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“Who do you ride with?” he murmured, just loud enough for her to hear. “Speak.”


She spat at him. The glob of spit didn’t quite make it, splashing into the dirt. The raider lashed out with her unbound feet, catching nothing but dust. Twisting against the rope around her wrists.


There was a necklace at her throat, most of it hidden beneath her leather armour. The thing prickling the back of Garrick’s neck started to move down his spine as he reached over, snagging the string, ignoring her bared teeth. Lifting it out.


Bones.


Polished white chips, threaded on the woven string.


Most raiders in the Tapestry weren’t worth a damn. You could fight them off on a good day, stand your ground. But most didn’t mean all. And there was one group in particular, a group who Garrick had only heard of, never actually seen . . .


Panic had a strange way of showing itself. For such a vicious emotion, it always came on gradually. The set of someone’s shoulders. A tiny crack in another’s voice.


It started to spread through the villagers behind Garrick the moment they saw the bones. The woman gave him a slow, twisted smile, and for the first time, she spoke. Above the trembling murmur of the crowd, her voice carried perfectly.


“You are so fucked.”


And just like that, the villagers lost their minds.
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One


Garrick


“I was out taking a piss, and I nearly stood on her!”


Garrick slowly opened one eye. Which was a huge mistake, because that was when his hangover chose to announce itself by whanging hard against the inside of his skull. He closed his eye with a pained grunt, rolled back over.


When it came to pissing on people, he didn’t want to know. He really didn’t.


“Nearly kicked her in the head.” The speaker was old Batu, just beyond the flap of Garrick’s tent. The man was addressing a crowd, it sounded like: a hubbub of excited voices. “She was down in the long grass, all sneaky. If I hadn’t been keeping an eye out, no one would have found her. No one!”


Garrick rather doubted that. Batu couldn’t find his arse if the directions were tattooed on the back of his wrinkled hands. None of the villagers could.


A burst of agonising light lanced through his cracked eyelids. Someone, some deeply evil fuck, had pushed open the flap of his tent. He held up a hand, but it did no good whatsoever.


“Garrick, you need to come!” a hazy shape shouted. “Batu caught a raider!”


The shape vanished as quickly as it had appeared. Garrick propped himself up on his elbow, blinking, tongue sour in his mouth.


Raiders.


Been a while since any had come this way. The new Khan and his army were exterminating them, wiping them off the face of the Tapestry. All part of the Khan’s grand plan for this land.


A raider scout that allowed themselves to be caught was a very poor raider indeed. Chances are, old Batu didn’t know what he was talking about. Still, Garrick didn’t trust the villagers not to cock this up. Somehow.


With a sigh, he found his way to his feet, doing his best to ignore the horrid pounding in his brain. To his left, his anvil sat, dark and silent. Tools nearby, arranged neatly on a wooden bench.


He would have given anything to stay inside; the tent was unbearably hot, dust hanging in the still air. But it would be hotter out there, where the twin suns could cook you in your boots.


Garrick supposed he’d be needing his axe, for show if nothing else. It lay propped against the fabric wall. His fingers closed on the weapon’s worn haft. He slotted it into the sheath on his back as he stepped out, squinting into the searing midday light.


The blacksmith stood a head taller than anyone in the village. He was tanned and lined, but the skin at the neck of his sleeveless, boiled leather jerkin was still pale pink. Unlike the men of this land, with their neat goatees, his beard ran to his chest in a black river, flecked with grey rapids.


He’d come to the village a year before, a traveller passing through. He spoke the language, and had bartered for a place to sleep and a cracked bowl of millet broth. He’d ended up liking the place, and had stayed, offering his skills at metalwork. There were rumours of what had driven him from the west, whispers of scandal and betrayal. Garrick would only smile when asked, and say that it was a long time ago.


There were plenty of settlements just like this one in the massive, rolling grasslands of the Tapestry. It stood on a hillside, which ended in a cliff high above a rushing river. The colourful felt tents – gers, they called them in these parts – ran all the way up the gentle slope to the cliff edge.


As Garrick ducked out of his own ger, another villager brushed past him. This one was laughing – at what, Garrick didn’t know, only that they sounded nervous and they were way, way, way too fucking loud.


Garrick clutched his splitting skull; he’d once been told that the fermented mare’s milk they drank in these parts – airag, they called it – wasn’t that strong. He briefly fantasised about finding the man who’d told him that, and beating him to death. The basic stuff wasn’t, to be sure, but the people of this land had a way of distilling it that did horrible things to your brain.


He took several deep breaths. As he did so, and without really meaning to, he glanced to his left.


At the damned banner.


He’d been trying not to think about it; honestly, it was part of the reason he’d got so drunk last night. Soldiers had planted it two days before, at the bottom of the hill. Two white suns and a moon, crowned with orange flame on blue fabric, rippling in the warm wind. The Khan’s Will, it was called.


Raiders weren’t the only thing the Khan seemed set on exterminating. Villages like this one weren’t part of his grand plan. Ditto for the many groups of nomads wandering the Tapestry, with their horses and wagons.


The old Khan had been content to let all of them exist, as long as they paid him tribute. The new one? That evil little prick wanted everyone under his thumb. Which was bad news if you happened to like living out in the grasslands of the Tapestry.


The Khan wanted an army. He wanted manned borders, garrisons at areas of strategic importance. The official reason was to be ready if Dalai invaded, from the north, or Ngu, from the south. Garrick rather suspected it was because the man liked the idea of thousands of troops at his beck and call.


And instead of scattered villages and roving bands of nomads, he wanted a single shining city, with a giant wall and leagues of farmland. Karkorum. His capital. He wanted everyone in the Tapestry in one place, where he could keep an eye on them.


That was the point of the banner. Hello, villagers: those of you who can hold a sabre, deliver yourself to military training post haste. Those who can’t, deliver yourself to Karkorum, and report for work. Those city walls aren’t going to build themselves, and that grassland won’t become nice, ordered rows of crops unless you put your backs into it.


Didn’t like the idea? Didn’t fancy starving in a crowded, diseased slum, or suffering forced marches for no good reason? No problem. You could run, or you could . . . no, actually that was about it. Run, and hope you escaped the Khan’s notice, or that one of the battalions roaming the Tapestry didn’t come across you. Good luck.


The whole thing pissed him off. Life in the Tapestry was hard, but it suited him. Living in a nation-sized military camp did not.


Since the soldiers planted that banner, the whole village had been in an uproar. Everyone knew what moving to Karkorum meant – nobody came back from there. So they’d argued and debated and fought, and wasted valuable time.


Later today, the soldiers would be back, asking pointed questions about why the villagers were still here. The kind of questions that usually ended up with someone’s heart on a wooden stake.


Hangover or not, Garrick intended to be long gone before things got to the hearts-on-stakes bit. He had no intention of fighting in the army, or slaving away in the city, and he couldn’t stop the Khan on his own. This land was finished, but he wasn’t. He’d go north, over the mountains perhaps. To a place where they made booze that didn’t hollow out your skull from the inside.


Still, he’d deal with this raider situation first – if it was indeed a raider situation. Least he could do.


He frowned as he took in the crowd: an angry, noisy mess of people surrounding their captive. The crowd was moving, dragging their prisoner up the narrow street between the gers, stepping past the village’s single wagon – an ancient contraption with three remaining wheels, the bare axle propped up with wood blocks. In all the time he’d been here, Garrick had never seen it move. No one even seemed to know who it belonged to.


When this village decamped, headed to Karkorum to begin their fabulous new lives in service to the Khan, it would be the only thing left behind. A monument to what the Tapestry used to be.


He trailed the crowd as they dragged their prey to the edge of the cliff. The river sat fifty feet below, gleaming in the suns, reflecting a midday sky filled with puffy, billowing clouds. Beyond the river, shimmering grass stalks stretched to the mountains on the horizon.


He was going to miss this place. What a waste, to empty it of people, force them to live behind walls or in military camps.


There was a dusty, ancient wooden pole sunk into the ground near the cliff – Garrick had never got around to asking what it was for. Chances were, no one would know anyway. They were tying someone to it as he arrived, shoving her to sit on the dirt, binding her wrists above her head with a strip of rough cloth.


For once, old Batu had been dead right. This was no traveller. Travellers didn’t wear paint. Hers was a jagged red slash, running from right temple to left jawbone.


“Found her skulking in the reeds, I did!” Batu bleated, to anyone who would listen. “If I hadn’t had the boys with me, she would’ve run me through. Nearly took off Nugai’s ear before we got her pinned.”


Nugai grinned as several others slapped him on the back. Blood trickled down the side of his head, staining his beaded blue healer’s headband.


The scout wouldn’t stop struggling. She was young, twenty perhaps, with a round face and a hard twist to her mouth. Tall – over six foot, easily, with a body like a reed. Skin covered in nicks and scars, mementos of past battles.


Her hair wasn’t cut short, like so many other raiders. Instead, she had a single long, black braid running down to her waist.


One of the villagers grabbed it, laughing as he wrapped it around the pole and tied it to itself in a clumsy knot, pulling the scout’s head back against the hard wood. They’d taken her sash, and her faded grey deel hung open, the robe showing tough leather underneath.


Some of the villagers were passing the girl’s sabres around. The fact that she had two weapons was strange in itself: fighting with twin blades was stupid. It looked flashy, but you couldn’t defend yourself, or grapple. You’d get skewered if you didn’t move like lightning. It was exactly the kind of fighting that they liked in the palace in Karkorum, funnily enough, where all you had to do was entertain the Khan while he had his breakfast.


“She’s Black Hands!” someone shouted. “Has to be!”


“Not a chance,” said another voice. “We sent them running ages ago.”


Garrick grunted at that. There wasn’t much we about it, if he remembered right. Just him.


“Arkan’s Eagles then. None of them even know the right way to hold a blade, no surprise one of them got herself caught.”


“Down by Arsi’s tent.” Batu was still going. “Found her myself when I went to take a piss!”


Garrick crouched, studying the scout. She caught his eye and actually snarled at him. It sounded forced, theatrical, like a mummer in some play.


He found he pitied her, just a tiny bit. If you had to pick a career with no future in the Tapestry, being a raider was at the top of the list. Even the ones still out there, which apparently included this young pup, were on borrowed time.


Awfully hard to make a living as a raider if there were no settlements left to raid, after all. Or if the army is taking special pleasure in wiping you out.


You could give up, of course. Pretend to be a villager, or try to join the army yourself. Just another citizen obeying your Khan’s orders. But if they caught you . . .


There was something about this raider, though, that made the skin on the back of his neck prickle.


“Who do you ride with?” he murmured, just loud enough for her to hear. “Speak.”


She spat at him. The glob of spit didn’t quite make it, splashing into the dirt. The raider lashed out with her unbound feet, catching nothing but dust. Twisting against the rope around her wrists.


There was a necklace at her throat, most of it hidden beneath her leather armour. The thing prickling the back of Garrick’s neck started to move down his spine as he reached over, snagging the string, ignoring her bared teeth. Lifting it out.


Bones.


Polished white chips, threaded on the woven string.


Most raiders in the Tapestry weren’t worth a damn. You could fight them off on a good day, stand your ground. But most didn’t mean all. And there was one group in particular, a group who Garrick had only heard of, never actually seen . . .


Panic had a strange way of showing itself. For such a vicious emotion, it always came on gradually. The set of someone’s shoulders. A tiny crack in another’s voice.


It started to spread through the villagers behind Garrick the moment they saw the bones. The woman gave him a slow, twisted smile, and for the first time, she spoke. Above the trembling murmur of the crowd, her voice carried perfectly.


“You are so fucked.”


And just like that, the villagers lost their minds.


They all started shouting, bumping into each other, scrambling in their haste to get away. One of them still held the scout’s sabres, nearly impaling another villager as he spun in place. A word kept coming up, rising above the tumult again and again.


Rakada.


Garrick didn’t believe in the gods of this land. Didn’t believe that Father Sky and Mother Earth had woven the Tapestry, thousands of years before. But he couldn’t help himself thinking, just for a second, that they were vindictive bastards nonetheless. First the Khan’s Will, and now this? What else could possibly befall this village?


He forced himself to look away from the woman’s triumphant smile. “Enough,” he bellowed.


Amazingly, they listened.


He turned slowly, taking in the frozen villagers. His hangover was gone. This was why they needed him: to be a steady hand when others wavered.


He couldn’t protect them from the Khan’s Will, no one could . . . but he could stand firm against raiders. Even these raiders.


“Bayar,” he said, his lips barely moving. The man with the sabres gazed up at him, trembling. “Get everyone to safety. Take them to the river, and follow it east. Where it widens, the grass is tall enough to hide in.”


There was the sound of wood on leather as his axe slipped free. “The rest of you: with me.”


“Do you know what the Rakada are?” one of the women snarled. “Do you know what they do?”


“You want your bones hanging from their horses, pale man?”


“It’s a trick! It has to be! We need to fight.”


“No no no. We ransom her, yes? Back to those monsters.”


“The Bone Raiders won’t care. Cut her throat, and have done with it! One less raider to fight later . . . ”


Garrick tested the weight of his axe. How much time did they have? Minutes? How long before the Rakada missed their scout? He listened hard, forcing his way past the panicked voices of the villagers. Listened for the sound of howling, carried on the wind.


The sound of rattling bones.


They didn’t come. Instead, there was a very peculiar, rumbling growl.


Garrick turned, thinking it was too late, that the Rakada had already arrived. But the thing coming along the edge of the cliff towards them, from the north, wasn’t a raider. It wasn’t a soldier, come to carry out the Khan’s orders.


It wasn’t even human.


Garrick had heard stories of war elephants, in the kingdoms beyond the mountains. He’d seen huge crocodiles in the rivers of the southern deltas. The thing walking along the cliff looked as if a sorcerer had melded the two, brought them together to create the single biggest creature Garrick had ever seen.


The lizard – that’s what it was, a fucking lizard – was twice his height at the shoulder, with a massive, muscular body swaying from side to side. Scales the colour of summer grass. The tail swished the air, the end a thick, bony club the size of a boulder.


Four powerful legs stuck out, thick as tree trunks, the knees bent at ninety degrees. Feet with splayed, hooked claws as long as sabres. Garrick stared, mouth slack, amazed at how quietly it walked. Something that big shouldn’t be able to move that silently. It wasn’t fair.


And the head . . .


A full half of its length was taken up by a long, tapering snout; the teeth reminded Garrick of the knives he’d made when he was still an apprentice smith. Jagged and uneven. Behind the teeth was a forked tongue the length of a man’s arm, purple as mountain flowers. Two horns stuck up from the top of its head, little nubbins of grey bone.


The crowd froze, trying to understand what they were seeing. Because araatan – that was the name for them, wasn’t it? – didn’t come into the Tapestry. They didn’t come anywhere near the Tapestry. They lived in the distant Baina Mountains: solitary, retiring animals that ate goats and wild horses, along with any tragically unlucky tigers who got a little too ambitious with their hunting grounds.


Garrick had certainly never seen one – and definitely not one casually marching into the village, a hundred miles from the nearest mountain. It didn’t make sense.


For a strange moment, he wondered if the captive scout might have summoned it – that this was the Bone Raiders’ real trick, that they could somehow command araatan. But no, the bound woman was staring at the animal too, eyes huge and horrified.


The lizard’s eyes found Garrick, each as big as his head, yellow and feral. Before he could even suck in a breath, it started to move faster, feet pounding the earth. Coming right for him.


Move, Garrick thought. And he did.


Not even close to fast enough.


An enormous, clawed foot took him at the waist. His left leg bent the wrong way, snapped like a twig as he crashed to the ground. Axe gone. He couldn’t cry out, couldn’t even breathe.


Hot breath on his face, stinking of old meat. Jaws, teeth, tongue, open wide above him. If he could just find his axe . . .


The jaws didn’t snap shut. A bright point glowed inside them, and a wave of hot air buffeted Garrick, thick and syrupy. The screams of the villagers rose around him.


No—!


And then there was nothing but fire.









Two


Sayana


Sayana had grown up in the palace, in Karkorum.


From a young age, her parents made her attend court. Scholars filled her days, drilling her in manners and elocution, teaching her how to comport herself with grace and modesty. They taught her that there was a correct and eloquent response for every situation.


Unfortunately, her education didn’t include what to say if you were tied to a pole while a giant lizard burned a man to a crisp in front of you, then ate him. So what came out of her mouth was: “Holy fucking shit!”


The beast bent its gigantic head down, snapped its jaws around the blistered, twitching hulk, and ripped it off the ground. Sayana yanked hard at her bound wrists, twisting back and forth. Which not only didn’t work – at all – but ripped her skin to shreds and made her pull a muscle in her shoulder, because of course it did.


She was the only person actually trying to get away. Everyone else – everyone, every last soul in the village – just stared at the araatan in frozen shock as it swallowed its prey.


That lasted until the idiot holding Sayana’s sabres dropped them into the dirt. The lizard immediately lunged forward, plucked him up in its jaws, and crunched down.


At that point, the entire crowd lost its collective mind. They scattered, screaming, scrambling. It was the smart thing to do, and very bad news for Sayana, because she was still tied to the pole.


“Hey.” She gave her wrists, tightly bound above her head, another futile yank. She couldn’t quite believe things had gone this wrong. “Don’t just leave me here!”


The other Rakada weren’t going to get there in time – they were probably still waiting for her to come back from her scout. The chances of them appearing to cut her loose were about the same as the lizard moving on without noticing a tasty and conveniently tied-up meal.


“Oh, Father Sky shit on your heads,” Sayana yelled at the scattering villagers. She usually did her best not to take the names of the Weavers in vain, but honestly. She scooted round on her backside, trying to get behind the pole. It wouldn’t help, but she had absolutely no idea what else to do.


Of all the raids to go completely wrong in the worst way possible, it just had to be this one, didn’t it?


It had been weeks since they’d found a village or a band of nomads to raid: everyone was leaving, forced by the Khan to travel south to Karkorum. The Rakada were low on food, supplies, everything from needle and thread to spare stirrups, and they’d really needed this raid to go right.


Then that arsehole almost stepped on her, during her scout, and now this . . . thing showed up. What was the fucking araatan even doing here? They lived in the mountains. They didn’t hunt in the grasslands . . .


One of her sabres was a few feet away, lying in the dirt, and you know what? She could contemplate the mysteries of araatan behaviour later. Preferably when she was very far away, and had drunk enough airag to make a horse black out.


Swallowing her panic, Sayana thrust her feet out to snag the weapon. If she could drag it close enough, even just get a toe on it . . .


She strained and strained, heel digging a furrow in the dirt, but it was no good. Too far. And it wasn’t like there was another blade nearby; not so much as a skinning knife.


She was going to die here. The thought was cold, thin as a needle.


Sayana had never regretted becoming a raider. She’d hated the gilded cage she was born into, hated having every moment of her entire life chosen for her. Hated that she was expected to be quiet, obedient, submissive – to everyone. Her parents, her future husband, even the children she was expected to have.


No other raiders, as far as she knew, had grown up in the palace. But living in a village or as part of a nomad band wasn’t much better. It was hard work, obligation, marrying who your parents told you to, working the jobs the elders demanded. The Tapestry was beautiful, but if you lived in a village like this, you didn’t get to appreciate it. Your life was one of service, and for some people, it chafed and bit like a badly fitted saddle.


Being a raider meant freedom. Doing what you want, when you wanted. Riding under open skies, with nobody but your clan to answer to. It meant living a life where you could enjoy the Tapestry, enjoy the Weavers’ work.


Whenever any Rakada doubted what they were doing, whenever anyone had second thoughts, Chimeg – their Chief – reminded them what this life offered. You could live in normal society, working from suns-up to suns-down doing what you were told, just to survive . . . or you could reach out with both hands and grab hold of what you wanted.


It was worth killing for. If you were smart about it – and the Rakada were – you never killed anyone you didn’t have to. That was the price, and Sayana paid it gladly.


But there was a flipside: death could come for you too. You accepted the risk, accepted that any day could be your last (which meant you’d better make the most of the one you were currently living).


Sayana had always thought it was a fair trade. Until now, tied to this pole, which had made her start to question her life choices.


Her eyes landed on a stone in the dust, a little smaller than her fist. One of its edges was jagged, and it was just within range of her left foot.


No way. A stone wasn’t a blade, and even positioning it . . .


Then again, it was that, or dinner.


There was only one way this went down. Only one way to get the stone where she needed it. Still, she cast her eyes skywards, suddenly regretting her earlier outburst. “Little help?” she asked, in case either of the Weaver gods were listening, and would perhaps take pity on her by conjuring up a handy sinkhole that would swallow the lizard.


To the surprise of precisely no one, this didn’t happen. “Right,” Sayana muttered. “Understood. Thanks ever so much.”


She began kicking at the top of her left boot with her right, winkling her foot to help it along. The boot was good leather, worn and comfortable, and fitted snugly. Getting it off was agonisingly slow, and at every second, she was convinced that the lizard was going to turn around, look at her like she was an idiot, and then eat her.


Finally, her foot was free. She skittered the stone towards her, snagged it between big toe and second toe, immediately dropped it. Picked it up again, foot muscles already starting to cramp, holding it as tightly as she dared.


She scooted her butt forward, away from the pole, sliding her back down the wooden surface – as far as she could, anyway, with her hands tied above her. Then she lifted her legs off the ground, bending at the waist, her abs screaming at her. She’d always been grateful for her hip flexibility, which allowed her to bend double with ease, but she’d never once thought it might save her life.


If she could get her feet up and over her head, get the stone to her questing fingers . . .


No good. There was still several inches between her feet and hands. She needed to get her butt and her lower back even further forward, squeeze out just a little bit more from her hips.


She thrust her head and torso out, away from her bound hands – and immediately jerked to a stop.


Her braid. It was still tied around the pole.


Sayana snarled in disbelieving fury, twisting her head back and forth, trying desperately to undo the loose knot. The others were always giving her shit about her braid. You spend too much time trying to keep it clean, Sayana. Someone can grab it in a fight, Sayana. It’ll get you killed.


Well, fuck them. Just because she wanted to get as far away from the palace as possible didn’t mean she couldn’t keep at least one thing from her old life. All the same, she was really glad the rest of the Rakada weren’t around to see that they were right about her hair getting her killed.


The knot came loose. Sayana gasped in triumph, pushing her lower back even further away from the pole, lifting her feet as high as they would go, toes screaming at her as they clutched the stone. Her core trembling, burning, fingertips stretched out.


With her luck, this was exactly when the lizard would notice her. She wouldn’t just die, she’d die looking exceptionally stupid.


Her fingers brushed the stone’s surface . . .


And she had it. Gasping as she let her legs fall back, eyes on the lizard. Weavers’ Breath, the beast was big; she was drowning in its shadow. It chewed on its prey, head bent, its back to her. That huge tail thrumming the air.


Slowly, she rotated the stone until the jagged edge faced in. The edge alone wasn’t going to be enough. She’d have to use her hands to saw the fabric back and forth.


She got to work. Every time the stone slipped, even a little, her heart threatened to smash right out of her ribcage.


One of the villagers crept into view. The one whose ear she’d nearly sliced off, wearing the blue headband of a healer. He circled to the rear of the lizard, holding a rusted sabre. Why he chose that weapon when a perfectly good pair of sharp blades lay in the dirt by his feet, Sayana didn’t know. Quite what he thought he was going to do with the blade was even more of a mystery; taking on an araatan with it would be like trying to kill a mountain with a tree branch.


“Over here,” she hissed, pausing her work on the fabric for a second. “Cut me loose. I can help!”


She wasn’t going to help. She was going to run as fast and as far as she could, but he didn’t need to know that.


The man ignored her, focusing on the lizard. He raised his sabre, and in that moment, the beast twisted, lunged and ripped him off the ground.


“Oh, come on!” Sayana howled as blood spattered the dirt. She started sawing at her bonds again, frantic, back and forth, back and forth. She had no idea if it was working—


—and then her hands were free, springing loose so fast she wasn’t ready for it.


She scrambled up, dust caking her one bare foot. Several gers were on fire now, black smoke curling into the blue sky. She darted forward, and grabbed her boot, followed by her closest sabre. She turned to get the other – and stopped.


Her weapons should have been next to each other in the dirt. Someone – maybe the healer, maybe the lizard itself – must have kicked the second blade out of reach. It now lay very close to the beast’s clawed rear foot.


Fine, she’d lied about her braid being the only thing she’d kept from home. Her sabres were old friends, ones she used to sneak away from court to train with. And it wasn’t just about losing something special. The thought of having her sabre end up in the hands of a clueless villager, one who could boast about taking it from a Rakada – a Rakada who ran away, no less – was impossible to stomach.


The beast had its back to her still, tail swishing, the thick knot of bone dragging a furrow through the dirt as it tore at the now very dead healer.


She wasn’t going to waste the chance. She tiptoed towards the creature, trying to be as unobtrusive as possible, eyes on her lost sabre.


Almost there. She reached out a hand . . .


Which was when the beast swung its head around and stared down at her.









Three


Hogelun


By the time Hogelun noticed the lizard, it was right next to her.


She shrieked, kicked out at it, nearly toppling off her horse. The lizard, the size of an arrowhead, decided the rock it had planned to sunbake on wasn’t worth the trouble. It vanished, a tiny green blur skittering off into the grass. Hogelun delivered an extra kick for good measure. Little arsehole.


“Sorry, boy,” she muttered as she rubbed her horse’s neck. Her horse, a brown-and-white mottled stallion named Hoof Monster, shifted in place, rattling the bones hanging from his saddle. Horses were generally disloyal bastards not worth naming, in Hogelun’s opinion, but Hoof Monster had stuck around longer than most.


There were many things in the Tapestry to be scared of. Venomous spiders the size of a human hand. Storms with chunks of hail big enough to crack skulls, and yellow lightning that could blast you into the next life. Tigers that would tear your throat out before you could even say, “Hold on, is that a tiger?”


Hogelun was on that list too. She knew this because people who saw her coming, clad in bone, swinging her stone-headed club like it weighed as much as a throwing knife, frequently shat themselves.


But you could go back thousands of years, all the way to the First Riders, even beyond that to when Father Sky and Mother Earth wove the Tapestry, and you probably wouldn’t find a single time when a little grass lizard had hurt someone.


Hogelun shuddered. It was just that . . . she couldn’t stand the way they moved, that little slippy-slidey motion. Or the fact that they detached their tails to escape danger. She always had this image of the disembodied tail crawling its way up her leg, going for her throat . . .


Get a grip. They weren’t araatan, after all, those horrible bastards who were the reason Hogelun would never in a million years go into the mountains.


She glanced over at Khunbish, but the smaller Rakada hadn’t noticed her little lizard episode. Khun was crouched in the grass by her horse, contemplatively licking a stone.


As Hogelun watched, the licks became significantly less contemplative, like Khun was tasting something rare and delicious. Satisfied, she tucked the stone into her ratty old deel, which hung on her like beggar’s rags.


“Hear anything?” Hogelun asked, jerking her chin at the village.


“Of course.” Khun’s voice was the whisper of a knife slipped from its sheath. She rolled her head, letting it flop down, her chin resting on the bulky leather pouch she kept strapped tight to the front of her body. “I hear your blood rushing through your veins and the muscles of your eyelids twitching like little insects beneath your skin.”


Hogelun had long since got used to the things Khun said. “No, I mean the others.” She put a hand to her eyes, shielding her gaze against the twin suns. The Large Eye was particularly fierce that day, burning out of the bright autumn sky.


She listened hard, listened for the howls across the grass that would signal Chimeg’s advance on the village. Nothing. No sign of their Chief. Just crickets, chirping gently in the waving grass.


The myriad bones that hung off Khun’s scrawny frame clattered as she got to her feet. “Perhaps a wind sucked our dear Sayana into the clouds. Perhaps it carried her all the way to Father Sky, and even now she is one of his flames, eternal and clean. Such is the destiny for us all.”


Hogelun pointed. “You dropped one.”


Khun glanced around, then spotted the thigh bone in the dirt. “There you are,” she said as she scooped it up, cradling it lovingly. “Mother has found you. There is no escape.” She grinned at Hogelun. “I have too many memories. I am always misplacing them and having to find them again.”


Hogelun wondered if it was worth pointing out that she’d done the finding, decided against it.


The two of them were a thousand yards south of the village, the cliff on their right. The other raiders – Chimeg, Erhi, and Sarnai – were to the west, hidden in one of the low scraggles of trees that sometimes broke the Tapestry’s ocean of grass.


Hogelun would have much preferred to have Erhi here with her instead. But it turned out that if you seduced your lover for a quick roll in the grass and totally accidentally missed the start of a raid even once, you were marked for life.


So Erhi rode with Chimeg, and Hogelun was stuck with Khunbish until, as far as she could tell, the end of time. “Might actually come before this bloody raid gets going,” she muttered.


“What’s that?”


“Nothing.”


Last thing she wanted was to engage Khun in a conversation about the end of time. They’d be here for months.


Hoof Monster stomped his monstrous hooves. Hogelun grimaced as she noticed the bloodstain on one of them – dammit, she thought she had cleaned that. Khunbish’s own horse, a white pony named Midnight, with a bright blond mane, was skittish as Khun mounted him. Midnight lived in a perpetual state of terror from his rider, probably because Khun sometimes snuggled up with him at night and sang him sweet songs about the end of the world.


If you approached Hogelun and Khunbish, silhouetted against the horizon, you’d have been forgiven for thinking that they were mother and child. Then you’d get a closer look at them, and very quickly find somewhere else to be.


Maybe it was because of Hogelun, who had shoulders the size of muskmelons. She was twenty-five and had been this size since she was fifteen, which made her three brothers furious. Especially when they couldn’t beat her at wrestling.


Then there was Khun, who could have been anywhere from forty to sixty (no one had got a straight answer out of her, and they had all given up trying) but who had a stare that went on for a thousand years. Her greasy, greying wisps of hair framed a narrow face, with a chin that looked like it could stab someone if swung at just the right angle.


Or maybe you’d decide to make yourself scarce because of the bones.


There were a lot of them.


Hogelun herself was rather proud of the hollow, jawless human skull strapped to her left shoulder, which she’d named Tiny. She was just as proud of the finger bones that fringed the edges of her deel. Those had come from a wagon train captain who had had the exceedingly poor judgement to call Erhi a raider whore.


Hogelun had also strapped several tibias to her forearms and biceps. Her necklace was made of gleaming, polished ribs, strung together with tough thread. Sometimes, she painted her entire head bright red, scalp to chin. But she was in a minimalist mood today, so she’d gone for a jagged red slash, one running from her left jawline to her right temple.


Khun’s deel, predictably, was an osseous waterfall. She was a human hidden inside a mound of rattling white. It was a miracle she was able to move at all, or that Midnight hadn’t collapsed from the weight. And Khun didn’t paint her face and arms so much as just throw paint in the air and step underneath it before it hit the ground.


The bones were finicky, brittle, absolutely useless as actual armour. But when it came to raiding, they made all the difference.


See, Chimeg, the Rakada Chief, had this whole raider thing figured out. Sure, you could raid because you were genuinely fine with murdering and raping and stealing – what Hogelun thought of as evil raider shit. But what Chimeg had realised was that there was a way to enjoy the benefits of being a raider – the freedom, the sheer pleasure of existing in the Tapestry – while doing as little evil raider shit as you could get away with.


First, you raided as infrequently as possible. Raiding was dangerous! Each one carried the chance that someone, a villager with bigger balls than the rest perhaps, would put an arrow in your eye socket. Weavers knew, it had happened.


Second, when you did raid, you didn’t rob people blind. You took what you needed and nothing else. That way, villagers focused more on rebuilding and moving on than half-baked and tiresome revenge missions.


Third – and definitely the most important – you made it so that when you did go raiding, you scared the absolute piss out of people. Even the ones with larger-than-average balls.


You cultivated a reputation that helped you avoid fighting altogether. A reputation that made most villages and nomad caravans simply give up, run for cover, leave their spoils behind for the taking.


And nothing, but nothing, built a reputation quite like human bones, rendered down from the corpses of those few who did actually stand up to the Rakada. That was Erhi’s job, using various techniques and nasty-smelling compounds that Hogelun tried hard not to think about.


When you put all these things together, you made it a very poor idea for any villager to fight back. And if nobody did, if nobody got it into their heads to raise a weapon in the Rakada’s direction . . . well, then no blood needed to be spilled, did it?


It wasn’t perfect. The Rakada still took lives, if they had to. Hogelun justified it to herself like this: being a raider was a fuck of a lot better than the alternative. Better than the hard labour, village politics and child-rearing of everyday life in the Tapestry (and arranged marriages, she thought bitterly, can’t forget those).


Raiders would exist whether or not the Rakada themselves did. Better to do it properly, with as little bloodshed as you could manage.


It wasn’t noble. It wasn’t virtuous. But it had given Hogelun every single thing she cared about in the world, and so she would raid until her own bones fell apart.


You do a couple of raids, you let the story spread about the bones, and then you get to spend the rest of the time doing whatever you wanted. In Hogelun and Erhi’s case, that was usually fucking like wild rabbits, playing endless rounds of shagai, and getting drunk on airag.


Not that the Chief let them slack off when they did go on raids. Fucking terrifying, that was the aesthetic she had them aiming for, and Weavers help any Rakada who forgot that.


“Seriously.” Hogelun turned to Khun, shifting in her saddle. Her thighs felt like they’d been immersed in a lukewarm swamp. “We’ve been out here for ages.”


“Time is not important.” Khun stroked the fat leather pouch on her chest. She had never told anyone what was in there and had always taken great pains to hide the contents.


The Rakada had a running bet going about what it was. Sayana thought it was a precious jewel of some kind, maybe one stolen from the palace. Erhi swore blind it was a baby bird that Khun kept as a pet, although Hogelun reckoned that, knowing Khun, it was probably just the remains of one. She had actually tried to look inside once; her wrist still hurt sometimes.


“I have waited an age for salvation,” Khun went on. “Father Sky will not al—”


“Allow you to die yet, yes, I know,” Hogelun said. “Heard you the first thousand times. Hey – you want some dried antelope? Still got a bit left.”


Hogelun was the clan’s cook and was rather proud of her skills with a little bit of salt and some woodsmoke.


Khun perked up. “Does it have tendon? I like tendon. It makes my teeth bounce.”


Hogelun dug in her saddlebag, quietly appalled at how empty it was. It was great being a Bone Raider, but lately it had been getting harder and harder.


Raiding had always meant steering clear of Karkorum’s army, but with this new Khan in charge, it had got bad. Really bad. Clans getting wiped out, hunted left and right, splintering as their Chiefs couldn’t keep them together. A year ago, there’d been fifteen Rakada – a good size for a raider clan. But even the Bone Raiders were mortal, and thanks to skirmishes with the army and a couple of other aggressive clans, they were down to six.


And that wasn’t even the only problem. With every settlement being made to move to the capital, either as conscripts or forced labour, there simply weren’t enough places to raid any more.


No matter where the Rakada went, they saw that fucking blue banner, with its white moon and suns. No matter how hard they looked, all they found was empty settlements. Even the game they sometimes hunted had made itself scarce. There used to be so many antelope and wild horses roaming the Tapestry; now, it would take days to find even a single small group.


Hogelun usually did her best not to think about it; she didn’t have the brains to find a solution, which was why Chimeg was Chief, and she wasn’t. But it had been getting harder to ignore, and for the first time, a little jolt of fear shot through her.


It had taken them weeks to find this little village on the clifftop. Weeks as their supplies got dangerously low. They needed nails, rope, wagon spokes, fabric to patch the holes in their ger. They needed preserved meat and fruit and vegetables. If they didn’t get those things from today’s raid, who in the hells knew when they’d have another chance?


She put it out of her mind, snagged a hunk of dried antelope from the bag. “Don’t worry, Khun, got a lovely tendon right here for . . . ”


Movement made her look up. A lone rider, cutting through the grass towards them from the north-west. Hogelun tensed – but then she relaxed.


Sarnai had a face that looked as if someone had punched her, repeatedly, and she’d let the bones heal badly out of spite. Nothing fitted, from her crooked nose to one eye that was slightly higher than the other. Like Hogelun, she used rib bones, but hers stuck up in an even fan from her shoulder blades.


There was only one Chief in the Rakada. But Chimeg, Erhi and Sarnai were the ones who actually decided what to do, who they were going to raid. Which was just fine by Hogelun.


Sarnai drew her horse up, flashing Hogelun and Khun a maddeningly calm smile. She might look like the result of an angry brawl, but Hogelun had never met anyone so calm and relaxed. “Either of you seen the Princess? Chief wants to know.”


Khun brightened. Hogelun just knew that she was about to say something like She slipped through a crack in reality, so she got there first. “Why’d Sayana be with us? She’s supposed to report to you and the Chief and Erhi.”


“No sign yet.” Sarnai leaned back in her saddle, scratching her uneven jawline. “Probably got lost.”


Hogelun had her doubts, but it was hard not to look at Sarnai and not relax herself. Just a little.


“Oh – Hogs.” Sarnai dug in her saddlebag. “Erhi said to give you this.”


The fire apple she pulled out was perfect, crimson skin – speckled with delicious yellow pebbling – gleaming in the suns. Hogelun’s stomach rumbled – this was so typical of Erhi. She knew how much Hogelun loved a good fire apple. Hogelun could already imagine what the first bite would be like, the sweet-sour-tart flavour filling her—


Sarnai took a giant bite, teeth crunching into the crisp flesh. Beaming, juice running down her chin, she tossed the rest to Hogelun.


Hogs caught it, glaring at her. “What the fuck?”


The other raider winked. “She said to give it to you. She didn’t say how much of it I should give.”


Hogelun took a bite of her own, then gave Sarnai the Cut – putting her thumb to the underside of her chin, flicking it at her. “You are such a prick,” she said, through a mouthful of fruit.


“Tendon,” Khun said, thrusting out her hand and giving the apple a suspicious look.


Hogelun rolled her eyes, swallowed. “Yes, Khun, just give me . . . uh, what is that?”


That was a bloom of smoke spewing from the village. As Hogelun stared at it, a bright burst of yellow flame followed it.


“Oh good,” said Khun brightly. “Fire.”


“Weavers,” Hogelun breathed, eyes growing wider by the second. “Princess, what did you do?”


Sarnai straightened in her saddle, her relaxed posture vanishing instantly. She said nothing, just stared at the blazing settlement, eyes narrowed.


It was difficult to see things at a distance in the grasslands, especially during the day, when heat haze could distort the horizon. And that was just from the grass itself; add fire into the mix, and picking out details was impossible – even if they weren’t a thousand yards away. Hogelun shielded her own eyes, but she had no clue what had made the place they were supposed to raid suddenly go up in flames.


“Fire.” Khun’s delighted eyes gleamed between hanging locks of greasy hair and even greasier bone. Tiny knives appeared in each hand, as if by magic. “Fire fire fire fire fire fire.”


In the distance, two trails of what looked like smoke shot into the sky. One orange, one bright crimson. Erhi’s signal powder, which she made out of valley flowers and attached to her arrows in little bags. Bursts of colour against the blue sky. And a moment later: Chimeg’s distant howls, rolling across the grass.


Hogelun unslung her club, hefted its comforting weight. It was four feet long, the gnarled wooden haft thick as a wrist, the stone head – still with a little bit of human hair and scalp smeared on the top – secured in place with leather straps.


Despite the distant flames and smoke, despite the hitch of worry in her chest, there was still the familiar thrill.


She loved this part.


“Well, all right then.” Her voice was a deep growl. She cricked her neck, which felt weird, so she cricked it back the other way. “Let’s fucking go.”


Hogelun gave Hoof Monster some heels. The stallion exploded towards the burning village, the bones on his saddle rattling. Khunbish and Sarnai followed, and together, they thrust their heads back and unleashed a furious, wailing, air-shredding howl.









Four


Sayana


There was a moment – a long moment, a good few seconds – where Sayana thought the lizard would just keep eating. It had a mouth full of tasty villager, after all, and surely it wasn’t going to abandon that just to go after her. Surely not. Not after she just escaped her bonds with nothing but a sharp stone and excellent hip flexibility.


Even when it crunched down on Nugai’s body, swallowed, licked its jaws with that snake-like tongue, she thought she might get away with it.


She was still thinking these thoughts when the araatan’s tail whipped round and nearly took her head off.


Sayana yelped, flung herself to the side, the huge knob of bone on the end of the tail screaming past over her head. Her boot and her remaining sabre both flew out of her hands, vanishing into the dust, the lizard blocking out the world above her with its bulk as it moved, shockingly quick.


A curved claw slashed down, pinning the hem of Sayana’s deel to the ground. She couldn’t get the robe off, couldn’t rip it loose.


At any moment, the rest of the Rakada were going to ride in and distract the beast. Aaaaaany second now.


Wide jaws filled the world above Sayana’s head. She squealed – she hadn’t even known she was capable of squealing – wriggling like a landed fish. Somehow, she yanked her arm free of the deel – just as the lizard bit down, the teeth punching into the dirt right where she had been a split second before.


Sayana scrambled to her feet, but one of her sabres happened to be in the way. It snagged her heel, putting her off balance, which landed her back on her arse in the dirt, and if there was a more infuriating way to fall down than tripping over your own weapon, she couldn’t think of one.


She had an instant to register the bright point of light in the lizard’s throat, and dived out of the way as a belch of flame scorched the air. The tent behind her, already smouldering, went up like a pyre.


The sabre, the one she’d tripped over, was right next to her. Without thinking, she snatched it up, then dropped it with a pained yelp. The blade and haft were intact, but blazing hot, the leather strapping burned away.


The whole village was burning, smoke and flame and the stench of boiling blood, the villagers screaming, and Sayana decided that she had had enough. They might have needed this raid to go right, badly needed it, but it wasn’t her fault it had gone sideways. It didn’t matter how much shit she would get from the others for losing her weapons – at least she would be alive for it.


The Rakada didn’t run from their enemies, but Sayana figured that was more of a guideline when the enemy was a freaking araatan.


So that’s what she did. She turned and ran. And the lizard, with an annoyed snort that Sayana felt in her stomach, came thundering after her.


The road leading down from the edge of the cliff was narrow. The araatan had to smash through the gers, closely packed on either side, and this slowed it just enough that Sayana started to get a little distance. It wasn’t far to the bottom of the hill, but once she was there, she could vanish into the grass. Well, she didn’t exactly know how that would work, but it was the best she could—


Her trousers were on fire.


She frantically started batting at her left leg, where the flames were, doing it without thinking. She was so desperate to put out the fire that she slammed right into the side of a wagon. It was sticking out from between two tents, a battered box of chipped wood and faded paint, and it knocked the wind out of her.


From behind – inches away, it felt like – the araatan roared, hot breath on her neck. She didn’t bother to skirt around the wagon, didn’t even wait to get her wind back. Gasping, retching, she simply scrambled up the side, finding handholds without looking, feet skittering against the wood. Her trouser leg was no longer burning, so at least she had that going for her.


She had to get over the wagon. Over, and away, into the grass. She got her balance on the angled wooden roof, took a single stride across it—


The araatan dipped its head, and hit the wagon at full, thundering speed. Flipping both it and Sayana into the air.


She didn’t have time to scream. The wagon vaporised under her feet in a maelstrom of shattered wood as she flipped end over end, splintered wood everywhere. The araatan kept going, plunging straight through the space the wagon had been in, barely slowing. Sayana had just enough time to think that this was all really unfair before she landed hard on the lizard’s back.


It was not a graceful landing. She hit it sideways, the narrow ridge of scales on its spine digging into her ribs, her legs flailing, grabbing hold and hanging on in sheer terror.


The lizard roared in confusion: not sure where its prey had gone, puzzled at the strange thing on its back, and clearly not connecting the two.


The smart thing for Sayana to do would have been to slide down, run while it couldn’t see her. But at that moment, the lizard tried to buck her off, back legs kicking, and she instinctively dug in. Without even thinking, she grabbed hold of the nearest scales, which frilled up from its skin around the ruff of its neck. They were rough as rock, the edges shredding her palms.


The lizard thrashed in mad, desperate anger. If she fell now, there was an excellent chance it would stomp her to pieces – probably after she snapped an ankle from the height of the fall. So she held on. Swinging her body around, getting her legs across that ridge.


Ger fabric tangled around her as the beast crashed through two tents, a wooden pole nearly braining her. The araatan roared as it exploded through the last of the collapsed tents, back onto the narrow thoroughfare that divided the village.


A little boy sat cross-legged in the dust ahead of them, bawling his eyes out. Three years old, maybe. Face puffy and red, looking around for someone to make it all better, either unable or unwilling to move until they did.


And as Sayana took all this in, the araatan spotted the child. With a satisfied grunt, it headed right for him.


You couldn’t be a raider unless you were very comfortable with killing people. And either very good at it already, or willing to get that way fast.


If you were smart about it, like Chimeg was with the Rakada, you did your best to kill as few people as possible. But there were always those who stood up to you, and if you wanted to keep living your life, riding free across the Tapestry, then you did what you had to.


Sayana had decided a long time ago that it was worth the price. That what she had – what they’d all chosen – was worth the smudge on their souls. The palace she’d grown up in had been toxic, vicious, a nightmare world of court intrigue and shifting alliances, a game she had no idea how to play. If she had to kill to get away from it, then kill she would. She wasn’t ashamed of being a raider, or of what she’d done to stay one.


But some things, you didn’t do. Ever. And one of those things was killing children. Or, in this case, allowing one to be killed in front of you.


So when the araatan spotted the child, Sayana did the only thing she could think to do. Ignoring her shredded palms and the screaming burn on her thigh, she held tight to the scales in her hands and pulled back. Dug in her heels too, like she would with a horse.


She might as well have tried singing the beast a little song. It utterly ignored her, continuing to charge at the bawling child, who stared up at the approaching monster in stupefied, unmoving terror.


There were two small nubbins of bone sticking up from the top of the beast’s head. Sayana had no idea how she’d missed them, but as the lizard opened its jaws wide, she lunged forward as far as she could, grabbed the bony nubs, and pulled hard to the right.


She didn’t expect it to work. All she knew was that she wasn’t going to let this boy get torn to pieces without doing every single thing she could think of to stop it.


But as she yanked on the bone horns, the lizard—


Turned.


It wasn’t the elegant, tight turn a horse might make. The thing was huge, after all, a galloping mountain. But it changed direction, tilting away from the child, roaring as it slammed headlong into the nearest tent. Sayana held on, eyes huge, not sure how in the nine hells this was working but too terrified to let go.


Something wrapped around her head – a piece of ger fabric, clothing, she didn’t know, hot and heavy. And since she didn’t dare take her hands off the horns, she had to furiously shake her head to get rid of the thing, hyperventilating in confused darkness.


As she finally got the fabric loose, the araatan remembered the person on its back. It bucked again, lifting Sayana off it and bringing her down tailbone first. Which fucking hurt.


In desperation, she pulled the other way, and once again, the lizard responded. It was as if it had no choice. As if it had to go where its head was pointed. All the same, Sayana had to pull with every ounce of strength she had.


She had broken her share of wild horses before – the stocky, ornery bastards that roamed the Tapestry – and this reminded her of doing it. You had to use the same unrelenting pressure, refusing to be dislodged no matter how badly the animal wanted you gone.


Without any prompting from Sayana, the araatan loosed a jet of flame, immolating yet another ger. And in that moment, she felt the strangest thing: amazement.


She was riding an araatan. Actually riding it.


Sure, she was only barely in control, could have been bucked off and trampled/eaten/cooked alive at any moment . . . but she was still steering it. Doing something that had never been done before, because no one had been stupid enough to try.


Right then, Sayana got a glimpse of the boy again. His parents had him, thank both the Weavers – she couldn’t even fathom how they’d let him get away from them in the first place, but it didn’t matter. They had him now. They were only a little older than she was, a man and a woman with ruddy, sun-damaged faces, and they were staring at her in total, stupefied awe.


Staring at someone on top of a snorting, rampaging, fire-breathing lizard. Staring at her, riding it.


There was a moment, just a few seconds, where Sayana forgot her terror. Where, for a fleeting instant, she actually smiled. Damn right they should stare at her in awe. She was awesome. This was awesome.


Or it was, until reality rapidly flooded back in. She had to get the beast out of the village. She had no idea what would happen then, but at the very least, she could make sure it didn’t eat anyone else. In the next few minutes, anyway.


She pulled hard, the lizard fighting her, turning it south. Gripping the horns harder as she tore through the village, smashing gers aside, thigh muscles straining as she held on. Smoke ripping coughs out of her aching chest.









Five


Hogelun


Hogelun’s howling record was twenty-six seconds of continuous noise.


There was a real art to it. Amateurs always tried to hold the air in, let it out in a thin stream. But it was all in the diaphragm; you had to control your core, tighten your stomach muscles. Really put your back into it.


Hogelun hadn’t come close to that twenty-six-second mark in a while, but she had a good feeling about this next breath. She inhaled deeply, head tilted back, already tasting smoke in the air . . .


And then ahead of her, Sarnai suddenly peeled off to the left. Away from the village.


Hogelun had just started her howl, and choked off with a high-pitched, questioning little Eep? Sarnai was waving at them to follow. Frantically waving.


For an instant, Hogelun had absolutely no idea what she was doing. Then she looked past her, and saw.


The three of them were approaching the burning village from the south, along the cliffs. Chimeg and Erhi rode from the west. And rolling up behind them, in a huge thunder of dust, was a massive group of riders.


Riders clad in black. Riders with banners. Blue fabric, with white and orange shapes.


Hogelun stared slack-jawed at the Khan’s soldiers: dark shapes against the puffy, billowing clouds on the horizon. It didn’t make sense; why were the soldiers even here? Surely it couldn’t be because of the Rakada. They hadn’t even spotted the village until this morning . . .


It wasn’t the whole army, of course – just a battalion, no more than a hundred troops or so. But that was more than enough to wipe out Chimeg and Erhi. The realisation was a dull blade, slipped between Hogelun’s ribs.


The Rakada and the Khan’s army had always been at odds. But it had got worse over the past year – a lot worse – and it had whittled the Rakada’s numbers down.


There used to be both men and women in the clan, getting along just fine, mostly . . . but now, it was just the women left. Had been for a while. She remembered the Twins, Arsi and Arslan, who had died fighting soldiers at Antelope Rocks; Zinbar, who was almost as big as Hogelun herself, took an arrow in the gut. Still more had left, slipping away in the night, deciding that being a raider wasn’t worth it any more. It made Hogelun sick – she couldn’t fathom giving up this life willingly, not ever – but she wasn’t stupid.


The problem was, they couldn’t always face the army head on.


The Rakada had gone from fifteen, to twelve, to six. They didn’t run from fights – it rather went against the whole scariest-raiders-in-the-Tapestry thing – but at some point, that idea met cold, hard reality. The reality of numbers: the bigger the battalion, the more chance the Rakada wouldn’t make it out.


Usually, they could outrun a big group of soldiers. The more horses there were, the more they bunched up, slowed each other down. But today, the Weavers were clearly having a merry old time fucking with the Rakada. Not content with setting the village on fire, they’d decided to bless the army with speed, or better terrain, or fresher horses. The soldiers were going to catch Chimeg and Erhi – they were gaining on them already, running them down.


The Chief would no doubt have preferred Hogelun, Sarnai and Khun to get out of there. Save themselves. Well, in this case, the Chief could get fucked.


Khun took off after Sarnai, both of them heading for the Chief, for Erhi, for the army about to engulf them. Hogelun didn’t hesitate; she gave Hoof Monster her heels, the horse obeying, going to a full-on gallop.


Sorry, Princess. You’re on your own.


Arrows were already flying as they approached, black streaks against the blue sky, thudding into the ground around Erhi and Chimeg’s horses. Hogelun didn’t know who was going to reach the Chief first – the army, or the other Rakada.


Before she could resolve this, an arrow appeared in the flank of Chimeg’s horse.


The animal’s screech was audible even over the army’s thundering hooves. It went down, its legs collapsing, nearly crashing down on top of Chimeg. The Chief only just managed to leap free, rolling hard. Her spear was still in its sheath on her back, and the roll was awkward, ungainly. She vanished into the grass.


Erhi was slightly ahead of her, crimson deel billowing as she rode, and didn’t immediately realise that the Chief was down. When she did, she turned her horse back, nocking her bow, firing. But it was too late. The Rakada Chief was off her horse, an entire battalion riding her down.


As Hogelun urged Hoof Monster to ride even harder, Chimeg rose from the grass.


The Chief was compact and muscular, loose black hair flying around a block of a face. She wore no deel, as usual, just a thick, sleeveless leather tunic that ran down almost to her knees. She preferred sharpened jawbones as decoration, strapped to her forearms and shoulders. Her spear, shaft black from long use, held in one hand.


She stared down the oncoming soldiers. Even as the arrows whipped through the air around her – Hogelun actually saw one come within a few inches of punching through her shoulder – she didn’t move a single muscle.


What is she doing? Hogelun had her heels dug so hard into Hoof Monster’s sides that it was a wonder the horse didn’t buck her off.


Still Chimeg stood. Unmoving. Facing the enemy.


When the Rakada were fifty yards away, when the soldiers were almost on top of her, she snapped her spear up like a striking snake, cocked back her arm, and hurled the weapon through the air.


It took one of the soldiers in the chest, hitting him so hard that he fell backwards off his horse. As he did, Hogelun caught a flash of red against his black uniform: his sash.


She didn’t know much about how armies worked, but she knew that a red sash meant command. Chimeg hadn’t just attacked. She’d stood and waited, and when she was damn good and ready and not a second before, she’d taken out the leader.


Panic rippled through the rest of the soldiers. They stopped launching arrows, just for a moment, breaking left and right in a confused, clumsy melee.


Sarnai had got ahead of Erhi. She reached down, trying to scoop the Chief onto the back of her horse as the soldiers circled. Chimeg waved her away, eyes flashing. “What the fuck are you doing here?” she snapped, as Hogelun and the others arrived.


“Sorry, Chief,” Sarnai said, sweeping hair out of her face as she flashed a relaxed grin. “Thought you could use a little help.”


Hogelun barely noticed. It was Erhi she had eyes for, scanning the archer for any sign of damage as she brought her horse to ride alongside. There was none, of course – Erhi was immaculate, as usual, crimson deel spotless, her headband of bone chips perfectly positioned. She could have been sipping airag on a warm afternoon.


For half a second, Hogelun forgot about the army. Forgot about this absolute clusterfuck of a raid, and just took her in.


She couldn’t help it. Erhi just did that to her.


The archer knew it too. She raised an eyebrow, quirking a smile as her horse’s hooves hammered the dirt. She was deaf, but even on horseback, her hand signs were smooth and clear. Riding in to save me, Hogs? I’m flattered.


Hogelun didn’t get a chance to reply. The soldiers were rallying. She whipped her head left and right, hunting for an opening. Every one she saw closed up immediately. She couldn’t catch a glimpse of the soldiers’ faces; it was all just a black blur.


Erhi was close by – Hogelun could sense her, just out of view on her left. The archer’s drawstring creaked as she nocked another arrow. Hogelun didn’t dare look round. She reseated her club in her hand, fingers drenched with sweat.


Behind the soldiers, the village burned, the sky black with smoke. There was something else too, a dark shape at the base of the fire. A shape that was moving. Hogelun didn’t have time to work out what it was – she had more pressing things to deal with.


Chimeg let out a blood-freezing howl. Hogelun could see a few of the soldiers’ faces by now – young, scared. Pale under helmets that rose in a short, stubby cone. Threadbare black deels over thick leather. Bows and sabres held in trembling hands.


Hogelun had once asked Erhi how the Khan’s generals kept their soldiers in check. Seemed to her that if they were forced to join up, they wouldn’t want to be there. They’d desert or mutiny, and they’d be useless in a fight.


Erhi had made a face. Some do, she’d signed. But you only have to punish a few before the rest fall in line. And anyway, they’re being given weapons and told that a big part of their job is killing us. Raiders.


Sure, half of these soldiers were fucking terrified – as you would be, if your commander had just been impaled in front of you. Even now, some of them were still shrinking back. But the other half? The other half looked excited about taking some raider bones for themselves. There was a good chance some had been raided themselves, back in the day; maybe one or two had even been in a Rakada raid . . .


Hogelun’s mouth twisted. Wouldn’t it be perfect, just fucking apt, if she got killed today by someone whose shitty little village she’d raided?


Khun flipped her knives in her hands, licking her lips. Again, Hogelun felt the urge to look in Erhi’s direction, take in as much of her as she could. She didn’t, because they weren’t dying today, not a chance.


But right then, all she could think of was how the Rakada were being whittled down to nothing. One by one. Until there were hardly any left . . . and nowhere near enough to fight a force of this size.


Chimeg levelled a finger at the nearest soldiers. “Careful now. I’ll be wanting my spear back.”


Without another word, she drew her backup sabre, ripping it from her sash. She strode forward through the grass, giving a few experimental slashes. The soldiers stared at her in shock, because as their commanders would have drilled into them, approaching a mounted opponent on foot was madness.


Chimeg looked over her shoulder at the other Rakada. “Coming?”


Which was all they needed.


Khun attacked first, leaping off Midnight’s back and zigzagging across the grass, gibbering mad nonsense as her knives flashed. Then Erhi was nocking and firing, Sarnai rushing after her Chief with her sabre drawn, and Hogelun was howling louder than ever as she rode hard at the soldiers. Her club parted the grass, the stone head launching upwards, Hogelun twisting her body to give it as much force as possible as it knocked two soldiers into the next life.


In a just world, the entire battalion would have broken and run after Chimeg absolutely smoked their commander. Unfortunately for the Rakada, the soldiers fought back.


Hogelun sort of lost track after that.


It always happened during a fight. This was the one thing she was built for, the one thing she never doubted about herself. If there was an enemy, and she had her club, she could let all her higher brain functions take a nice, long nap. The complicated, difficult bits of the world faded away, and all she needed to do was keep swinging.


Arrows shot past her face as blood spattered the head of her club, her arms, her face. At some point, she dismounted, boots digging into the ground as she swung again and again and again. Cuts blossomed on her forearms, a nasty one appearing on her shoulder, and she barely noticed. Just more scars to add to her tally.


She caught a glimpse of the Chief, off to her left. Chimeg had just snatched up her spear – but the moment she did, she had to drop it, getting her sabre up as two soldiers went for her, pinning her between them. One of their strikes sent her blade flying, and Hogelun’s breath caught in her throat—


Chimeg didn’t hesitate. The jawbones strapped to her long leather cuff had been honed with as much care as the blade on her spear. She spun in place, whipping her forearm around and burying them in the closest soldier’s face.


“Yes Chief!” Hogelun roared, as Chimeg slashed at the second soldier. “That’s what I’m fucking talking ab—”


Something smacked her in the back of the head.


She never saw what it was, but it made the whole world go wobbly for a minute. She came back, blinking, wondering why everything was sideways. Her club. Her club! Where was—


A shadow fell over her. A soldier, battle-crazed, teeth bared, driving a sabre towards her throat.


He didn’t get there, because all at once, there was a blade sticking out of his chest. Sarnai ripped it free with a grunt, kicked the now very dead soldier sideways. “You’re welcome,” she said, winking at Hogelun.


Hogs shook her head, did it again. It cleared some of the fuzziness; the back of her skull was throbbing, pulsing with every beat of her heart, blood dripping onto her neck.


Hogelun spat, took Sarnai’s offered hand, let herself get pulled to her feet. She wanted to ask what had hit her, how the fight was going, if the others were OK, if Erhi was OK. She opened her mouth and found that all she could say was “Fuck me.”


Sarnai’s grin grew wider. “Only if you ask very nicely—”


The arrow punched into her neck with a loud thuck.


Hogelun gaped as Sarnai fell, the smile still on her face. She crashed to the ground, her sabre skittering away.


It wasn’t just that Sarnai was fearless, and lucky – up until the last few moments, anyway. She was one of Chimeg’s most trusted people. The thought of her not being there, even as she lay dead in front of Hogelun, was almost impossible to take in.


She wasn’t the first Rakada to die in front of Hogs. But this . . . it felt different.


The battle seemed to slow around her as she got to her feet. In that instant, she caught sight of Chimeg. The Chief had her spear back, but she was staring slack-jawed at Sarnai’s body.


“Chimeg!” Hogelun yelled. The Chief didn’t appear to hear her. A soldier came up behind her, and Hogelun’s heart leaped into her throat – but at the last instant, Chimeg reacted, swinging her spear around and sweeping the woman’s legs out from underneath her.


Erhi. She was off to Hogelun’s left, her bow gone, her deel cut to shreds. She was going hand-to-hand with another soldier, her short sabre flashing as she defended. This time, Hogelun did move. But even as she forced her way to Erhi, even as she pushed and slashed and shoved and ducked, the horrid thoughts kept coming.


They weren’t going to win this. There were simply too many soldiers. Chimeg had always said that she’d choose a few skilled raiders over a thousand badly trained soldiers any day; turned out, she was wrong. It would only take a hundred or so.
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