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			Chapter 1
Spring Bride
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			c. 1176

			When they stepped outside early this morning, Tocchatan did not even stop to beat the curds. She shook her head when Borte lifted the paddle from the horsehide bag filled with whey that hung next to the ger’s entrance. There was no time.

			Borte stopped. From the edges of her awareness, the forest gods and river spirits beckoned like the stroke of fingers on smooth flesh. Hurry, they urged, hurry to the reflecting pool.

			Today, for today only, the people of her ordu would stop their morning chores and wait inside their gers for the sound of the bride being delivered by her mother, unseen, back to her home. Nodding to Tocchatan, Borte dropped the paddle into the bag. The people would wait. The curds would wait.

			The ropes of pearls and jades adorning Borte’s extremely tall headdress swayed as she walked, forcing her to hold her head at an awkward angle. Their faint clapping gave her the skittish feeling of being followed. And her mother was gripping Borte’s elbow too tightly, tugging her daughter along, with Borte trailing behind trying not to stumble.

			

			Tocchatan had lavished great care on Borte’s hair this morning, arranging it to just the right effect. She braided the hair at the sides of Borte’s face and wound the braids in circles over her ears. The rest was pulled into a knot high at the crown and held in place with freshly rendered sheep’s fat before fitting the column of the headdress over it. It must stand as high as possible, Tocchatan had said, the better for Borte to tower over those around her. Once she had arranged the delicate, shimmering beads into graceful cascades around Borte’s face, Tocchatan clothed her daughter in her wedding del of white felt, made from the softest sheep’s fleece, and worked to a drape nearly as fine as the silks woven by the Jinn in the east.

			“He’s a hungry one,” said Tocchatan, scanning the ground for stray branches or stones that might trip them. “I’ve seen them before that way. Hungry.”

			“Hungry?” Borte was puzzled, unsure of what her mother meant. Would she go hungry in her new home? Would there be enough food for her children?

			“Not that way.” Her mother spoke to Borte’s thoughts. “He wants what he cannot have. Watch him. You’ll see what I mean.”

			Beneath her braids, Borte’s ears tingled from the sun’s weak warmth, angled low in the arms of Father Sky as it waxed on its climb toward spring. The morning air snapped with cold. She drew her hands into the sleeves of her del, bunching the knee-length fabric with her hands to ease the stiffness in her frozen thumbs and fingers.

			“And what is it he cannot have?” Her mother’s riddles bothered her on this, her wedding day. Today Borte wanted only to think about being a bride, especially with the reflecting pool yet to show  — 

			“He’s a leader of men,” said Tocchatan, “accustomed to ruling over his brothers. But they are the only men he will ever rule.” She shook her head, a bit sadly, Borte thought.

			“He has Jelme,” Borte pointed out.

			“True,” said her mother.

			“Jelme is loyal.” Borte said this, not to speak with authority about Jelme, but to prod her mother into saying more about Temujin. She had been hidden inside her mother’s ger since his arrival two days ago, but she already knew him from the others by his voice. His laugh was gruff, a man’s laugh. She loved the sound of it.

			

			“Quite.” Tocchatan pondered Borte’s statement. “Their first day here, Dei Sechen gave them one of his new hunters. They rode out so proud with that hooded saker perched on Temujin’s gauntlet. In mid-afternoon they came back. Without the bird.”

			“Father must have been furious.” It was hard to believe her father would be so careless with one of his hunters.

			“None of them knew how to hunt,” said Tocchatan, “at least not with falcons. They loosed it above a pond, expecting it would stoop at prey. But it flew away and never came back.”

			“It saw something. A hare. Perhaps even a fox.”

			“Something on the land, where they do their hunting.” Her mother shrugged. “Dei Sechen had little invested in its training. He planned to turn it out this summer anyway.”

			“What did father do?” Borte had not heard any of this. She imagined Temujin’s chagrin at the loss and felt sorry for him.

			“It was most interesting. At first Jelme tried to take the blame. But Temujin silenced him.” Tocchatan spoke slowly, her words measured.

			“And what next?”

			“Dei Sechen raged while Temujin took the shame. He stood before his men and swore responsibility. Like this.” Tocchatan stopped and spread her feet a shoulder’s width apart. She clasped her hands behind her back and gazed forward, her expression one of perfect repose.

			A tiny seam of thrill opened in Borte’s belly that Temujin could show such courage before her father’s temper. Still, it shocked her that her father would show that kind of emotion. She feared that perhaps he doubted Temujin’s abilities as a husband.

			Tocchatan broke the stance and continued along the path, clasping Borte’s hand.

			“Dei Sechen began to weep. Soon, he had Temujin and the others weeping in regret right along with him. I have never seen …” She paused and gazed at Borte with a pointed stare. “But that is not all. As soon as he had those boys properly shamed, Dei Sechen broke into laughter and the tears turned from bitter to sweet. The boys, relieved of course, joined in, Temujin supreme among them.”

			

			Borte listened, absently snapping dead twigs from the branch of a larch tree. “He stood up for his men,” she said dreamily, “and acted as a proper son-in-law ought.”

			“Exactly,” said Tocchatan. “He knows who to submit to.”

			Her mother spoke just as they were approaching the ger of Arghun, the ordu’s fiercest warrior. It was situated at the edge of the settlement, the last in a row of small, round tents along the path. In complete disregard of accepted custom, he stood outside. The white felt flap normally hanging over the low entrance was flung back over itself, rather carelessly, so she could look inside if she wanted. She did not, but she did notice the smoke curling through the roof’s opening in the center.

			Arghun at one time had urged Dei Sechen to nullify Borte’s betrothal to Temujin so she could marry into the tribe of Arghun’s mother. Marriage was forbidden to them as members of the same ordu. But a man in a different branch of his mother’s tribe could take her as a wife, and they could be together in that way. That was after Temujin had abruptly left his service to Dei Sechen. The ordu’s inhabitants had grown tired of waiting for him to return and began to pressure her father to make another match.

			Borte stood firm through all of it, refusing to capitulate to Dei Sechen’s weary pleadings. She could never forsake Temujin, she told him. He laughed easily and made her laugh, too. They had played together in those few days as their fathers haggled over the marriage agreement. They had built bridges and dams over the tiny rivulets in the forest floor using rocks and twigs and the wet forest earth. After he left, she heard nothing for seven years.

			Then one day her father received word that Temujin could now come for her — if Dei Sechen agreed and Borte would have him. Two days ago, her betrothed had ridden up to the ordu in a great thunder, along with his brother Khasar, his half-brother Belgutei, and his companions Jelme and Bo’orchu — a boisterous contingent of man-boys who drank ayrag and ate mutton stew with all the members of the ordu until they could hold no more. Even her brother Alchi took part in the carousing, and she was reminded how, years ago, Alchi had sided with Temujin’s father, Yesugei, to champion Temujin’s suit to Dei Sechen.

			

			And there stood Arghun. Borte’s upright posture forced her gaze straight into his dark and glittering stare. His gleaming eyes followed her as she paraded past. She felt like a hare he would skin in one piece just to have her pelt. Unable to toss her head at him, for fear of toppling the headdress, she pressed her lips together and narrowed her eyes, casting her glance downward in disapproval before hurrying off again.

			The hotness on her cheeks reminded her of something. “Tell me again, Mother. How will it be … afterward?”

			Tocchatan squeezed Borte’s hand and gently tugged. Borte quickened her steps, steadying the headdress with her other hand. “You mean once Dei Sechen gives you permission to consummate the betrothal.”

			“Yes.”

			Tocchatan stayed silent until they had passed the ordu. Then they stopped, and she addressed her daughter, looking straight into her eyes.

			“He will be waiting for your touch, Borte. It will take very little — the sight of you, the faintest brush of your fingertips, your breath in his ear. Even now, his thoughts and dreams are of you.”

			“He dreams of me. And what happens then?”

			“His arousal is full. The staff between his legs. At times, it is soft like a lamb’s ear. But for a man-child such as him, it is most often like a ram’s horn unfurled, made to stand out straight and hard. When you feel it that way, then you will be able to guide him into your body, just as I have told you.”

			Borte thought of stallions mounting their mares and stags to their does. She blushed, thinking of turning her bare buttocks to a man she knew so little of, and only as a childhood companion.

			

			“Mother, what if I cannot?” She had seen what hung between a man’s legs, a thick, fleshy member with a blunt head, shaped like an arrow but not so long. Never, though, had she seen one in that stiff and straight manner her mother spoke of. She thought of her parents, the times she had heard her mother slip over to her father’s side of the ger to join him in his bed. The sounds of their coupling filled her dreams as she drifted to sleep, giving her great comfort and security. But she could not understand how she could ever guide Temujin into her body, no matter how rigid his staff might be. And she abhorred the thought it might grow as thick as a stallion’s or the length of an arrow. “If Temujin already knows —”

			Tocchatan shook her head. “No. He told Dei Sechen he wished to go to you pure, as did Yesugei, his father, to Hoelun, his mother.”

			Tocchatan dropped Borte’s hand and strode off, speaking over her shoulder. “There is no more I can tell you. It’s for you and Temujin, now, to discover for yourselves. As did your father and I with one another.”

			They turned onto a track that led into the forest. Borte scrambled to keep up. The larches were beginning to swell with new green buds. Through their bare branches, Borte could see a layer of cobalt sky rimming the horizon. All around them the maples and birches dripped their sap, filling the air with rich moisture. As her mother pushed on, Borte gave up her grown-up pretense. She hunched over and scurried after Tocchatan, holding fast to her headdress to keep it from toppling.

			They reached the river, the Kherlen, with its dark reflecting pool where every bride went on her wedding day. Borte started to drop to her knees at its edge, anxious to see herself. Her mother shook her head. “Not here,” she said. “You’ll get mud on your del.”

			Tocchatan led her daughter to a large flat stone extended over the water. With a flourish, she wiped away a thin crust of late snow. Borte saw at once what to do. She lay down on the slab, its coldness seeping through her del and chilling her body.

			

			Away from the churning river, the reflecting pool remained still, its surface clear and smooth. Never before had she seen her own reflection. She held her breath, afraid, and peered over the edge. The forest stilled. The water’s roar faded away, hushed by the river spirits. Around her head, the pearls and jade quietly clapped together as they fell forward and framed her face.

			The beauty of the woman staring back at her caught Borte by surprise. She heard herself gasp and saw in the pool’s surface an open mouth and eyes wide with wonder. Her reserve fell away at the recognition of the wide forehead possessed by all the members of her family, along with her light eyes and skin the pale tones of rich cream. The corners of her mouth turned up in response. When she saw the same crease in her cheek that always appeared in her father’s smile, her entire being came alive. She felt a sense of belonging, kinship with her clan. And tomorrow she would leave it. Sadness gripped her at the thought she might never return.

			“What do you see?” said Tocchatan. “What does the image portend?” Her mother’s tremulous voice frightened her. She looked in the pool, silently begging the gods to show her future. But the only thing she saw was her own fascination with herself. Never, she thought, I shall never be this beautiful again.

			Then the water rippled as though a pebble had broken the surface, blurring the image. When it cleared, she saw her same face, but different now, older. The wedding del she wore had faded into a backdrop of dazzling white. The transformation taking place scared her. She tried to back away, but her mother’s hand pressed down to hold her in place.

			“Look.” Tocchatan’s voice hissed in her ear, “Behold the woman you shall become.”

			Borte did not dare disobey. She feared her mother’s displeasure. And that of the gods, as well. She squeezed her eyes into tiny slits and watched. The face, her face, was lined with age and sorrow, but she saw wisdom and satisfaction along with it. Her garments, layer upon layer of blazing white silks, sparkled with the light of a thousand full moons. Her headdress was even taller than the one she wore now and was adorned with jewels the colors of summer’s grasses, skies in spring, and fire’s flame. Cobalt rimmed her eyes, as precious as the fine gold that dusted her cheeks and lips. On her shoulder perched a gyrfalcon, its white form barely discernible against the brilliant snowy backdrop. In her arms she cradled a newborn lamb. From the image rose throngs of voices calling out to her by a name she could not recognize.

			

			“Can you see it?” The sound of Tocchatan’s voice brought Borte back to the present. She blinked, and in the pool, saw the face of the young bride. “What did it show you?”

			The words rushed forth. “Oh, Mother, there was a blaze of white all around me. I wore white silks and colored jewels. There were people, too, voices. They were ...” She stopped, aware that the fingers digging into her shoulder were no longer there. Borte turned away from the pool and stood, her movements accompanied by the sway and soft clap of the jade against the pearls. Tocchatan was staring at her with a wary look. Borte glanced down at the plain del of wool felt, fashioned with such tender care. She nodded. “Yes, Mother. I saw. Happiness. Children. Many children.”

			“Was there joy? Plenty? Warmth?”

			“Yes. Food. Love. Warmth.” She smiled. Finally, so did her mother.

			“The gods have spoken, then. They have shown us.”

			Borte felt relief. She had pleased her mother. And so, she hoped, pleased the gods, too.

			They began their trek back to the ordu. The water, released from its silence by the river’s spirits, rushed and gurgled alongside them, underscoring their words to each other.

			“You will do well enough beneath Father Sky. And Mother Earth will provide for you.” Tocchatan led Borte by the hand along the track beside the river. “He has ... your father always said ... fire in his eyes.” She stopped and clutched her daughter firmly by the shoulders, gazing at her fiercely, as if reminding herself of something. “Borte, listen to me. He will be shy. But his desires will be very strong.” She reached up to touch her daughter’s face. Borte felt the rough caress of Tocchatan’s grainy knuckles against her cheek. “Remember what I have taught you.” She smiled knowingly.

			

			“I can do it.” Borte had heard enough. At last, she felt able to meet the challenge of her wedding night and to stand up, gently, to her mother. “We’ve discussed it many times, haven’t we?” Borte crinkled her nose and touched the tip of it to Tocchatan’s.

			“One more thing,” said Tocchatan.

			“Something else?”

			“The river. Never forget the river. If you ever come back, follow the river. It will lead you home.”
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			Chapter 2
Retrieving the Hunter
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Temujin scanned the horizon, grinning at the sight of the flags that marked the race’s finish. Now. He pushed the reins past his pony’s withers, as far up his neck as he could reach.

			“Kha-chu! Kha-chu!”

			One Fine Gelding needed no more urging. He broke into an eager run and pulled ahead of the rest of the riders. They responded. Especially Khasar, Temujin’s younger brother. Khasar’s pony, as lost in thought as the youth on his back, broke stride, forcing Khasar to scramble to keep his seat. His younger brother had no equal in strength of body or will, but he was a dreamer at heart. And Temujin used that weakness against him whenever he could.

			He laughed over his shoulder at Khasar’s scowl as he galloped past. “Arise, Bowman,” he said, using the moniker Khasar’s keen eye and deadly aim had earned him. “Last night’s woman has gone!”

			Temujin himself did not intend to win this race. Today his priorities lay elsewhere. As leader of a small but loyal following, he instead wanted to display the riding skills of his men, show these forest dwellers true horsemanship. He had challenged the youths of Borte’s ordu to a race, one his men would easily win. The premise hinged on a demonstration of his leadership, thereby suitably impressing his father-in-law. Or rather, his intended father-in-law. Dei Sechen had yet to release Borte into Temujin’s custody. Dei Sechen was a fierce chief who regarded his daughter’s betrothed with a skepticism that caused Temujin’s otherwise steadfast confidence in himself to falter. Yesterday he had accepted Dei Sechen’s generous offer to take out one of his hunters, but the sakeret raked away at first cast, forcing Temujin to ride home with neither hunter nor its coveted quarry. Then, he’d had to face Dei Sechen and explain himself, one of the most difficult tasks of his life. Even though Dei Sechen showed good humor in the end, Temujin had left the encounter fearful he would not be granted Borte’s hand. He hoped a victory today would convince Dei Sechen of his worthiness.

			

			To his surprise, the forest boys had accepted his challenge with eagerness, making his task more difficult than he imagined at the outset. Riding with more energy than skill, they charged forth in unison, their enthusiasm and solidarity making him laugh at the sight. Soon they would know the difference between a full-out run on the steppe and a careful trit-trot through the trees.

			Behind him, the riders urged on their ponies, urged each other on, too. They pushed, they shoved, they fought for place. The pride of the forest against the might of the steppe, and a woman promised to the winner, were at stake here. They all laughed. Laughed for themselves. Laughed for joy. For freedom. Out here on the steppe, the sky stretched as bright and huge as the vast, green land below it. The sun beat down with spring’s warmth, yet the air that rushed over their faces bit with an exhilarating cold. Freedom. Freedom felt like this. He was a free man now, ready to take a wife. Whatever hardships lay in his future, they could never match the misery of the captivity he had left just months ago.

			Up ahead, the flags showed white at the tops of their poles as they fluttered against the soft, dark earth. When he spied his men in position, out front and poised to win, he reined in One Fine Gelding. The group shot forward with a pounding thunder and spray of mud flung skyward from each hoof. Temujin trailed behind.

			

			And then, as the mass of warriors reached the finish, one sprinted in front of the rest to snatch the victory flag from its pole. Temujin looked through the blur of heads. The winner, Tegher, held the flag high above his head, and whooped with delight as he rode in circles around Temujin’s steppe band, followed by his forest brethren.

			Disbelief showed on his men’s faces. Temujin trotted over to Tegher to congratulate his opponent. He would lead the group into camp and then claim his reward — his choice of a woman from Dei Sechen’s stable of them to warm his bed tonight.

			“Since you lost for us, I’ll take your woman.”

			“What?” Temujin wheeled about to see his oldest friend, Bo’orchu. His wicked, angry grin told Temujin he was partly serious. Bo’orchu placed the relief of his strong lusts above all else. He would not take the loss well.

			“Don’t need to win,” said Temujin. “Already have mine.”

			“One’s not enough.”

			“On your wedding night?”

			“Never mind,” said Bo’orchu. He cocked his head at One Fine Gelding. “Rode them too hard today. Too hard.” He muttered it to himself, still angry at the loss, but also because it was too early in the season to be riding the horses so hard. Better than anyone, Bo’orchu knew horseflesh. He had once helped Temujin steal back his own stolen horses. It was the start of their friendship. Bo’orchu had joined Temujin after that and stayed with him ever since.

			Temujin shrugged. “Tomorrow,” he said. “We’ll go easy tomorrow. They can graze the whole way back.”

			From behind came the sound of hoofbeats. Surprised to hear a straggler, thinking he’d come in very last, he turned to see who he had missed. It was Arghun, riding in with yesterday’s lost saker on his gauntleted left wrist. Arghun was friend to Borte’s brother Alchi, and the only one in their group with a wife. Alchi had once confided in Temujin that, had Arghun not been of this ordu, Dei Sechen would have married Borte off to his mother’s clan.

			

			Temujin eyed Arghun coolly, unable to hide his envy. “Where did that come from?”

			“Called it down with the lure,” said Arghun. His tone was dismissive. He stared darkly at Temujin. “Dei Sechen and I trained it together. You wouldn’t know.”

			He reined his horse to a stop. “Here, put this on.” Arghun carefully switched the hooded bird from his left wrist to his right, then took off his left gauntlet and held it out to Temujin.

			Puzzled, Temujin pulled it over his hand, admiring the stout leather; the way it covered his wrist and forearm.

			“Hold steady.” Arghun leaned forward and wiped off the bird onto Temujin’s left wrist.

			Up close, the sakeret, even hooded, looked strong. It weighed more than he remembered from the other day, but the bird settled quietly on his wrist. Temujin had never held something so regal. He felt like a khan.

			“Keep your arm still,” said Arghun. “It’s harder than you think, and the bird will tire. But when Dei Sechen sees you have brought back his hunter, he will be more than happy to release his daughter to you.”

		


		
			

			Chapter 3
Wedding Cloak
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Tocchatan’s assurances that Borte’s beloved dreamed of her had left her in a state of bliss all afternoon. She herself had often dreamed of Temujin, something she had purposely not shared with her mother.

			“Lie still! He’ll be here soon.” Qara patted Borte’s arm before joining the rest of the girls seated in front of the pile of furs covering her, blocking her hiding place from the view of the boys. Right now, Qara was the only girl Borte could even stand to have near her. Her cousin, named for the direction her mother had been facing when giving birth to her, had stood by Borte’s side every moment of her life. Borte loved her more than anyone else in the world.

			Disguised as a heavy goatskin rug, she tried to obey her cousin, wondering if her headdress was completely askew. When he found her she would, of course, struggle. A little. And if he threw her over his shoulder the way she’d seen other men do when carrying off their new wives, the headdress would certainly topple for good. Not that she cared. Qara had already promised to retrieve her wedding beads if they dropped. What Borte really wanted to feel right now, what she could almost imagine if she squeezed her eyes shut, was a pair of strong arms around her body.

			

			She lifted the rug away from her nose and mouth to breathe in the fresher air. “Do you think they’re back from the race yet?”

			She heard an impatient sigh as the girls interrupted their gossip. They’d been talking among themselves about the four boys riding in with Temujin. A small retinue, admittedly, but handsome and strong, each of them.

			“I’ll take Jelme.”

			“I want Belgutei.”

			“Qara. Who do you love?”

			Borte held her breath, waiting for her cousin to answer. The question was purely rhetorical. They all knew the answer. They just wanted to hear her say it aloud.

			She barely whispered it, as though she were afraid of the sound of his name. “Khasar.”

			The girls erupted with laughter. Borte’s heart fluttered with happiness for her cousin. She had heard it from Tocchatan, who had heard it from Qara’s mother. Borte, hidden away until Dei Sechen had released her to Temujin, but hungry for information about the goings-on of the new boys, had received the news with great joy. It had happened immediately upon the two setting eyes on each other. As enamored as Qara was for Khasar, Khasar, it was said, now walked with his feet firmly planted above the earth.

			She would have liked to have heard more about Khasar from Qara, but a groan from the last girl to be paired had all the others laughing at her. “That leaves Bo’orchu. He’s a brute.”

			“I don’t want him.”

			“He’s handsome enough. And very strong.”

			“I saw him with his ponies yesterday. He’s very good with them.”

			“Borte, what do you think? You’re the bride. We will accept whatever you say.”

			Borte, who had been trying to reconcile the face of the boy she once knew with the man-child she would soon see, started at the sound of her name.

			“What?”

			

			“Never mind.”

			They turned to the door and flapped their hands at her to shush her. “Wait. There’s something.”

			Borte dove back beneath the rug. By the time she settled in place, the girls were excitedly jumping up and down. She laid back and closed her eyes. This had all seemed so far away when she had been walking with her mother to the reflecting pool. Now, she was living it. After seven long years, her beloved had finally come to claim her.

			She felt triumph, anticipation, and sadness all at once. Carefully, she fingered the beads of her headdress, one strand laying across her nose. Since the day of her betrothal, they had hung in the same spot on the wooden framework of her mother’s ger. Borte had often looked at them, wondering where Temujin might be at that moment. When she left for her new home tomorrow, they would be tucked among only a few, carefully chosen possessions she was bringing with her. She would hang them in the same spot in her own home and present them at the betrothal of her eldest daughter, just as they had come down to her through the generations, beginning with her Jinn grandmother, a distant ancestor who had received them as a wedding gift.

			She peeked out again. The daylight shining through the roof’s opening had tracked its way over here. Normally, Qara’s mother was here now, preparing the evening meal. Instead, Qara’s family would dine tonight in Tocchatan’s ger, saving this one for the young people’s scheme.

			“Just be quiet and pretend you’re stitching.”

			“Pretend? I’m doing that just now.”

			A false calm descended. Borte’s heart began to race. She imagined the girls bent over their work, avoiding each other’s glances, trying not to laugh. Then she heard the footsteps. Heavy, quick, and purposeful. The flap drew away from the entry. Soon, very soon, she would find herself in the arms of her beloved.

			“Where is she?” Temujin’s voice boomed inside. He sounded gruff and angry. She curled herself as small as she could, biting her lip.

			

			“You must ask Dei Sechen.” The girls sounded unconcerned, but they rose to meet the young men. The room became thick with the tramp of male feet and the musky odor of their youthful bodies.

			“I have.” He sounded impatient. “And this he said to me: ‘She has left us. If you can find her, she is yours to keep.’ He gave me this.”

			The words were thrilling to hear. Her father had released her! She was now a married woman. Unable to resist, she lifted the rug for her first look at her new husband. He stood directly across from her, just inside the ger, holding out a black sable cloak to the girls, her gift to his mother. She glanced at the scene. The girls, seemingly paying no attention to the boys, were all admiring and petting the cloak. The boys stood nearby shyly, eyeing and circling the girls like so many buzzards in search of meat. One of them, particularly strong-looking and handsome, was clearly enamored of Qara. And no wonder. Qara’s beauty was unlike any girl’s in the ordu. She had black hair, eyes to match, and pure white skin. Her lips blazed as red as the setting sun. The boy eyeing her with such devotion must be Khasar, Temujin’s brother. Clearly, he had fallen in love with the smiling girl now blushing beneath his stare in that pretty way of hers.

			And then there was Temujin, staring straight at Borte. In her distraction she had left herself revealed even though it might — 

			Without hesitation he threw the cloak at Khasar, who snagged it in mid-air, still looking longingly at his lady love. Borte rolled back beneath the rug, but it was no good. With a roar that sent the others gleefully scattering, he split the group, leaping across the ger with one bound and throwing back the rug. For one rich moment she lay there as his eyes roamed her prone figure. They stared at each other, breathless, hot. He looked nothing like she remembered. This was far better. Laughing face, pale and dotted all over from the sun. He would burn red in the sun, too, like his hair that flamed now the color of glowing embers. And she felt his eyes, a startling, wolfish gold, brush her body again. Something about it made her belly go soft.

			

			“You shall come with me. Now.” He reached out his hand, and that’s when she saw it. In one wisp of a moment, she saw the mark on his palm. The mark. Indeed, he was the same boy she had met right here in this forest seven years ago when their fathers had pledged their troth.

			And now she was taking his hand, touching him, and he was pulling her to her feet, heedless of her clothing, the headdress, the beads. The burning pleasure of his touch, hot upon her, raced up her arm. And then, in a mad male rush, he hoisted her up and folded her over his shoulder. He kicked aside the rugs she’d covered herself with and grabbed the cloak back from Khasar. It would make a splendid wedding bed. His strength, so commanding, took her breath away. His actions, brimming with such confidence, turned to naught all her efforts to fight him.

			Having resigned the couple to their nuptial bed, the wedding party turned away, fully intent upon each other. As Temujin strode across the ger and carefully tucked them through the entry and into the night, her last sight of her beloved ordu was of Khasar locked into a kiss of passion with her cousin, fully given to his embrace, completely unaware of Borte’s mouth open in silent protest with her arms extended, imploring Qara for the unwanted rescue.
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			Chapter 4
Journey to New Home
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Borte’s journey to her new home skirted the Kherlen River to the west. A great bend in the river took them northwest and finally straight north in the direction of its headwaters. The country became more rugged as Temujin led them deeper into the forested foothills and up and up into the remote reaches of the Khentii range.

			They crossed the Kherlen at several junctures, mostly quick, shallow splashes, but one time, Borte’s pony plunged after Temujin’s into a chest-deep stretch, causing her to lift her feet to her pony’s withers. By now she had lost all sense of direction. She looked at her mother to see what to do. Tocchatan kept her seat, her legs serenely immersed. But Qara’s face matched Borte’s own quizzical fear. As they exchanged glances, giggling to mask their terror, Khasar swooped over and took Qara’s reins, leading her mount across.

			Temujin had seen Khasar’s mock rescue of Qara, so he stopped his horse in the middle of the river and waited for Borte to catch up. His smile made her not want to appear unsporting, so she put her legs in the water and gripped the sides of her pony while her feet searched until they found the stirrups. It was the first time he had paid attention to her all day. Her relief at having his help was greater than her annoyance that he had not acted until after Khasar went to Qara’s aid. Temujin seemed always to watch Khasar, and often voiced his displeasure with his brother.

			

			As her pony waded over to his, he took the reins, letting her hold the pommel with both hands. She was certain he could see her fear. He just laughed, easily leading both their ponies and reaching out with his free, strong arm to steady her in her seat.

			“It makes a splendid track in winter,” he called to her over the rush of the water.

			In mid-afternoon they reached camp by riding in from the south. They approached in silence and at first the camp appeared deserted. The hoped-for row of round white gers that would form his ordu did not materialize, but Borte did see a crude cone-shaped hut. She looked beyond it, expecting her new home to come into view. Instead, her husband led them to the hut where a woman with a weathered face and a young girl with sparkling eyes appeared from inside. Their welcoming party.

			She would make her home, then, in a filthy hovel sheltered from winter’s icy north winds in the lee of an earthen bluff. This was the place where she would bear her children. Gather her family about her. Cook the meals. Spend every remaining moment of her life.

			She watched Hoelun, Temujin’s mother, standing expressionless as they approached, resting her hands on the girl’s shoulders. That would be Temulun, Borte decided, sister to her husband. Tall like her brother, Temulun smiled into cheeks reddened by the sun and wind.

			The lodge was as rough as anything Borte had ever seen. Sheaves of overlapping bark formed the sides of the dwelling, made solid by a mixture of dried mud and grass to fill in the gaps. Only a few sheep and goats grazed the pasture on the bluff above them. There were no yaks at all. Neither would she have skins or meat from them, just the milk they could give and a bit of wool for felting. She counted eight ponies in all, including those they had ridden home. The steady plume of smoke emerging from the top of the cone and the presence of a small iron pot over a cooking fire out here in the open was little consolation to her rude discovery that she had married into a solitary band of forest-steppe scavengers. Her brother Alchi had tried to explain to her the family’s reversal of fortunes after the death of Temujin’s father, Yesugei, but she had not been able to imagine it. Now, though, the reality was clear.

			

			Several dens had been dug into the side of the bluff. One held what appeared to be a stack of rolled-up hides. She wondered if they had been stolen. Temujin’s companions Bo’orchu and Jelme unpacked their bedrolls from their ponies and threw them on top of the pile before removing their snaffles, but she noticed that his brothers Belgutei and Khasar’s ponies remained bridled. Perhaps she would be forced to sleep beneath the skies. She had brought few things of her own and no skins or furs for a bed.

			And then she found herself before Hoelun, bowing low, arranging her features into a perfect expression of reverence, her heart sincere. She held out the cloak as an offering to her mother-in-law. From inside the hut came the voice of an old woman, mumbling.

			“Hoelun-eke,” said Borte, “I present myself, your most humble daughter. And from my parents I bring you this fine cloak of black sable. To keep your knees always warm.”

			Hoelun snatched the cloak with claw-like fingers. Borte froze as her mother-in-law, tilting her head this way and that, examined her as though assessing her suitability for hard labor. Then she cast a greedy glance over at the small stack of possessions Borte had packed behind her pony.

			Whatever beauty Hoelun might have once possessed was gone, replaced by a savage wiliness that reminded Borte of a wolverine. Beneath Hoelun’s del, Borte sensed powerful limbs accustomed to burrowing after ground-dwelling rodents and racing long distances over the steppe in search of food. She tensed, ready to flee should Hoelun suddenly snarl or pounce.

			At her side, Temujin waited while the two women studied each other warily. He greeted his sister, Temulun, with an affectionate hug and asked about Temuge-otchigen, the youngest brother.

			

			Hoelun gave a brief nod of approval at her oldest son, and then from beyond the earthen bluff, a young boy appeared riding bareback, and Borte added one more horse to the family’s small herd. In one hand he carried a string of river salmon, and in the other something fresh and raw that looked to be two steppe hares, their carcasses bobbing softly with the pony’s movements. To the back of the pony was tied a marmot, shot clean through the head. Rocks for cooking it were already heating over the fire. She shuddered at the thought of eating fish, but at least there would be some meat for the wedding feast.

			Clutching the cloak, Hoelun turned and walked over to the boy without so much as a word to Borte. Temuge, still a child, tossed the kill at his mother for her to catch and leaped from the back of his pony. He was snatched out of the air by Temujin. Together they went down, rolling in the sparse grass and cold spring mud. Hoelun barely looked up from gathering the kill in her free arm. The brothers’ joyful greeting turned into a savage wrestling match, each boy biting and tearing at the other’s bare flesh in an effort for supremacy. Temuge was surprisingly strong for his size and nimble enough to slip away from most of Temujin’s slaps and attempts to throw and pin him.

			Finally, though, when Temujin flipped his brother face down in the mud and planted his bent knee into Temuge’s spine, Hoelun glanced up. That was all it took. Temujin jumped off his brother. Together, Hoelun and her eldest son disappeared into the cone-shaped hut, leaving Borte alone. On the ground lay Temuge, sobbing in the mud, his uncovered hair looking like something a nesting bird would use for a home.
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			Temujin could stand straight only if he stood next to the fire in the hut’s center. It hadn’t always been this way. Hoelun was at the edge of the small room, bent over Sochigel, second wife of Yesugei, stroking her forehead. Long ago, too long to remember, his mother had towered over him.

			“I’m taking this.” He picked up the sable cloak and tucked it beneath his arm, sinking his fingers into the rich pelts. “How is she?”

			

			His mother spoke over her shoulder. “She doesn’t shit the bed.” Her soft murmurs had a calming effect on the old woman’s agitation. “What will you do with it?” she said.

			He could tell from the sound of her voice that the answer did not matter.

			“It will go to Toghrul.” He squatted on his haunches. The smoke from the small dung fire curled up through the opening in the center. They both knew what the cloak could bring them. “I can buy his protection. He will make me his foster son.”

			Hoelun turned and spat toward the fire. The plug of spittle landed near his feet. He jumped to his full height.

			“This is the dwelling of your children,” he said. “You defile the place where my wife will sleep. It is an insult to the gods.”

			Hoelun rose and faced him, her dark eyes glittering with hate. “As though the gods can do us worse than they already have. And Toghrul is less than what just came from my lips.”

			“Toghrul is Father’s anda. They drank of each other’s blood and swore their allegiance after Father helped Toghrul regain his rightful throne. And yes, woman, the gods can do us worse.”

			“That is what you heard. Those are the tales that are told, yes. But that is not the truth.”

			“What are you saying?” he said. “Toghrul’s uncles stole his throne. His own brothers helped to depose him. Toghrul begged Father to join with him and avenge the treachery. He promised Father to make him his noyan.”

			Hoelun’s bitter expression did not change. “Two of a kind you are,” she said. “Two feathers on the same wing of a bird.” She stepped into him until she was nearly touching him.

			Her voice dropped, the words terse and biting. “Treachery. Toghrul killed his brothers and seized his throne. Yesugei, your father, helped him do it when they were — each of them — no more than eagle bait.”

			Temujin stepped back, stunned by Hoelun’s version of events. For a moment they stared at one another while the tiny hut filled with her silent rage. As he tried to reckon with her revelation, a burden of shame he’d carried for years suddenly lifted. He did not doubt she spoke the truth about Toghrul and Yesugei, but he would not allow himself to indulge in loathing or fear over the great chief’s heinous act of fratricide. Instead, the strange lightness he felt hardened his resolve that his decision to approach Toghrul and ask for his patronage was the right one.

			

			“So,” he spoke each word slowly as he tried to reckon with her revelation. “Toghrul killed his brothers. Too.” His eyes darted to her face. “And you have always known it.”

			She was nodding slowly at him, her fists resting on her hips.

			“And you think …” He continued to speak carefully, breaching the chasm of silence that had stood between them since that day. “I killed Bekhter for myself. So I could take his place as head of this family.”

			Hoelun said, “And why else? You cannot lie to me, Temujin, so do not lie to yourself. You would never relinquish your exalted place in the family to another man. Not then, not now.”

			“But he was Father’s son by another wife.” Her accusation confused him. His eyes flickered over to the other woman, now asleep. “Such was his right to take you as his wife when he reached the proper age.”

			Hoelun gave him a look meant to quiet him and glanced around at the old woman.

			Sochigel slept untroubled on her reed mat.

			“I am grateful you killed Bekhter.” It surprised him to hear that. “You are my son. He was your half-brother and no relation to me. He had begun to press his suit, yes, but I had no intention of accepting him as my husband, even when he grew old enough. I shall never marry again. I’ll let no man impose himself upon me. Ever. You are the same as I in that way. You will never let any man rule you. Yesugei was not like that. But you and I are.”

			She had not brought up Bekhter’s murder since the day it happened. Now that she had spoken her thoughts, he doubted his own beliefs about what happened that day. And why. There had to be truth in what she was telling him. His mother was too shrewd, too wise, for him not to think she was right. He had always hated Bekhter, chafed beneath his authority. And one day Bekhter, Sochigel’s eldest son by Temujin’s father Yesugei, would have claimed Hoelun as a wife. Ruled over the family, something Temujin would never have accepted.

			

			After the killing, though, there had been no discussion, no assessment, no reasoning over what he had done. Like everything she did, his mother had simply acted in the wake of his crime to keep them together and alive. They had lived that way so long, their survival in question each day, that they simply abandoned Bekhter’s body atop the knoll where he fell, leaving it for the animals to find. Hoelun had fled further into the wilderness, leading them here, where they set up this camp. They had all survived, yes, but she had not been able to keep them completely together. The brutal Tayichiut tribe had rounded him up and enslaved him as punishment for killing his own brother. The captivity had nearly killed him.

			“Would you believe I killed him over a fish?” he said.

			She peered at him suspiciously. “Fish.”

			“You don’t remember? Or is it that you don’t believe me? We caught a fish, the four of us. Khasar was there. And Belgutei. They told you. We all told you. Bekhter refused to share it. Khasar held him at close range with his bow while I killed him. Temuge-otchigen was a baby. None of us had eaten in nearly three days. Is that reason enough to kill your own brother?”

			She didn’t respond at first but instead stared into the smoky upper reaches of the hut. “I can think of many reasons to kill a man,” she said finally. “But the result is the same, no matter what. Do not forget what I went through to protect you.”

			She glanced at Sochigel. “And now I care for a woman made insane by it. Was it worth it?”

			“To ensure sufficient supper that night for Temuge and Temulun and Khasar? He would have taken the entire thing for himself. He would even let his own brother, Belgutei, go hungry. Sochigel, too.”

			His wrists began to throb from the memory. The ache still woke him at night, even months after his escape. “I suffered myself. Enough.” He softened. “But you have suffered far more.”

			“I could not keep you away,” she said, “from the retribution imposed on you by the Tayichiut tribe.” Regret filled her voice.

			

			“Do not speak that name aloud.” A shudder came over him as he rubbed his wrists, first one and then the other. The wounds had nearly healed, but the flesh there was still thin and weak.

			Hoelun pointed to his hands. “Has she asked you about that?”

			“Yes. I have not told her.”

			“She is not ready for the truth. Not yet. She’s too young to notice anything but your face. And your cock.” She bent over and scraped the wad of spit from the dirt floor and wiped it from her fingers onto her del’s grimy hem. “And so you wish to be foster son to Toghrul.”

			He nodded. “I will submit myself,” he said. “And only then until I can gather my own men and create my own tribe.”

			Hoelun said, “And with the cloak, the gods have blessed you with the means to do it.”

			He nodded again.

			“So be it, then,” she said. “I do not object.”

			He thought of Borte. It brightened his mood. He suddenly wanted to be at her side, feel the admiration of his mother and brothers. She was small and soft. When she breathed on his cheek he felt the warmth of spring on the steppe. He buried his face in the cloak, hoping to catch the scent of their lovemaking from yesterday.

			“Please, come and talk to my bride. She is waiting with only that dog, Khasar, for company. I fear she will make a pet of him.”

			Hoelun jerked her head toward the hut’s opening. “Does she know you are taking the cloak?”

			“Not yet.” It pained Temujin to disappoint her. “But she must learn to understand how we are. We need protection. This cloak will buy us that. And then we can have peace.”

			“We both know too well there will never be peace. But go. Take it. No greater evil exists than Toghrul, khan of the mighty Kerait nation, but we can have no better protection. Peace, even for a short time, is better than warm knees.”

		


		
			

			Chapter 5
Paying Tribute
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Her wedding feast, then, would consist of fish taken from a tributary of the Kherlen and a thin stew made from the meat of the trapped hares. She would have no fatted sheep or goat butchered and roasted. At least there would be marmot. Well, there was nothing to be done about it. She must make the best of it.

			They stared at her, Temujin’s brothers especially, and his so-called hounds, all of them a thicket of young males with eyes. She did not dare look at her mother or Qara and her cousins or Alchi, watching everything, with much to report on their return to the ordu. Humiliation crept over her at the thought.

			Like his sister, Temulun, Temuge-otchigen presented himself with wide-eyed shyness to his new sister-in-law. He was filthy, but his eyes shone out at her with such adoration she smiled and caressed his mud-stained cheek. “And this is our Prince of the Hearth.” Borte forced the cheer into her voice as she spoke directly to him. Temujin and Hoelun came out of the hut as she spoke, and both stood at her side.

			Temuge pulled himself up very straight, coming nearly to Borte’s chin. “I am otchigen.” The way he said it made her heart soften.

			

			“You shall be tall like your brother,” she said. The child took a step backward, blushing, and reached his hand out to Hoelun. Borte cast her eyes at her mother-in-law in time to notice her posture straighten, and her sagging bosom swell with pride. Hoelun’s eyes softened as she laid her hand on the head of her youngest son, the child charged with caring for her in her old age.

			Temujin left Borte’s side. In his arms he held the sable cloak. He signaled to Jelme, who reluctantly pulled his gaze from Borte to go unsaddle her pony. He placed her saddle, equipped with iron stirrups, on Temujin’s pony, One Fine Gelding.

			Borte took stock of the camp. Some objects seemed out of place. The saddle, brightly colored and trimmed in rich leather, was one of them. She would have thought the same of the black sable, had she not brought it here herself. His brothers Khasar and Belgutei still sat their ponies. They looked expectantly at Temujin. He tied the cloak behind the saddle and prepared to mount up. She sprinted to him.

			“Where are you going?”

			“West,” he said without looking at her.

			“Give it to me.” She grabbed for the cloak. He brushed her hands away. She drew them back as if wounded. “But that is for your mother. It is to keep her knees warm.”

			Her voice went shrill with protest. It caused him to glance up, his eyes sharp.

			“I have better use for it,” he said. She felt dismissed. He put one foot in the stirrup and swung himself into the saddle. Her hand grabbed the reins.

			“Where are you going?” She spoke quietly, aware that the entire camp had fallen silent. Her husband’s face was shadowed and turned slightly toward her. His jaw was set hard, while the flesh of it quivered in the half light.

			“I am going west, past the Orkhon, to the Kerait tribe.” He reached behind him to finger the rolled-up cloak as he gazed directly at her, his eyes yellow and wolf-like. Beneath a thin layer of coolness, she felt an unchecked savagery in him. “The cloak will allow me to gain the patronage of the great Toghrul, khan of the Kerait nation.”

			

			“Toghrul!” Borte could not imagine it. “What are you to him? The cloak is a gift for your family, and you mean to give it to a stranger?”

			He seemed not to know what to say. When he spoke, his voice was soft, but his tone firm. “Borte, you are my joy. I do not want to see you this way. Do not abuse me like the family of my father.”

			“But Temujin, what are you to him?” She looked around at the poor camp where Hoelun worked to prepare tonight’s supper, squatting side by side with Tocchatan. The two women were speaking like companions, sometimes laughing quietly. Borte turned back to him, incredulous. “He is a warlord! We are just … just … and you will give away our only thing of value.”

			She turned and stepped away from him, too upset to let him see her face. He dismounted and joined her. She tried to stand firm. But she could not ignore the touch of his fingers on her shoulder. It was part play, part serious. He was teaching her, she knew, but it was a lesson she did not wish to learn.

			“Borte, look at me. You must not turn away when I speak to you.” He came around to her front and dipped his face down so he could look into her eyes. She looked back silently, trying not to show the anger she felt.

			“Kin holds no high place for me. I seek as my companions men of loyalty, whether blood or not. Jelme, you see how he is, and Bo’orchu, he is the same. They are men of worth. They have joined with us and protect us, even though they are not of my blood. People of my own blood — the family of my father, the Tayichiut tribe — cast us away when my father died. They took all we owned and left us to die of hunger and cold. They held back my mother when she tried to follow them. They forced us to live by our hands and our wits, with only the spirits of the river and the gods of the forest to guide us.”

			“But Toghrul? Temujin, Toghrul is far too powerful —”

			“He is anda to my father.” There was an uncertain set to his mouth, as though he was begging for her to believe him, to understand why he had to do this. She could hardly stand it. It was all too much for her to accept.

			

			“Toghrul? Your father’s … anda?”

			He was nodding, slowly, letting the news sink in. “My father fought with Toghrul to restore him to his rightful throne after Toghrul’s own brothers seized it from him. In gratitude, therefore, did Toghrul mix his own blood with the blood of my father, and together they drank of it. He is bound, Borte, by the vows of anda to be my protector and that of my family. He is our only hope. We are too few in number to survive for long without him.”

			“But then, why bring the cloak? If Toghrul has already pledged himself anda to your father —”

			“No.” Temujin was adamant. “With the cloak, I can approach him as an equal, as the foster son I wish to be, instead of the vassal I am without it. The cloak comes with me. Do not abuse me for it. I will say no more.”

			She caught a flash of Khasar’s face just then, contempt smoldering in his eyes. They flicked back to her and softened in sympathy, before hardening again at his brother. Temujin did not see it.

			“How long will you be gone?” For the first time, Borte had a sense of being alone in the world, with no other human to guide or befriend her. She could not do this. She was certain of it now. Traveling across the steppe with a beastly pack of man-child followers, only to end up in a hovel without a single yak to milk, with too few sheep, goats, and horses for hides and good meat. Now, he would give away this object of beauty to a man not even of his blood.

			“Look for me in ten days.”

			She squeezed her eyes shut and felt the press of warm lips to her forehead, underscoring the finality of his decision. She felt him take the reins from her hand and still did not think he would really go. Yet she heard him mount up and ride away, leaving her behind to fend for herself in this place filled with strangers. He was not even angry with her. He simply took what he wanted and left, not caring if he broke her heart. Her mother had been right. Temujin wanted what he could not have. And he was a fool for it. To think he could receive the patronage of one so powerful and important. He would be turned away from the Kerait chief’s court without even an audience. And he would lose the cloak as well.

			

			She stayed that way, standing with her eyes shut listening to the retreating hoofbeats. When she opened her eyes again, everyone had gone back to their tasks. Off to one side of the camp, Qara, Tocchatan, Alchi, and the others were mounting up again. They would not even stay to eat the rude wedding stew. She ran to her mother, who was tightening the cinch on her pony’s saddle.

			“Mother!” Tocchatan turned, alarmed. Borte fell to her knees, her eyes filling with hot tears. Alchi and Qara each took her by an arm and dragged her to her feet. “Take me with you. Don’t make me stay.”

			Tocchatan’s eyes narrowed. She shook her head and turned away. “Alchi, talk to her.”

			Even Qara seemed disappointed. Qara had always taken Borte’s side before, but now she stayed next to Tocchatan. It hurt.

			“So many men,” Borte said to Alchi. It was all she could think to say. “They’re around all the time. We are never alone.”

			“Get used to it,” said Alchi. “He’s the sort who makes men pledge themselves to him.  You’ll see. Even Dei Sechen was unable to resist his force.”

			“He barely let me bring anything of my own. And he’s giving away our cloak to someone not of our kin.”

			Alchi sighed. “Is it such a bad thing that he buys protection for his wife and his family?  Borte, it is a rare woman who makes a peaceful home for her husband. But do it. He must keep you fed and safe from the Merkit.” Alchi scanned the landscape around them. “It is dangerous here. Father would not like knowing you are so exposed to raiding.”

			Qara came over. “For you,” she said. She opened her hand to reveal the pearl and jade wedding beads Borte had forgotten. She looked at Qara, grateful her cousin remembered. The girls embraced in farewell. Tocchatan stood behind.

			

			Borte asked, “Can you not stay?”

			Tocchatan shook her head. “No. Alchi must return at once. Dei Sechen needs him. And the shearing and the felting will begin soon.”

			Ahead of her, Borte could see only a life of misery and hardship. “I cannot be his wife. It is dirty. There is no proper food. Did you see? Mother, they will make me eat … fish.”

			Unable to stop herself, Qara broke out in cruel giggles. It felt like arrows driving into her flesh. Tocchatan placed her hands on Qara’s waist and squeezed it softly, to silence her.

			“You are a married woman. You must stay and learn. Make yourself useful to Hoelun and the rest of Temujin’s family.”

			“But the river. You told me to follow the river if I ever came home. Let me come back with you and Alchi and Qara.” She felt desperate. And no longer cared who heard her.

			“No, Borte. Not the first time. Never the first time. It is too soon. This is your home and you must wait for Temujin to return.”

			Tocchatan bravely clutched her daughter by the shoulders and put her cheek to Borte’s face. She breathed in deeply, taking Borte’s scent into her body. She switched sides and did the same thing again. “Remember,” she said, her face turning away swiftly, “no tears.” With that Tocchatan mounted up and rode off. She did not look back.

			Borte stared after them, biting her lip until she could taste the blood in her mouth. Hoelun appeared at her side. In her hand was the family’s hide bag full of milk. She held out the wooden paddle used to beat it to a froth. “Here. Sprinkle the milk after them. The milk becomes your tears until they are gone from sight.”

			It was the first time she had spoken directly to Borte. Her voice sounded like the grinding of dried bones. With that she went back to the hut, leaving Borte to shower the heavens with drops of precious milk falling back to earth. Yet she did not cry for as long as she threw it, while the people she loved most in the world retreated farther and farther. People she might never see again. They disappeared finally, at a turn on the trail. She had released nearly half the bag of milk into the air. Someone would go without tonight.

			

			She hung the bag at the doorway of the cone hut. She beat the milk with the paddle and left it in the bag before turning back to Hoelun, now showing Temulun how to pull the stomach of the marmot through its mouth and replace it with the hot rocks. Those would cook the inside, making a rich soup to be shared by all, while the outside would roast over the fire. Already the hares were simmering in the iron pot. The fish were skewered. They, too, would roast whole over the fire. Borte watched them tend the meal, not knowing what else to do.

			“We stole that,” Hoelun said, pointing at the cooking pot, “off the corpse of some unfortunate ortaq, cut down by a Merkit. My son overpowered the Merkit and killed him. When he turned around, the ortaq was dead.”

			Her eyes were haughty and gleaming. “That is where the stirrups came from. Until we had that pot, we ate a lot of raw meat.” She cackled wickedly. Borte could see Hoelun’s tongue, ugly and swollen, when she opened her mouth to laugh.

			She stared, speechless, at her mother-in-law. Hoelun stopped laughing and sobered. “Get used to it. It is the only way to survive.” She waved her daughter-in-law away as she began to pilfer Borte’s small stack of possessions. “You shall have your ger. Do not worry. Now go, spill your tears for real. Your mother has gone and they will not be seen.”
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			Chapter 6
Kidnap
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Temujin returned ten nights later while Borte lay asleep in the hut. His scent, musky cedar redolent of cold night air, invaded her dreams. She came awake to the feel of his whiskered face against hers. It tickled.

			“I missed you.” He pressed his mouth to hers before she could giggle and wake the others, then led her outside. “Come with me. I have something to show you.”

			He draped a thick robe of heavy wolf skin around them. After slipping on their boots, they scrambled to the top of the bluff and the open pastures. Above them and all around them, ribbons of light danced in the sky.

			“The gods,” said Temujin, kissing her softly on the ear, “bid you welcome to my home.”

			Borte lifted her face to his. “And your wife welcomes her husband’s safe return to his hearth,” she said humbly. Temujin smiled and laid down the wolfskin. They propped themselves up on their elbows, stretched out side by side.

			“It’s beautiful. I —”

			“Shh. Listen. Can you hear it?”

			She lowered her voice and leaned into him. “Hear what?”

			

			Temujin placed his finger to his lips. Borte quieted and listened. When she heard nothing, she turned to Temujin. He was watching her with a look of amusement.

			“I wanted to see,” he said, “how good a wife I have.”

			Her face warmed as she smiled back. “Am I a good wife?”

			“You obey your husband,” he said, “at least in simple things.”

			They gazed upward in wonder. At home she seldom saw the sky this big.

			“Where I come from,” she said, “the gods of the forest are imps. My mother used to tease Alchi and me that they were jealous of Father Sky’s beauty, so they made the trees grow tall and close together. That way, the people could see only them and they would forget the brilliance of the night.” It was the first time she had mentioned home since her mother’s farewell. Now she felt homesick, even though she wanted to lay here and watch the skies forever. “Will we leave here in summer?”

			“No,” said Temujin. “But Khasar and Bo’orchu will move the animals to new pasture soon, not far from here. They take Temuge-otchigen with them. They camp there. We stay here. But maybe we can visit. The flies are not so bad where they go.” He spoke with hope in his voice as he stroked her cheek with his knuckles. She turned her face into his palm to kiss it and felt the thin flesh over his wrists.

			“Where did you get this?”

			He did not answer but released his hand and used it to stroke the pile of the wolfskin.

			“Toghrul gave me this,” he said.

			“He accepted the cloak, then, and you as his son.” She half-hoped the answer would be no and he would say he had brought the sable back with him.

			“He sends his humble regards and this very meager gift to the bride of his new foster son.” Temujin was watching her intently. She could feel him wanting her approval. The loss of the cloak pained her, but she did not let it mar her joy at being at her husband’s side.

			“A mere wolfskin,” she said, “from the great Kerait ruler.” She was only pretending the insult, really.

			

			Temujin laughed. “As if even a khan of his stature possesses many sable cloaks? Borte, never have I seen a look like the one I saw on his face when he realized what he was getting.”

			“You mean as if he had never seen something so luxurious.”

			“Yes,” said Temujin, “that is the look I mean.”

			“I saw you look at it that way, too,” she said.

			“Well, yes,” he said. “I was enamored of it. Who would not be? Fit for the chief of the mighty Kerait tribe. I told myself that the moment I saw it. You know, Borte, such a cloak in anyone’s hands is a priceless thing to possess, especially for one of my station. And now, it lays at the feet of my foster father, keeping his knees warm.” He laid his hand on her head and drew a finger through her hair. “My expectations for it have been exceeded. Already it has paid us back many times over.”

			“And what about your mother?”

			“You mean her stiff knees? I’ve taken care of that, too. Or, rather, Toghrul has. He sent gifts
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