true, Hoelun, and it doesn't matter. He also wouldn't be Khan if he hadn't put his older brothers under the ground. Toghril isn't a man to let his bonds get in the way of his interests.” Yesugei lifted his jug and drank. “We may do well this autumn, and if we win enough, a kuriltai might proclaim me as Khan. Toghril would ride with me then.”

But there would be no kuriltai as long as the Taychiuts clung to their own hopes. They were content to follow Yesugei as a general, or during the hunt, but they would never make him Khan—not while Toghril offered only words of friendship, and not while the old Taychiut Khatuns lived.

“Well, then.” Hoelun rested one arm on her upraised knee. “There's something else I want to talk about. I've been thinking we should find a wife for Temujin.”

“He's only nine.”

“Old enough to be betrothed. He would have time to know the girl and to serve her family before he's wed, as my father did before he married my mother. Better for Temujin to win his wife peacefully instead of making more enemies by stealing her.”

“Some women are worth that risk.” He touched her hand. “And where shall we look for Temujin's betrothed?”

“Among my Olkhunugud people, perhaps, or others of the Onggirat clans. You could use an alliance with one of their chiefs, since their lands lie close to those of the Tatars.”

“They're not much at fighting, but their women are beauties.” He patted her hand. “I'll think about this.”

Hoelun stood up. “Sochigil will be anxious to greet you, and your comrades will want to hear about the Kereit Khan. Tell them that he trusts his anda to lead them. Let them think he wouldn't remain such a close ally of another chief.”

 

Yesugei slept at her side. Hoelun had felt no urgency in his embrace, even though he had been gone for nearly a month. He took her in the way he satisfied his hunger with food and drink—quickly, with little thought of her after his need was met. His passion flared up only a little, as a fire's embers might before the flames died, and no flint remained in her to ignite new sparks. Even his rage at his enemies was a flame that burned less often; she sensed that he was weary of battle.

Fear rose inside her at that thought. Men had to fight until every enemy had surrendered or lay under the ground. Hate was the fire in which their swords were forged. If it burned too fiercely, it would soften the metal too much; if it cooled, the weapons would not be strong enough. People had to tend their hatreds as they tended their fires; hate kept them alive. Maybe Yesugei no longer hated enough.

Hoelun slipped from the bed and knelt by Temulun's cradle, then untied the straps around the baby and lifted her to her breast. Her sons slept on in their small beds of cushions on the tent's western side. Perhaps Temulun would be the last of her children. She had other joys to anticipate now—seeing her sons wed, becoming a grandmother—yet she shivered, as she did when cold winds warned of autumn's approach.

Hoelun's arms tightened around her daughter. Her loves and her hatreds were bound up with her children — love for those she had brought into the world, hate for any who threatened them. She would not let that love and that hatred burn low, not until she was ready to die.


11

Bortai stood alone on a vast, grassy steppe under a starless black sky. A ghostly, winged shape, illuminated by the bright light it carried, flew towards her. She covered her face, then peered through her fingers at the white falcon. Its left claw held a sphere of flame; its right clutched a large white pearl.

Bortai held out her arms, no longer afraid. She marvelled at the fiery light and the dimmer, softer glow that shone from under the bird's talons. The falcon circled her and released its catch; she caught the lights in her hands as the white bird alighted on her wrist.

“I have brought you the sun and the moon,” the bird said. She looked into its eyes and saw flecks of green and gold. The spheres she was holding suddenly blazed into a blinding white light.

Bortai cried out and awoke. Her soul had returned to her. Only the light of the hearth fire remained, where the shadow of her mother bent over the kettle.

“What is it, Bortai?” her mother asked.

“A dream,” Bortai replied as she sat up in her bed.

“This seems to be a night for dreams,” her father's deep voice said from the back of the yurt. He sat on his bed, pulling on a boot. “Put on your clothes, child, and then tell me about your dream.”

Bortai scrambled out of bed, straightened her shift, then reached for her trousers. Her brother Anchar sat up in his bed and yawned. “More dreams?” the boy asked.

“This was the strangest one,” she said.

“You said that about the last one, when a wild white horse came to you and let you ride it.”

Bortai frowned. Anchar was eight, two years younger than she was, but lately he teased her more. She dressed in her knee-length tunic, went to her father, and sat down on the carpet by his bed.

“Don't mock your sister,” he said to Anchar. “Dreams can tell us much. The spirits send them as warnings, or to show us what might happen. Now, daughter, tell us about your dream.”

“I was standing alone outside,” Bortai said, “and I saw a light. Then a white falcon flew towards me with a flaming light in one claw and a paler light in the other. It dropped the lights into my hand, landed on my arm, and told me they were the sun and the moon.”

Her father plucked at the thin greying beard under his chin. “Are you sure of this?”

She nodded. “And I saw the bird's eyes when it spoke—they were brown and green and gold. Then the lights got very bright, and then I woke up.” Bortai tilted her head. “What does it mean, Father?”

“I can't say, but it must be an omen of some importance, because I think my dream was much like it.”

“Is that so, Dei?” Bortai's mother said from the hearth. “It's hardly unknown for a family to have dreams that are much alike. How many times have I told you one of mine, only to have you dream it next?”

“But on the same night?” Dei shook his head. “And this dream is most unusual. I've dreamed of the sun and moon before, but they always remained in the sky.”

“Did you see a gyrfalcon, too?” Bortai asked. “Did you hold the sun and moon in your hands?”

“I recall a white bird,” her father said. “It might have been a gyrfalcon. Something was carried to me, so I suppose the bird must have brought it. I think you saw this omen more clearly than I.” Dei stretched his legs, then beckoned to his wife. “Shotan, where's my breakfast?”

The round-faced woman reached for a bowl. “Sometimes I wonder why people call you Dei the Wise. You might better be named Dei the Thief of Others' Dreams. This isn't the first time you've heard of a dream and convinced yourself you dreamed it, too.”

“No, Shotan.” Dei twirled one end of his long moustache. “I believe Bortai and I shared this one—it's only that mine wasn't as clear. I had a piece of her dream, and she's shown me what I didn't see as well in mine.”

Shotan gazed at him affectionately with her warm dark eyes. “Perhaps you should have been a shaman, Dei.”

“The call wasn't strong enough in me, but perhaps our daughter has the soul of a shamaness.”

“That's all very well, but she'll have to be married someday, and some men don't like it when their wives make magic or send their souls travelling outside their bodies.”

“It isn't a bad omen, is it?” Bortai asked.

“The bird was white,” Dei responded, “and that's a colour of good omen.”

“Pray that we aren't given the moon and sun,” Shotan said. “If they were in this camp, there would be darkness everywhere else under Heaven.” She ladled broth from the kettle for their meal; Bortai got up and went to the hearth to help.
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The sheep bleated; lambs huddled close to the ewes. At the edges of the camping circles, other clumps of sheep and goats grazed on the short grass sprouting amid small patches of melting snow.

Bortai wandered away from her mother and settled herself on a small rise to the north-west of her father's flock. Usually she gossiped with her cousins and the other girls watching the sheep, but she wanted to be alone now, to ponder her dream.

The yurts of the Onggirats who followed her father stood to the west of the Urchun River. Dei was chief of a small camp, with fewer than two hundred people. Other Onggirat clans joined them in the autumn, when they moved south towards Lake Buyur to hold their great hunt before travelling on to winter grounds.

Like many Onggirat warriors, Dei had not been to war for some time. As a young man, before she was born, he had gone on raids, but the Onggirats, unless they were threatened, preferred to avoid battles. Trade with the merchants who sometimes sent caravans through the neighbouring Tatar lands could bring them as much as they might take in a raid.

The Onggirats also bragged to every visitor about the beauty of their girls. There was no reason to war with Tatars when a truce could be had by marrying an Onggirat woman to a Tatar chief, no purpose in fighting Merkits or Mongols if other Onggirat daughters dwelled in their tents.

The Onggirats had bought some safety in this way, surely wiser than swearing oaths to one chief or another and thus making those people's enemies their own. In return, others knew that Onggirats were not likely to be among those they met in battle. Her people fought when honour demanded it—if horses or women were stolen, or a promise was broken—but were content to live peacefully at other times.

Bortai's father had done his share to ensure some peace for his camp. Maybe that was why they called him Dei Sechen—Dei the Wise. Her older sisters, young women she could barely remember, were the wives of Noyans and chiefs in distant camps; the bride-prices had increased the herds her brother Anchar would inherit. Dei's first son had died five years ago; Anchar was likely to remain his only surviving son unless Dei took a second wife, which he did not seem inclined to do.

Bortai's peaceful life here would end when she married. During the past winter, she had overheard her parents whispering about possible mates for their youngest daughter. Her woman's bleeding would be upon her in three or four years, and Dei would not wait too long after that to have her safely wed.

South of the camp, a few men were riding out with their birds. One of the men loosed a hawk; the bird spread its wings and soared. Bortai smiled, feeling pleasure at the sight of the hawk's beauty and strength. She remembered the falcon in her dream and imagined it was flying to her once more.

 

“Look,” a girl called out. “Strangers.”

Bortai straightened up and clung to her bark pail. Sheep milled around her; most of the ewes had been milked and freed from the long rope to which they had been tethered, and were now being herded towards the tents.

She looked west. Two riders were moving towards the camp, with a string of four horses behind them. Visitors came among them from time to time—hunters who stopped for a meal, traders from south of the Gobi with goods to offer for furs, hides, and wool, young men taking their brides to a distant camp, a wandering shaman who might tell stories or summon spirits in a trance. The sun was low in the west, the riders small black shapes against the red orb. Bortai thought of the fiery ball the gyrfalcon had given to her. 

“Come along!” her mother called out.

She followed Shotan to their yurt. By the time the milk was simmering on the hearth, Bortai was bursting with impatience. Dei would bring the strangers to his tent; she was already curious about them. While her mother skimmed the milk, Bortai set out a duck she had plucked to cook, then moved restlessly around the yurt, straightening the bed coverings and poking at the carpets under her feet.

The dogs barked outside. Anchar entered and hung up his bow and quiver. “Two visitors,” he announced, “a Mongol and his son. I heard them talking to some of the men while Okin went to get Father. They're Kiyats, a bone of the Borjigin clan. The man says he's a chief and the grandson of a Khan.”

“Well!” Shotan was clearly impressed. “I'll serve them the rest of the boiled lamb—guests must be honoured, especially such noble ones.” Bortai fidgeted; her mother glanced at her. “Bortai, if you can't be useful, sit down and keep out of my way.”

“I'll get more argal.” Bortai grabbed a basket and hurried outside.

Dei's circle was north of the rest of the camp. Bortai moved away from the tent, then stooped to pick up some dung. One uncle and a cousin were churning mare's milk outside their yurt, but most of the people were already inside. The visitors would be near the roped enclosure where horses were kept.

A wagon with a large wooden trunk stood between a yurt and the enclosure. Just beyond the back of the wagon, Dei was talking to the strangers, who had dismounted. Bortai crept forward, grateful no sheep were by this wagon, then shrank back against its side.

The man was tall and broadly built, but his hat hid part of his face. “—so you're riding to the Olkhunuguds, friend Yesugei,” Dei was saying.

“We're going among your brothers to find Temujin a wife,” the strange man replied.

“And a fine boy he is. I see fire in his eyes and a light in his face.”

Bortai could not see the boy's face, but he had the height of a boy of twelve. “His mother is my chief wife,” the man named Yesugei said, “and she's given me three other sons and a daughter.” Bortai strained to hear their words over the murmur of voices inside the nearby yurt. These formalities might go on for some time.

“I have a young son,” Dei said. “My daughters are grown and married—all but one.” Bortai tensed.

“Your camp seems prosperous,” another voice said; that had to be the boy. “I've rarely seen such beautiful horses as you have here.” His voice was high, but there was a confidence in it that she had seldom heard in a boy.

“They are hardly a match for your own fine horses.” Dei paused. “Friend Yesugei, I had a dream last night, and I've been wondering what it means. A white falcon carrying the sun and moon in its talons brought them to me and alighted on my hand. And at the moment I dreamed this, you and your son, of a Khan's noble line, were riding to my camp. The falcon must be a spirit that watches over you, and I see the light of its eyes in yours and your son's.” He was silent for a moment. “You have a son of nine, and I have a daughter close to his age.” Bortai's hands tightened around her basket. “Our daughters are our shields, friend Yesugei—their beauty protects us. Instead of fighting with others, we put our beautiful girls in their carts and lead them to the tents of chiefs and Noyans.”

“I know of their beauty, Dei Sechen,” Yesugei said. “My son's mother belongs to your Olkhunugud clan.”

“Unsaddle your horses,” Bortai's father said. “Come to my humble tent, eat your fill of our poor food, and see my daughter for yourself.”

Bortai crept away, then ran for her dwelling. She stopped by the door only long enough to subdue the snarling dogs with a glare, then hurried inside.

“You didn't find much fuel,” Shotan said.

“They'll be here soon.” Bortai thrust the basket at her mother, wiped at her face, then smoothed down her thick black braids.

“Really, child. Come and sit down, and try to act as you should.”

She followed her mother to the back of the yurt, where they sat down to the left of the bed; Anchar settled on the right. She curved one leg under herself, rested her hands on an upraised knee, and struggled to compose herself.

Her father clearly believed that her dream had something to do with these visitors. The stranger wanted to betroth his son, and Dei must have seen some good in the boy, but she knew nothing about him except that he had a noble lineage and was tall for a boy of nine.

Their dogs barked. “Call off your dogs!” Yesugei shouted.

“Come inside,” Dei replied. Bortai lowered her eyes quickly as the visitors came through the doorway. “I bring guests,” her father continued, “who rode here from under that part of Heaven to the west. This Noyan is Yesugei Bahadur, chief of Kiyats and Taychiuts and leader of Borjigins in hunting and war, grandson of their Khan Khabul and nephew of Khutula Khan. His son's name is Temujin.”

She was afraid to look up. “This is my wife, Shotan,” Dei went on, “and my son Anchar, and here you see my daughter Bortai.”

She lifted her head. The stranger named Yesugei stared at her with large pale eyes, then smiled. “You spoke the truth, brother Dei. The girl is beautiful. I see light in her eyes and fire in her face.”

“A noble man has praised our daughter,” Dei said. Bortai's gaze shifted towards the boy, who was still hidden in the shadows beyond the hearth. He stepped to his father's side as the light caught his face.

She nearly cried out. He has the falcon's eyes, she thought wildly. They were as pale as his father's, green and gold mixed with brown, but his seemed colder and steadier than Yesugei's warmer ones. His eyes held her, and she seemed to feel the falcon clutching her wrist.

 

Yesugei offered a small scarf to his host; Dei responded with a jug of kumiss. The two were soon seated in front of Dei's bed while Temujin and Anchar showed each other their knives and bows.

Bortai sprinkled blessings over the images of their household spirits. Her mother set out boiled lamb, duck garnished with wild onion, a few dried curds, and some airagh, the stronger kumiss Dei usually saved for special feasts and occasions. They sat down on the carpet to the left of the men, while the boys sat to the right.

“You have a fine-looking son, Yesugei Bahadur,” Shotan said. Their guest grunted; like most men, he was not likely to say much until he had finished eating. “My own son may be small, but he wrestles well, and is a match for any boy here.” She clearly intended to fill the silence with praise for her children.

Dei speared a sliver of meat with his knife and offered it to Yesugei. “My daughter is also small for her age,” Shotan went on, “but no illness has ever troubled her. She rides like the wind, and I've never seen any animal that can frighten her.”

Bortai felt fearful now. Her mother was bragging too much. Were they so certain this Bahadur would want her for his son? She sneaked a glance at Temujin. He was staring at her across the platter of meat slivers; she blushed and took a piece of food.

Temujin seemed unlike the other boys she knew. His forehead was pleasingly wide, his dark hair had a reddish sheen, and the well-formed cheekbones of his broad face showed that he would be as handsome as his father someday. She had also seen how he acted towards Anchar. Temujin had spoken warmly, but almost as a man might speak to a boy, even though he was not much older than her brother. There were also his eyes, as wary and observant as a cat's, pale eyes unlike any she had ever seen.

Yesugei gulped down the last piece of duck and let out a belch. “Bortai brought down that duck,” Shotan said, “so I hope it pleased you. Her aim with the bow's quite remarkable, and her cooking will soon be as good as her aim. In some, beauty isn't a guise that hides flaws, but only one of many fine qualities.”

“I see what your daughter is, Ujin,” Yesugei muttered, sounding a bit drunk. “You've fed us well, Dei Sechen. You deserve to be called the Wise for choosing such a wife.”

“He chose me,” Shotan said, “but it was I who begged my father to accept him. Dei had to ask three times before my father would agree. I myself have never felt that delay in such matters serves any purpose.”

She motioned to her daughter. Bortai picked up the platter and went outside to throw some bones to the dogs. They may leave tomorrow, she thought. Yesugei and his son might stay only long enough to exchange tales with her uncles and the other men before riding on.

She came back through the doorway, rinsed the platter with a little broth, poured the liquid back into the kettle, then fed the fire. Anchar and Temujin were playing with antelope bones on the other side of the hearth, Temujin aimed one of his bones, flipped it, and hit one of Anchar's.

“You're good at this game,” Anchar said.

Temujin shrugged, then looked up at Bortai. “Sit with us,” he said.

She sat down. He grinned at her, then aimed another bone. Her parents and Yesugei were deep in conversation over another jug of airagh.

“... farmers had just brought in their wheat,” Dei was saying, “so we had enough fodder for our horses and the animals we stole. There was a woman—” Dei sighed. “She was so slender my hands could encircle her waist easily. But she tried to run away, and one of my men had to shoot her.” He sighed again. “Just as well. She might not have survived the journey across the desert.”

“I remember a raid two autumns ago.” Yesugei's voice was slurred. “We took a Tatar camp. I ate in the chief's tent that night. His back was a cushion for my feet while his daughter's tears salted my food.”

Bortai pressed her lips together. The two men might get so involved in their happy reminiscences that she would be forgotten.

Temujin leaned forward. “Your father told us about a dream he had,” he said, “where a gyrfalcon brought him the sun and the moon.”

“Bortai had the same dream,” Anchar said. Temujin raised his brows. Bortai heard one clink and then another as her brother's bone struck others. “There, Temujin—I won.”

“You're good at this game, too, but I'll win next time.” Temujin paused. “You dreamed your father's dream?”

“He dreamed mine,” she said.

“I had one last night,” Temujin said. “I've had it before, but this time it was different. I stood on a mountain, so high that I could see all the world. Before, whenever I dreamed it, I couldn't see what was below, but this time, I could see everything.”

“What did you see?” Bortai asked.

“I saw the steppe, and thousands of yurts, and valleys near mountains, and so many herds of horses I couldn't count them all, and hundreds of hunters chasing deer and wild asses. There were other animals, too, and a caravan with camels, and hawks and falcons soaring above all of it.”

“Did you see any villages?” she asked. Temujin shook his head. “Then it couldn't have been the whole world.”

“It was the world,” Temujin said, “and we were the only people under Heaven. In the dream, I took off my hat, put my belt around my shoulders, and offered mare's milk to Koko Mongke Tengri in thanks for showing it to me.”

“What does it mean?” Bortai asked.

“Maybe it means the world will belong to us. My father says we're the best fighters in it, that God made us that way. Why shouldn't we have it all? And why shouldn't one Khan rule everyone?”

Bortai frowned. “Everyone?”

“There's one sun in Heaven. Why shouldn't there be one Khan on Earth?”

Bortai rested her hands on her knee. “You sound as if you mean to be that Khan.”

“I'll be a chief someday,” Temujin said, “but maybe the spirits will favour another. If he's brave and strong enough, I'd follow him.”

“I wonder if you could follow anyone, Temujin.” She would have laughed at any other boy talking this way, but his soft voice did not sound like a bragging boy's.

“Temujin!” Yesugei bellowed from the back of the yurt. “Show our host how well you can recite the tale of the ancestors, the Tawny Doe and the Blue-Grey Wolf.”

Bortai straightened. Her own name meant blue-grey, and Temujin's eyes were as tawny and golden as the hide of the ancestral doe must have been; maybe Yesugei meant to turn the discussion to her.

 

Bortai lay in her bed, unable to sleep. After several stories and songs, everyone had gone to bed with no talk of a marriage.

She peered over her blanket. The guests were asleep, stretched out against cushions near the hearth. A shadowy form crept towards the doorway; she waited until her father had gone outside, then got up and pulled on her boots.

The dogs growled softly as she stepped outside. She found her father outside the camping circle, his back to her as he urinated. She hung back until he had fastened his trousers, then hurried to him.

“Father,” she whispered. Dei grunted. “Father, the eyes of the falcon in my dream — they were Temujin's eyes. It meant he was coming here for me—I'm sure of it.”

“You made up your mind fast enough.”

“It's true, it has to be true.”

“We've done what we can, girl. The Bahadur would offer enough for you, but we don't want him to think we're too anxious. We must wait.”
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Bortai was awake before the others. She tugged at the clothes in which she had slept, pulled on her boots, and crept to the hearth to check the fire.

His father will ask, she told herself; he has to ask. But perhaps this Bahadur was more ambitious for his son; he might look elsewhere instead of asking for a minor chief's daughter.

She heard a yawn. Temujin sat up and looked at her; she tried to smile. “Good morning, Bortai,” he said softly.

“Good morning, Temujin.”

Yesugei stirred and shook himself as he rose unsteadily to his feet. He mumbled a greeting, then went outside with his son.

Bortai stared at the hearth until her family was awake. Shotan frowned at her as she peered into the kettle; Dei and Anchar left the tent to relieve themselves.

The broth was simmering when the men and boys returned. Maybe Yesugei had already spoken to her father. Bortai searched Dei's face, but his eyes were slits and the lines around his mouth deepened as he scowled; he usually looked that way after drinking too much. He said nothing as he sat down, and Yesugei did not seem in the mood for talk.

Bortai forced herself to sip some broth. Temujin and Anchar whispered to each other, but she could not hear what they were saying. She was suddenly angry with her father for telling Yesugei about the dream, and at Shotan for speaking of Bortai the night before as though her daughter were a horse she hoped to trade.

“You've treated me well, Dei Sechen,” Yesugei said at last. His skin was ruddier and less sallow, now that he had drunk some kumiss with his broth.

“But you deserve a feast,” Dei replied; he also looked a bit more alert. “My brothers will want to talk with you, and your horses can rest while they graze with ours.”

“That sounds most pleasant,” Yesugei murmured, “but I've been away from my own camp too long already - first among my Kereit allies, and now here.”

Bortai peered at Temujin from under her long lashes. He caught her eye, then looked up at Yesugei. “A few more days won't matter,” the boy said.

“They will if we have a journey to the Olkhunuguds ahead of us.”

Temujin's eyes narrowed; he pressed his lips together. Bortai's heart fluttered.

“I could leave,” Yesugei continued, “and come back another time, but that would serve no purpose. Maybe we've circled this ground enough.” He shifted on his cushion. “You have a daughter, and I have a son. She's as beautiful a girl as I've seen, and the fire in her eyes matches that in the eyes of my son. I've seen enough of her to know she would make Temujin a good wife, and he seems to have a liking for her. Brother Dei, will you consent to their marriage?”

Bortai's cheeks burned; her heart leaped. Temujin was watching her father, his eyes wide, his body tense.

Dei stroked his thin beard. “I could wait for you to ask again,” he said, “but I wouldn't be praised for delaying, and no one would think badly of me for agreeing now. It isn't a girl's fate, especially one with my daughter's beauty, to grow old in her father's tent. I'll gladly give my daughter to your son.”

Bortai swallowed hard. Her heart was beating so loudly that she was certain the others must hear it.

“But they are still children,” Dei went on. “Brother Yesugei, will you leave your son with us? Bortai and Temujin can grow closer before they wed, and my son would benefit from having a companion who would be like a brother.”

Yesugei looked down at Temujin. “I wanted to ask you that myself, since I meant all along to leave my son with his betrothed and her family. Much as I'll miss him, I will look forward to the day he and your daughter are wed.”

“I'm glad you asked for Bortai, Father,” Temujin said. “If you hadn't, I would have asked for her myself.”

Yesugei laughed. “I know.” He clapped Dei on the shoulder. “I should warn you of one thing—keep back your dogs while Temujin's with you. My son's fearless with anything else, but he's afraid of dogs.”

Temujin reddened. Bortai would not have believed anything could frighten him. Anchar snickered. “Afraid of dogs?”

“You were scared enough yourself when one bit you,” Bortai said quickly. “Don't worry, Temujin. I'll show you how to make them afraid of you.”

He lifted his chin. “I won't let them frighten me.”

“Shotan, you'll kill a sheep today,” Dei said, “and this camp will have a betrothal feast.” Bortai trembled as her father thrust her hand into the boy's warm palm.


14

The mountain called Chegcher loomed to the north, its eastern slope darkening as the sun dropped lower in the west. Below the mountain, twenty yurts sat in a circle; plumes of pale smoke climbed from the roofs towards the sky.

Yesugei slowed to a trot; his spare horse whinnied softly. The people had gathered near a pit where meat was roasting. Many of them wore the bright red silk sashes he had seen in Tatar camps.

He could ride on, but they might wonder why he had not stopped, and it was unlikely that any of them would recognize him. These Tatars would not expect Yesugei the Brave to stop there and claim the hospitality all owed to any stranger. He could rest for a little while before moving on across the yellow steppe towards his own lands.

The hide that was Dei's parting gift lay across the back of his spare horse; Yesugei had given the other horses to the Onggirat chief as a token. He was pleased that Temujin's betrothal was settled, and the bride-price agreed upon. Hoelun, he thought, must have been much like Bortai as a child. Beauty was desirable in a wife, but he had also noted the strength in the girl's small frame, the health that lent a peach-coloured glow to her high golden-skinned cheeks, the liveliness and intelligence in her large, almond-shaped brown eyes, and the calluses on her hands that marked a willingness to work. He had read what was in Temujin's heart the moment his son first saw the girl, and Dei Sechen's dream was an omen he could not ignore.

He was satisfied, although he would miss Temujin. He loved his son's bravery and quickness, even his stubbornness and pride. Temujin had been six when he made his first kill; Yesugei still recalled the intense pleasure he had felt when anointing his son's bowstring finger with fat and blood from the fallen oryx. A few years would pass before the boy was wed, but Temujin would not have to dwell with the Onggirats all that time. He would return to fetch the boy next spring, and Temujin could pay another long visit to Dei before the wedding.

Hoelun would be happy to hear his news. His spirits rose; arranging for their son's marriage had reawakened his old feelings for her. It would have surprised her to know how much he longed for her at this moment. Being inside her, feeling the warmth and tightness of her sheath, was still the most comforting sensation he knew. Yet lately it passed too quickly for him, and, he was sure, for her. He promised himself to greet her more warmly when he returned, to rediscover the body that had given him so much joy and to share that pleasure with her again. The coming campaign would take him away from her soon enough.

He felt a pang; the joys of battle no longer seemed so enticing. He almost wished that the battles were past and that he could grow old at Hoelun's side.

His mouth twisted; he felt shame at allowing himself to indulge in such thoughts. Dei the Wise and the Onggirat chieftains might buy some peace with their daughters, but Yesugei and his sons would have to win it in other ways.

He was closer to the Tatar camp. The dogs chained near the yurts bayed at him. He smelled the odours of roast lamb. The Tatars around the cooking pit gazed up at him with the curious but distant look of people preparing to greet a stranger.

He would have a brief respite at least. Yesugei reined in his horse. “Are you at peace?” he called out.

“We are at peace,” a man replied. “And you?”

“I am, and my ride has made me thirsty.” Yesugei dismounted, held out his hands to show that he came in peace, then led his horses towards their fires.
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“Father's back,” Khasar called out.

Hoelun looked up. “You didn't have to ride back here to tell me—”

“He's ill.” Khasar gulped air. “The men grazing the horses sent me. Dobon's riding back with him.”

Hoelun stood up. “Biliktu!” The girl peered out from the entrance to Hoelun's yurt. “Get jars and put this away.” Hoelun gestured at the curds she had set out on rocks to dry.

Biliktu glanced at the boys gathering near one wagon. “Ujin, what—”

“Just do as I say.” Hoelun hastened after her son towards the edge of the camp. Two riders were approaching from the east. Yesugei was slumped forward, his head against his horse's mane. Dobon sat behind him, leading another horse by the reins.

Hoelun drew Khasar to her. “Fetch Bughu,” she said. The boy hurried away. People were gathering outside the nearest camping circles. I mustn't fear, she told herself. Yesugei was strong; Bughu would drive the evil spirit from him.

Two men rushed to Yesugei's side and helped him from his horse. His face was sallow; he clutched at his stomach as the two men held him up. The people around Hoelun backed away as Dobon and the men holding Yesugei followed her towards her dwelling. “What happened to my husband?” she asked.

The men were silent as they walked between the fires outside her tent. “Poison,” Yesugei muttered. Hoelun shivered and made a sign against evil, then followed the men inside.

They dragged Yesugei to the back of the dwelling, lowered him to the bed, then pulled off his boots. Dobon moved towards her and said, “Yesugei spoke of poison while we were riding here. That's all I know.”

The two men by the bed stood up. “You've done enough,” Hoelun said. “Khasar's gone to get a shaman. I'll tend to my husband myself.”

The three left the yurt quickly. They think he's going to die, she thought; no one would willingly stay near a dying man.

She bent over Yesugei; he groaned as she took off his sheepskin coat.

“Poison,” he whispered. “After I left Temujin—” 

She had nearly forgotten her oldest son. “Where did you leave him? What's this about poison?”

“He's in an Onggirat camp by the Urchun River. I betrothed him to the daughter of their chief.” He moaned as she slipped a pillow under his head. “On the way back, I stopped at a Tatar camp. They gave me drink and food before I rode on. I didn't think they would know me, but someone there must have—”

Fool, she thought, did you forget how many Tatars you've killed? She steadied herself. He had stopped there only to claim the hospitality owed to travellers; such treachery against a lone stranger was not common. The Tatars must have expected Yesugei to die before reaching his camp, so that no one would ever learn of their evil deed.

Sochigil entered, followed by Biliktu. “What is it?” the other wife asked. “Biliktu says our husband has been stricken—”

“The evil spirit will be driven away,” Hoelun said firmly. “Sochigil, look after my sons. Biliktu, take my daughter to Khokakhchin. I'll stay with my husband.”

Biliktu set down her jars of curds, then picked up the cradle holding Temulun. “It can't be,” the girl said.

“Leave me!”

The two departed. Hoelun touched Yesugei's forehead; his skin felt hot. She did not want her children near whatever evil spirit had taken possession of their father, or inside the tent where he might die.

Khasar entered with the shaman. Hoelun lifted her head. “Khasar, you'll stay in Sochigil-eke's tent with your brothers. Go, so that Bughu can tend to your father.”

“Mother—he'll be all right, won't he?”

“We must see what the spirits will for him.”

Her son walked slowly towards the doorway. When he was gone, the shaman leaned over the bed. “How long has this illness been with you?” Bughu asked.

“I felt the pain here, two days after leaving a Tatar camp.” Yesugei motioned at his belly. “By the third day, I knew I'd been poisoned. Those Tatars did this to me. I stopped there to rest, and they gave me food and drink. Someone must have added poison to it.”

The shaman peered into Yesugei's eyes, then lifted his shift to feel his abdomen; Yesugei groaned. Bughu moved his hands over the ailing man's body and prodded him until he moaned at the shaman's touch.

“What can you do?” Hoelun said at last.

Bughu stood up and led her away from the bed. “If I had been with the Bahadur when he first felt this,” he whispered, “I could have given him a potion to purge him. Vomiting then might have saved him if it was poison that brought this about.”

“What do you mean? My husband said—”

“That he was poisoned. The Tatars have reason to hate him, and I know of slow-acting poisons that can bring this about. But I don't think your husband was poisoned. I've seen people in this state when poisoning was unlikely—even when they vomit right away, they aren't free of pain, as they would be if poison were the cause. They worsen, and one feels the viscera swelling on the belly's right side. That is what I felt now in the Bahadur.”

“And what can be done?” she said softly.

“Nothing, Ujin, except pray that the evil spirit leaves him. Otherwise, his pain will increase and his entrails rot.” Bughu spread his hands. “I've seen such evil spirits come upon the strong and the young. Sometimes there is no reason for it, but Yesugei stopped at a Tatar camp, and maybe one of his enemies was powerful enough to curse him in this way. Whether this is the result of poison or a curse, we can assume his enemies brought his suffering upon him.”

The sound of the shaman's high, soft voice repelled her. Bughu was only another carrion-eater, stalking an ailing man to see what morsels he might take for himself. The meaning of his words was clear. If Yesugei's followers believed him poisoned, desire for revenge on the Tatars might hold them together. But if an evil spirit was afflicting him, some might see it as a loss of Heaven's favour. People understood poisoning and curses, while the ways of spirits were harder to grasp. Her own position would be weaker if people doubted that Yesugei's illness was the work of Tatars.

“Thank you for what you have told me,” she murmured. “You'll be rewarded—that is, if you're silent about it.”

“I shall summon the other shamans, Ujin, but you must prepare for his passing. You should move him from this tent before—”

“Leave me.”

The shaman left. Hoelun stared helplessly at the bed where her husband lay. The camp seemed oddly silent. At last she went to the entrance and looked outside, knowing what she would see.

Someone, perhaps Bughu, had stuck a spear into the ground just beyond the doorway; a piece of black felt dangled from the shaft. Everyone would know that this dwelling was to be shunned and that a dying man lay inside. She bowed her head and rolled down the flap.

 

Hoelun sat at Yesugei's side. Despite the spear, many of the men had come to the yurt to gaze at their ailing leader, but now they were alone. Bughu and two other shamans had come there in their wooden wolf masks, shaken their bags of bones, beaten their drums, and murmured their chants. She could hear them outside, still pleading with the evil spirit to free her husband.

Yesugei's moans were fainter; his skin burned when she touched him. He opened his eyes, but did not seem to see her. “I told you once that I would never love you,” she said. “I never thought I would say this to you, Yesugei, but I love you now. I want you to hear this, so that your spirit will stay here with me.”

“Ah.” She bent closer to him, but he said no more. A sweet sickly smell came from him, unlike the odours of sweat and leather that had become so familiar. His death had to be near, and if she was with him when he died, she would have to stay outside the camp until three full moons had come and gone.

A shadowy form entered the tent and crept past the hearth. “You shouldn't be here,” Hoelun said as the light flickered over Khokakhchin's lined brown face.

“So the shamans warned me,” her old servant replied, “but you may need me. Biliktu is watching the baby. If your husband rallies, he'll need nursing.” Khokakhchin made a sign. “If he doesn't, and you're put under a ban for staying with him, you'll need someone to look after you. I'll risk sharing the curse.”

Hoelun was moved. “You do more than you should, old woman.”

“You've been kind to me, Ujin. I might have grown old in a Tatar camp, lashed by my former mistress's tongue and my master's stick. Rest—I'll tend the Bahadur.”
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