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Chapter 1

They served candies before the battle started. Men sweated beneath their armour in the fields while the royals of the Sabine Empire popped sugared cherries in their mouths, laughing and pointing from their raised thrones.

Jai’s belly rumbled at the sickly-sweet scent wafting through the grand pavilion. The open-ended tent was built upon a platform, one so tall that, even kneeling as he was, he could see the entire Sabine legion arrayed at its front and the enemy massing on the low, grassy ridge at the horizon.

Jai turned his head and went back to rubbing the feet of the man who had killed his father. The feet of the old emperor. The wizened shell of a once-great ruler, swaddled in silk and kashmere. A man who had founded the Sabine dynasty, and an empire that stretched from the Silver Sea to the Great Steppe. 

Leonid the Great. The Lion of the Sabines. He had handed his rule on to his son years ago, for now he, the elder, was half-blind and senile. Leonid sat apart from his descendants here, no more than an afterthought, brought to the battle out of obligation. His progeny owed him everything yet treated the man as a relic. If Jai did not hate him so, he might have pitied the old man.

‘Jai.’

Jai looked up and saw a skeletal finger crook. He let the wrinkled feet fall into the perfumed water of the bowl, bowing his head as he stood beside the smallest of the three thrones. The old man within was hunched and stared ahead with unseeing eyes. Those once-great hands were knotted with arthritis such that they could hardly brush his long, threadbare hair from his deep-lined face.

‘Tell me what your young eyes see,’ Leonid said, in the half-croak Jai had come to know so well.

It was the croak that instructed him when he washed the man’s back. Chided him when he was slow. Or droned on and on as the old man recounted former glories. Jai was Leonid’s constant companion and had been for almost ten of his seventeen years.

‘They’re gathering now,’ Jai whispered, gazing beyond the arrayed legion. ‘There’s nowhere left for them to run.’

The old man let out a grunt of acknowledgement, one that turned into a hacking cough. Jai was swift to crouch and rub Leonid’s back, feeling the knuckles of the old man’s spine beneath the soft kashmere of his gown. 

It would not be long before the old man passed on to the Beyond. Until then, Jai would be a dutiful servant. Not that he had any choice in the matter.

‘These barbarians were fools not to surrender,’ Leonid sighed once he had settled again. ‘We face them with only one of our eight legions today and still they have no chance.’

‘What was their alternative?’ Jai asked, measuring each word with care. ‘To lose their ancestral lands and be subjects to a foreign empire?’

He asked it not impertinently, but in the way Leonid preferred: as a student might question his teacher.

‘To live,’ Leonid replied. ‘And live free. Now …’

A horn rang out, reverberating through the great tent, and silenced even the voices of the emperor and his son, who had been chattering above on their thrones as if at the amphitheatre. 

It was the horn of the enemy upon the hillside. The last of the Huddites. 

Even from leagues away, the day was clear enough for Jai to make them out, hastily preparing for battle. Children clutching at the legs of their parents, even as they were pushed back to what Jai knew would be the grasping hands of the elderly and frail. 

Swarthy men and women gathered at the front ranks, clutching what weapons they had. There were blades enough, but scattered among them were pitchforks, scythes, even makeshift clubs. These were farmers’ tools. Not a jot of armour to be seen. This was no army, but the remains of a civilisation. One that had been chased from their homelands to the very edge of the Silver Seas; the waters just out of sight beyond the hillside. The Huddite army had been slaughtered in battle but a month before, and the survivors taken as fettered, as was custom. 

Now, all that was left was the civilians. Those who had refused to be subsumed by the Sabine Empire, preferring migration than to be under the yoke. But the Sabines were insatiable and would not allow them to escape. 

This was the Huddites’ last stand. The end of a culture. Of a way of life. There was something so brave in their refusal to accept defeat. Brave, yet utterly foolish, for any who took up arms against the Sabines were fair game to be claimed as spoils. 

Fools, just like Jai’s father.

‘Speak,’ Leonid croaked.

‘They gather for a charge,’ Jai whispered. ‘There are many of them. More than the legion’s five thousand. Perhaps ten times more.’

Leonid waved away Jai’s words with a blue-veined hand. 

‘No army can defeat a Sabine legion, let alone this untrained rabble.’

Jai resisted the urge to retort that his father’s army had, once. Instead, he watched the royals, who leaned forward, excited for the upcoming entertainment. There was a nonchalance to the way they were draped over their thrones, with servants surrounding them, fanning their brows, rubbing their bejewelled fingers. It was no more than a show for them. Like the baiting of a cave bear, or the rhyming of a bard. 

Then the roar of the charge and the thunder of feet. Jai did not want to watch, but his eyes belonged to Leonid and so he turned them to the battle. 

The Sabine legion seemed to hardly move. A dark, fragmented wave of Huddites broke upon the bulwark of their gleaming front line. Even at almost a mile away, he could hear the clash of steel and the wails of pain and fury. The sound rose and fell with the breeze, but never quieted. 

Beyond the front line’s clash Jai could see little of the horror, just the backs of men pressing forward. He could only imagine, drawing on what he had read in Leonid’s diaries, or overheard from drunken soldiers when boasting had ended and the lament of lost friends began.

Inside the pavilion it was strangely silent and a full minute ticked by as they all listened to the barrage of battle before the chatter of the royals and nobility returned. All the while, Jai willed the Huddites to break the line. 

Finally, a twitch of Leonid’s impatient hand stirred Jai’s lips as well. 

‘They fight,’ was all he said. ‘The First Legion stands strong.’

‘A poor tactic,’ Leonid grunted. ‘Where is the encirclement? Why no cavalry? My son has grown complacent.’

He leaned forward, as if his cataracted eyes could somehow see better that way. 

‘Do the men fight well?’

Jai had no answer for him. His eyes had been drawn elsewhere. 

A great shadow now swept across the arrayed legion such that, almost as one, thousands paused, their faces turned to the heavens. 

And then, a roar. Deep and guttural, reverberating in Jai’s stomach. Fear overtook him. A visceral, animal instinct that froze his body, his heart hammering, despite every thought telling him to run.

Yet somehow old Leonid showed no fear. Instead, he spoke mildly, barely audible over the excited cries of the pavilion’s occupants.

‘Ah. My future granddaughter is here.’
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Chapter 2

It landed at the pavilion’s front not with a thud, but with such grace that Jai barely heard anything. Yet he did feel the gust of its great wings, billowing the fabric ceiling and clouding dust.

This was the first dragon he had ever seen. Indeed, it was likely the first dragon any Sabine had ever seen, even Leonid himself. This must be – if the stories held true – one of the last of its kind.

At first he only saw its shape, surrounded by a dust-haze of its own making. A serpentine neck and languorous wings that folded into its back like a cloak. A tail, curling beneath itself in the tight space between the back ranks of the legion and the platform of the tent. The dragon was as large as three warhorses nose to tail.

Jai took in its colour. Emerald scales that gleamed like burnished armour, smooth but for the row of spikes that studded its back down to the spur at its tail’s tip. A horned head completed the sight, one with a long snout and a hint of sharp teeth at the edges of its mouth, its lips curling wolfishly. 

It was all so much to take in that Jai hardly noticed the rider straddling the beast’s back. Only when they leaped onto the platform of the tent did he tear his eyes away.

The figure was lithe, clad in a white muslin dress that clung to her legs as she stalked closer to the thrones. Her face and hair were covered by a thin veil, and though Jai might have guessed the visitor was a she by the grace of her movements – a curl of waist-length golden hair that had come loose from behind the gauze confirmed it. 

A bejewelled hand tucked the strand away as she approached the emperor’s throne. The seat of Constantine the Blessed. Or, as most knew him … Constantine the Cruel.

She came to a stop before the two thrones of the emperor and prince, silent as the cries of battle drifted on the wind.

Beside the emperor, guards twitched hands closer to their hilts, and murmuring began when she did not kneel. Even Prince Titus had to bow before his own father, yet the girl stood unabashed, her head slowly turning in curiosity at the spectacle of the raised thrones before her.

‘We bring you a gift, Emperor Constantine,’ she called out. 

Her voice was loud and hard, accented with what Jai knew to be the lilt of the Dansk. The people of the Northern Tundra; a kingdom unconquered by the Sabines. Apparently they had chosen to marry into the dynasty rather than fight it.

Constantine motioned with his hands to the guards on either side of him and the tension in the room eased with the emperor’s sudden smile.

‘What gift is that, Princess Erica?’ Constantine replied, leaning forward to look closer. ‘Perhaps the early pleasure of your company? We had not expected you for some weeks yet.’

‘Victory,’ was the girl’s reply. 

As if by some unseen command, the dragon lifted its head to the sky. The great mouth opened, revealing a tooth-filled maw that could swallow a man whole. The sight stoppered Jai’s throat. 

Then, a roar.

The sound tore through the tent and up into the sky. Even above the din of battle it echoed across the plain. It went on and on, the great beast’s chest heaving with the effort. With every passing second Jai had to resist the urge to run.

Silence in the tent followed, but for the distant clash of arms and the wails of the dying in the field. And then, an answer: another roar, far away. Jai could now see another dragon in the sky, soaring above the ridge beyond. But it was not this that drew his eye, but the darkening wave forming where the ridge met the horizon. One that glimmered in the sunlight, above the morass of the Huddite horde. 

An army had arrived, but a hundred feet behind the back ranks of the Huddites. Thousands of men, axes clashing on shields, chanting a guttural warsong in tandem with the beat. Now, the exhausted Huddites turned to face the new threat, their wails of horror just audible above the clamour. 

Constantine stood on his throne for a better look, then clapped his hands in delight. 

‘You have your work cut out for you, my boy,’ he laughed, leaning over and slapping his son’s shoulder. ‘Your bride will have you for breakfast if you’re not careful. If her dragon doesn’t first.’

Constantine laughed again at his own joke as he sat once more, as did the entourage that stood behind him. Titus, sitting beside his father on his own throne, only scowled at the words, turning to whisper to his personal guard. 

As always, Jai was struck by how unassuming the emperor looked, with his clipped goatee and thin moustache. He shared the same upturned nose as his son, who glowered at his father from beneath a mop of blond hair. The prince’s sharp face twisted, his lip curling. He did not greet his future bride.

Beside Jai, Leonid tutted beneath his breath, peering at the scene through bleary eyes. At a dozen paces away, the old man could just about see the interaction between dragon rider and emperor. It was a relief for Jai that he did not ask for a description, for he did not wish to break the relative silence of the tent. When Constantine spoke, few dared do anything but listen.

The girl stood alone, almost awkward in her stance, until she turned her back on the royals. Her dragon let out a low rumble, stretching its graceful neck towards her from where it sat beside the platform.

At this rudeness, even Constantine frowned, but the reason for the girl’s movement was soon revealed. Jai could hardly believe the speed at which the other dragon traversed the maelstrom of battle, but in moments the second beast landed beside the first, and Jai ducked his head as dust billowed once more.

This dragon looked older than Erica’s, for its black scales did not shine with the same brilliance and some of its teeth were missing. Scars crisscrossed its back, testament to a lifetime of battles against the empire’s gryphons. By now Jai knew who to expect leaping onto the platform, clad in all the finery that the Northern Tundra had to offer. 

King Ivar, Erica’s father. He wore the white furs of a cave bear across his shoulders, with its upper jaw resting upon his head. A circlet of silver could be seen across his craggy brow and torques jingled up his arms – arms that were still muscled despite the king’s advanced age. 

The Dansk king lifted his chin, his face as inscrutable as Erica’s beneath her veil. Only his eyes hinted at his thoughts, flicking between the faces of the emperor and his son.

Compared to the emperor, Ivar was almost savage in appearance, the effect made more so by the yellow of his teeth and the tattoos that traced in whorls across his exposed chest and neck – though these were half-obscured by a tawny beard. In contrast, Constantine was resplendent in pressed robes of purple and an elaborate golden crown.

Ivar spread his arms wide, his weathered face breaking into a smile.

‘We apologise for our expeditious arrival, Constantine,’ he said, and even from a stone’s throw away Jai could smell the beer on Ivar’s breath. ‘The winds of the Silver Sea were kind to our ships as we travelled down the coast.’

He too refused to bow, instead nodding to the emperor and his son. To Leonid, he gave the most deference, his roguish smile fading as he inclined his head at the old man. Then he wrapped an arm around his daughter and winked at Titus. Again the prince grimaced and shifted uncomfortably in his throne. Erica tugged at her father’s arm until he released her with a grunt.

‘How can we not forgive your untimeliness?’ Constantine asked, ‘When you bring such a generous gift.’

He swept his hand up at the Dansk army. 

‘Our legion does not need your help, but we welcome it. Still, I must point out you have rather given away the element of surprise.’

Ivar laughed a deep, booming laugh. 

‘We have no quarrel with the Huddites,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘It is … shall we say … a demonstration of what our new alliance might bring. That should be enough for today. For we are not allies yet. Not until the marriage bed is blooded, eh Titus?’

The bear-like king nudged his daughter and laughed again. The girl remained silent behind her veil, but Jai could not miss her gloved hand ball into a fist. 

Constantine’s lips pursed, but if Ivar noticed, he did not let on. Instead, he rubbed his not-insubstantial belly and gestured at the battle behind. 

‘Come now, let us feast,’ Ivar said. ‘Allow this rabble to surrender. See, they already begin to lay down their arms.’

A flick to Jai’s ear from Leonid’s finger turned Jai’s head back to the battle. Indeed, the sounds of combat were receding, leaving only the rattle and chant of the Dansk warriors. The Huddites had retreated from the ordered legion ranks, their tens of thousands milling between the hammer of the Dansk and the anvil of the Sabines. 

‘He’s right,’ was all Jai dared to whisper in Leonid’s ear.

Not all the weapons had fallen, but the Huddites had to know that now there was no glorious last stand to be had. Just slaughter, or subjugation as the fettered – forced to work for the empire until the end of their days. Prisoners of war were fair game under imperial law.

Even from afar Jai saw men and women fall to their knees in supplication. A few hundred remained defiant, yanking at those kneeling, trying to convince them to stand. These few would fight to the bitter end, but the rest might be spared to live on as fettered. If such a thing could be considered living.

Constantine cleared his throat and stood from his throne. He approached Ivar, the portly little man looking up at the six-foot, battle-hardened king. Until now, the two men had been rivals. Enemies even, though rarely in direct conflict. 

Then, Constantine swept out his arms and clasped Ivar in a hug.

‘Blessed mercy, then!’ he announced, stepping away. ‘To celebrate the union of our two great dynasties. Mercy!’

Leonid grunted with approval and pulled Jai’s ear to his mouth. 

‘Keep an eye on these Dansk,’ he hissed. ‘This alliance isn’t sealed yet.’
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Chapter 3

The journey back to the imperial palace was one of jostling cushions and cracking whips, as Jai and Leonid travelled the Kashmere Road in the old emperor’s carriage. To Jai’s dismay Leonid had chosen again to keep the curtains of their padded interior closed, and he could do little more than stare at the old man as he snored through the two-day journey from the coast back to Latium.

Jai longed for his books. For real food, rather than the thin but easily consumed gruel that Leonid subsisted on when he travelled – which Jai had to share. But more than anything, Jai longed for a view of the outside. 

Almost his entire life had been spent in the Sabine court. In the decade since he had arrived there he had hardly left the grounds of the imperial palace. It was as if he were a prisoner there. And in a way, he supposed, he was. 

Jai was a glorified hostage.

When Jai was a child his father, Rohan, king of the Kidara tribe, had allied with the other peoples of the Great Steppe against the Sabine Empire. Rohan became High Khan of the Steppefolk, and he had led his people in a bloody campaign of resistance that ended in a stalemate, with great suffering on both sides. In the end it had come to a final battle. One that Jai’s father had lost. Following his capture Leonid had executed the High Khan personally.

But Leonid was already an old man by then, made more so by the year-long war. Exhausted, he had handed his son Constantine the emperor’s crown on the very same day as Rohan’s execution. Constantine had harboured no desire to invade the seemingly endless grasslands; not with unrest from the many civilisations his empire had subsumed springing up – inspired by Jai’s father’s example.

So, a peace agreement emerged. One where the tribes’ leaders paid a yearly tribute to the Sabines and the warriors already captured would remain fettered. 

The leaders also sent their children to be raised in the Sabine court until they reached twenty years of age. Should the khans of the various tribes break the peace or refuse to pay their tribute … their children would be slain.

As the third son of his father’s lineage, and born of a nameless courtesan, Jai was as unimportant at the court as he would have been back home. While his two older brothers were treated with a modicum of respect, serving as Prince Titus’s hunting guides and companions, Jai’s lot had been to wipe drool from Leonid’s wispy beard and other even more ignoble responsibilities. His nickname, “arsewipe”, was a cruel one, but not inaccurate. 

He had no purpose, both in this court and back in the Great Steppe. He was a footnote in the annals of history. And Jai liked that just fine. He just wanted a peaceful existence in a place he could call home … though sometimes he wondered if he could even call the Great Steppe his homeland when he did not remember it.

‘Do we near home?’ 

Leonid’s question disturbed Jai from his thoughts. The old man lifted his head, and Jai was swift to support the old man’s neck and bring a gourd of water to Leonid’s lips. 

‘Soon, I hope,’ Jai said. ‘If I could look outside, I might give you a better answer.’

Leonid looked up at Jai, searching his face. Did he see Jai’s mixed heritage there? That paler skin from his mother that stood him apart from the other Steppefolk. Or did Leonid just see the Steppeman, like his father, in the black of his shoulder-cut hair and the hazel of his eyes? Certainly everyone else did. 

After a moment he grunted his approval and Jai grinned as he gently pulled open a chink in the curtains, careful not to blind the elder with the new light.

He pressed his face against the glass, watching the rolling hills of the Sabine heartlands. To another, it might have appeared boring, for there was little to see but dense fields of wheat stalks waving in the afternoon sun. But to Jai it was a sight unseen, one he’d only read of in Leonid’s extensive library, or heard about when the old man reminisced. He wondered how different his homelands might look from these hills and searched his memory. 

His memory of where he came from was all a blur. After all, he had been four years old – hardly weaned from his wet nurse’s breast – when he had been sent away. Though he had flashes of memory.

Of men and women, sitting in circles, oiling and braiding each other’s hair. Of food that burned his mouth yet left him feeling warm and alive. And, most galling, scents he could not name and tastes he only savoured in dreams.

Poor roots for a prince of the steppe.

Were it not for Balbir, the woman sent to care for him and his brothers, he might not have had any knowledge of his people at all.

Even she was kept from him now, working for a noble family in Latium’s merchant district. On the rare occasions he was allowed to leave the palace, Jai would do his best to see her, but it was rare she could do much more than exchange a few words as she scrubbed the front steps, before Balbir was shooed inside by her mistress.

‘Well?’ Leonid asked. 

Jai sighed and let the curtain fall back. 

‘I see only fields.’

Leonid nodded wryly and nestled deeper into the cushions. 

‘We are close,’ he said. ‘The city has always been surrounded by fields. Any attackers could be seen long before they reach its walls.’

‘Raiders?’ Jai asked. ‘This far south?’

Leonid chuckled.

‘In the old days we had many enemies. And rebellions, uprisings. It’s not a problem anymore. Now, only the Dansk remain.’

Jai shuffled closer. 

‘Remain? Still? You asked me to watch them for you. Why?’

Leonid sighed and rubbed his eyes.

‘For decades they’ve raided our coasts and the northern reaches of our empire. Ask me, Jai, why I have not crushed them like all my other enemies?’

‘The dragons, obviously,’ Jai said. 

Leonid cackled and the laughter turned into a hacking cough. Jai lifted him upright and rubbed the old man’s back until it was over.

Dragons. Even in a land like the Sabine Empire, where the wilds were populated by many dangerous creatures, the very word struck fear and awe into all who heard it. Legends still told of when these predators haunted every sky across the world. Now, but a few dozen remained, flying where they willed but returning each year to breed in the icy mountains of the Northern Tundra, hunting narwhals and seals in the Silver Seas. 

Leonid’s cough came to a shuddering stop, and he gulped down some more water.

‘Dragons. Pah! The Dansk would like to think so,’ Leonid rasped. ‘But our Gryphon Guard would match their dragons if it came to it. Numbers, my boy. We’ve a hundred or more gryphons to fight their dozen dragons. A fair fight.’

Jai’s heart pumped a little faster at the thought of the emperor’s personal protectors, riders of their own great beasts. Gryphons were smaller and weaker than dragons, true, but Leonid was right that there were more of them – and all bonded to a military guard. Dragons, as far as he knew, were only soulbound with the upper echelons of Dansk society.

‘So why, then?’ Jai asked.

Leonid pulled a fur across his legs and winced as the bones of his shoulder clicked at the motion.

‘The cold,’ he said simply. ‘The Dansk live in near-perpetual winter and their kingdom is scattered across hundreds of remote villages. Not to mention their warriors excel at ambushes – ask any of our border militia. We’d bleed our armies and supply lines dry to invade and then pay a pound of flesh to hold it. And for what? A hardscrabble land where crops hardly grow? Pah!’

He spat with annoyance once more. 

As always, Jai listened with care, learning all he could. It still amazed him that Leonid deigned to speak with him in this way. It amazed him even more that Leonid’s relatives, and indeed even the nobility of the Sabine court, ignored their elder. The old man had outlived all his peers. The man had seen almost a hundred harvests.

Leonid’s son, Constantine, hardly saw his own father, preferring to carouse with his entourage of sycophants. As for his grandson, Titus had a fascination with the ex-emperor’s legacy, but hardly ever visited him, taking after his father. The palace was grand enough that months could go by without any of the royals crossing paths.

‘Do you agree with this marriage?’ Jai asked. ‘I didn’t even know it was happening.’

Leonid cackled.

‘I was not consulted, but I knew it was coming. It’s a clever move by Constantine. He is a peace-time emperor, but not without his own wiles. The marriage will allow us to stand down our legions on the northern borders, which in turn bolsters our coffers. But most importantly of all, when Titus’s future son takes the throne, the Northern Tundra will become part of our empire.’

Jai nodded along, but he’d known the old man long enough to tell Leonid was not speaking the whole truth. He kept his voice light. ‘But they cannot be trusted?’

Leonid arched an eyebrow. This was more conversation than Leonid usually indulged Jai with, for the retired emperor was more often interested in recounting past glories. Now Jai was straying into the politics of today’s court. But finally, the old man inclined his head. 

‘They landed a hundred longships on our coast and marched an army across our sovereign lands. Had the Gryphon Guard not caught sight of their approach and warned our coastal defences to not engage them, fighting might have broken out on their arrival. It was reckless of them, and all for a petty show of force. A reckless enemy is a dangerous one. Unpredictable. It was why Rohan gave me so much trouble.’

He caught sight of Jai’s downcast expression at the mention of his father and cleared his throat. Even after a decade, the topic was one they avoided. 

Thankfully, the thud of their carriage driver’s fist upon the roof interrupted the awkward silence. 

‘Five minutes!’ the muffled voice called.

Jai twitched back the curtains of the window once more, eliciting a tut from Leonid. He was willing to risk Leonid’s displeasure for this. Now, for the first time, he saw Latium from the outside. 

A cliff jutted from the countryside – a giant ramped incline ending in a sharp drop on its opposite side. But this oddity of geography was overshadowed by the sprawling marble palace built upon its slopes, punctuated by bronze-capped domes and ziggurats. Pleasure gardens were interspersed throughout the white buildings, yet Jai’s eyes were drawn to the high spire of the Gryphon Guard’s eyrie, as he sought out a glimpse of the greatest warriors of the empire returning to their roost. None could be seen. They were likely in the air behind them, keeping an eye on the Dansk army, which was marching some miles behind the royal train.

‘Seen enough?’ Leonid asked with an edge.

Jai let the curtain fall, returning to darkness once again. 

‘I don’t know how you expect me to watch the Dansk,’ Jai muttered. ‘You hardly ever leave your quarters.’

Leonid chuckled drily. 

‘Titus and his new bride Erica will be hunting in the morning. I will join them … and so will you.’
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Chapter 4

Upon their arrival, Jai had hurried Leonid back through the palace, dodging frantic servants as they rushed to arrange a feast, one that had not yet been planned due to the Dansk’s early arrival. Even though they had all night and the morrow to prepare, they would be hard pressed to have everything finished on time. 

Leonid tutted impatiently each time Jai slowed his wheelchair to weave around a harried servant, until they were finally through the great doors to Leonid’s chamber. 

Jai was swift to tug a small rope beside Leonid’s bed, summoning attendants with buckets of hot water. The old man wished to wash away the dust of the road before bed and, despite the onset of dusk, Jai found himself going through the motions of his morning routine.

Every morning, the old man had to be washed, groomed and dressed, which meant drawing him a bath, combing his hair and the long process of picking out robes he would find acceptable. Never mind that Leonid almost never left his chambers and hardly anyone would see him.

Next Jai set the fire in the crackling hearth that he often had to maintain at all hours – Leonid liked it to be warm, such that he might be reminded of the years he campaigned in the tropical south, carving out the bulk of his empire. 

Jai had a wiry strength to him now, after so many years of hauling logs from the palace sculleries. A silver lining, or he’d likely have run to fat long ago.

The constant carrying and reorganising of books contributed to Jai’s build too: Leonid’s room might have been confused for a library were it not for the enormous bed at the room’s centre. Every wall was lined with books, and the old man’s favourite pastime was sitting by the fire reading over his old journals, often making amendments and additions in the margins. 

Though Jai would never admit it, it was one of his favourite pastimes too. The life stories of not just Leonid but every other military mind through history were contained within this room. It was, Leonid told him, the source of his success. 

Many a night had Jai fantasised about leading his own men into battle, even riding a gryphon at their front. It was a joy to daydream, trapped in the confines of that dusty room. While he remained, his mind could soar with any flight of fancy that took him.

He had read most books in these rooms at least once, but one section remained untouched, gathering dust upon a low shelf in the corner. The ragged journal of Leonid’s wars with Jai’s father. He could not bring himself to read that tome. 

It wasn’t because Jai held some deep love for his father – though by all accounts Rohan had been a good ruler, who had loved his people and fought with honour. Indeed that was all he was to Jai, for he did not truly remember what the man looked like. His mother too was but a fleeting memory – a pale face that stroked his hair and hummed lullabies. Even Balbir did not know what had become of her.

No, it was the shame of it. For within those pages lay the reason men spat at him in the streets or cursed the colour of his skin. He needed no reminder of his people’s supposed inferiority beyond the fact that Steppefolk made up almost half of the fettered in the empire. He did not need another reason to hate the old emperor. It was hard enough serving him as it was.

‘A game of tablus,’ Leonid called, clapping his thin hands. ‘While I bathe.’

Jai grimaced. It was not that he did not enjoy the game. Indeed, on the rare occasions that Jai was able to leave the palace he’d always stop by the city’s main plaza to play a few games with the old men there, winning most. 

No, he liked the game well enough. He was just sick of losing to Leonid, who he had never beaten. The man’s eyes might be clouded but his mind certainly was not. 

Jai only wished there was someone else in the palace that might play it with him. But few servants would even meet his gaze, let alone strike up conversation. He was, and always would be, a savage oddity. A royal and a servant. A Sabine Steppeman. An enemy and an ally. A contradiction best avoided. He was trouble and certainly most considered his friendship not worth the ire of the many who hated Steppefolk. Rohan’s raids on their border towns were not yet forgiven.

Jai sighed, the truth of this made more apparent by the servants who avoided his eye as they hauled buckets to fill the gold-clawed bath in the chamber’s centre. 

‘Thank you,’ Jai said. 

They hardly met his gaze and were soon gone, leaving Jai to remove Leonid’s robe and lift his frail body from his wheeled chair into the steaming water.

The old man groaned and Jai set up the chequered board and a stool beside the bath, staring at the pieces. It was not dissimilar to the battlefield they had seen that morning. Infantry pieces on the front row, with horsemen on the edges. And behind, the more useful pieces, made up of the rare beasts of whatever land the board originated from. As it was a Sabine board the pieces were gryphons, chamroshes, manticores and the like. In the Northern Tundra, Jai knew the pieces included cave bears and dragons, while his own folk used mammoths and khiroi. Still, whatever the creature, the pieces moved in the same way.

‘Come now, I’ll let you make the first move,’ Leonid wheezed, settling deeper into the steaming water. 

Jai shrugged and moved the first piece. A common opening gambit: a tentative foray from a shielded legionary. Leonid still managed to find fault in it, tutting beneath his breath.

‘Tell me, Jai,’ Leonid said, moving a gryphon forward to meet the legionary, ‘what should my son’s generals have done in the battle with the Huddites?’

Jai did not even need to think of a reply. He’d had plenty of time to mull it over on their long journey. He’d read enough of Leonid’s journals to know what he’d observed from the Huddites had been the tactics of an infant. 

Jai cocked his head, bringing a second legionary forward to cover the one the gryphon threatened.

‘They allowed the enemy to pick the battlefield,’ Jai said. ‘The ridge gave the Huddites the high ground, and their leaders a view of their surroundings.’

‘Surrounding,’ Leonid muttered. ‘There’s a good word.’

He brought his next piece forward along a diagonal, a chamrosh. The creature, carved from bone, was a perfect replica of the real thing, a hawk-headed and winged canine favoured as a bonded beast by the apprentice warriors, squires, of the Gryphon Guard. Already Jai could see his mistake, his two legionaries vulnerable and encircled in the middle of the board. Surrounded indeed.

‘How are battles won?’ Leonid asked, idly.

‘The battle is won not when the last enemy is dead, but when the first enemy is routed,’ Jai said, repeating the words Leonid had drummed into him over the years.

With an ironic smile, Jai shifted back the foremost legionary, tucking it behind the first. Leonid had always been an aggressive player and Jai’s defensive position rarely withstood the old man’s attacks for long. 

‘I’ve fought battles where the enemy ran before they lost a single man. A battle is not a meat grinder, much as my son seems to think it is. What should he have done today, Jai?’

Jai chose his words with care. Leonid loved his son, cruel though the emperor could be. 

‘Sire, a single legion would have seemed outnumbered, giving the enemy confidence they had a chance. Three would have demonstrated the futility of resistance and forced a surrender.’

He did not mention that a surrender would have yielded more fettered, though undoubtably it was one of the reasons Constantine had chased the horde of Huddites in the first place. With the vast farmlands of the Huddites suddenly his, the Sabines needed new fettered to work the fields.

Leonid raised a thin finger.

‘What else?’

Jai thought for a moment. Then:

‘With their backs to the sea, they had nowhere to run. So their choices were to fight to the death or surrender. But if they’d had a way out …’

Leonid interrupted him, as Jai lost steam.

‘A battle is won in the heart of the common soldier,’ he said. ‘It is convincing your own soldiers that to fight is better than to run, and your opponents’ that the reverse is true. Never trap an enemy without giving them a path to retreat. More foes of mine have been slain or captured in retreat than ever were in battle.’

Leonid shifted out a cavalryman and Jai had no choice but to move his legionary back again. Already, the board was a disaster. Leonid had brought many of his best troops forward, threatening his entire line. Meanwhile, Jai was practically back to square one, with a single legionary alone in the centre of the board.

‘Your father …’ Leonid muttered, knocking over the lonely legionary with his gryphon. ‘He knew this well enough. Gave me my first ever real defeat.’

Jai frowned. This was the second time today Leonid had brought up his father. That was twice more than he had in the last year. Clearly, something was on the old man’s mind.

‘Oh?’ was all Jai allowed. It was all he could say without betraying the tightening of his throat. 

Leonid surveyed the board, his jowls tucked into his neck. ‘Our first battle, he baited me. Sent his army forward and then had them run away in supposed panic within minutes. And when my men broke their formations to give chase, and my cavalry charged ahead of the infantry lines to cut them down … they reformed. Turned, and met us head on, a perfect line of thundering khiroi, swallowing up my scattered horsemen like they were nothing. It was all I could do to reform what was left of the infantry and retreat to our camp. Your father’s army slaughtered more Sabines in one day than any foe had my entire life.’

Jai stared at Leonid. He knew about this battle. Everyone did, really. But the details of how Jai’s father had defeated Leonid had been muddied by rumour of betrayal, to save the Sabines’ face. 

Jai felt something rare, especially when it came to his family and folk. Pride. 

He noticed he was smiling and wiped the expression from his face. If Leonid had noticed the shift in Jai’s mood he gave no sign of it. Instead, he became silent, mulling over the board a while. He sniffed.

‘Four or five moves and I have you.’

Leonid nodded at the emperor figurine at the centre of Jai’s formation, one that bore a striking resemblance to a younger Constantine, and Jai dutifully knocked it over, admitting defeat. 

Leonid sniffed and scattered the pieces to the floor with a sweep of his gnarled hand.

‘You are too timid. Too scared to make a mistake, to take a risk. You are your father’s son. Act like it.’
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Chapter 5

Jai lay on his back listening to the morning calls of the peacocks in the pleasure gardens. It was dark in his room, for there was no window. Indeed, he could hardly call it a room at all, but rather a wardrobe that had been masquerading as his dorm since he had entered the ex-emperor’s service. It was located in the corner of Leonid’s own bedchamber so that the old man could call out to him if he needed.

Today was different. Today was not a day of grooming or of transcribing Leonid’s dictation, of scratching quill and drying ink. Nor was it one of reading books aloud or rubbing the old man’s aching back. 

Today … he would hunt. 

Or rather, observe a hunt, if the invitation that had come for Leonid the prior evening gave any indication. He hoped it was only to observe – riding horses had always put him on edge. 

Jai’s name, for whatever reason, had been on the invitation too. Perhaps it was to seem more hospitable to the Dansk, who might disapprove of the Sabine policy of holding the children of their defeated enemies hostage, and indeed kept no fettered of their own.

Either way, Jai was overjoyed to be leaving the walled city of Latium again. And so soon after the last time – a rare treat that set his heart beating.

Indeed, he would see the city’s outskirts for the first time since he was a child, back when Balbir was still allowed to take him and his brothers beyond the city limits and had taught him the Steppefolk names and uses for the plants that grew there. 

Balbir. His heart twisted a little at the thought of her weathered face and soft brown eyes. It had been so many years since he’d done more than exchange a few words with her. And she, worked to the bone. He should stop by again soon. Make sure she was well cared for.

And when he came of age … he’d take her home with him. That … that was what he was waiting for. She’d finally be free from backbreaking service and would tell him how to be a Steppeman on their long journey home. She’d teach him their ways so that he would not be a stranger among them, as he was here, when he arrived. 

They would live off the fat of the land, welcomed by his tribe. He’d find a wife, a role in the tribe. Perhaps finally, he’d feel welcomed. He’d belong.

Jai sighed and forced himself to rise.

Leonid’s old robes were what Jai usually wore while pottering around the dusty interior of Leonid’s boudoir, but they would not do for this occasion. Nor would the day-to-day uniform of the kitchen boys – which he wore whenever he went on errands. 

Somewhere in the mess of his room the ceremonial attire of a palace servant was gathering lint. He discovered it beneath his cot, brushed off the dust and changed into it with a grimace. It was too small – too short in the leg and arm, tight across the chest. It would have to do.

A cracked mirror allowed him to examine his travel-worn appearance as he frantically dunked his mop of thick dark hair in cold water and scrubbed at his face with the soapy rag. An old razor, resharpened on the cobbles outside, allowed him to scrape away the fledgling whiskers above his lip. He only wished that he could do something about the dark rings beneath his slightly sunken eyes. 

He was grateful, at least, for the sharp cheekbones his mother must have given him, and the strong jaw that came from his father. His skin, darker than that of the olive-skinned Sabines, but lighter than the brown tones of the Steppefolk, came from both parents. All he knew of his mother was that she had been fair, but he knew almost nothing else about her. Even Balbir had never met her, though she’d seen her from afar.

He cared about his appearance more than usual that day, not least because he would be in a formal setting … emerging from the ex-emperor’s room into the public was rare enough. And though he hated to admit it, it was also because he would be in the presence of Erica. The dragon-riding princess of the Northern Tundra. 

Though he had little idea of what she looked like, the courage she had shown in the face of the Sabines had already won him over. 

Like him, she would be dragged from her homelands to the court of the Sabines in the name of peace. Her lot was likely much more comfortable than his, true, but somehow he did not imagine she would find much joy in the petty gossip and intrigues of palace life. She seemed a girl of action, gliding on the wind.

He only wished he could say the same about himself. Though he fantasised about someday soul-bonding with a gryphon, perhaps even joining the Gryphon Guard, he was not cut out for such adventure – nor capable of soul-bonding with more than a flea, most like. 

He would have to stick to reading about their exploits in Leonid’s journals, in the quiet peace of his chamber. 

‘Boy, if you are not out here in the next ten seconds, my riding crop will find a new purpose.’

Leonid’s voice snapped him away from the mirror and he emerged to find the ex-emperor alone in his wheelchair, fumbling with the dress uniform that Jai had picked out the evening before.

‘I doubt you’ll be doing much riding today, sire,’ Jai retorted. ‘Didn’t you say your … seat … can’t handle it anymore?’

Leonid flashed him a glare that told Jai that the ex-emperor’s buttocks were not an acceptable topic of conversation this morning.

It was but a few minutes before Jai was trundling Leonid’s wheelchair down the long corridor bordering the principal courtyard of the imperial palace. The corridor was hardly used by anyone other than Jai and occasionally Leonid. The man had become a recluse in his old age, rarely leaving the comfort of his room.

Something was different today though. The palace was busier with anticipation of the feast, true, but that was not all that had changed. No … it was also the legionaries stationed at every doorway, and the others marching back and forth in the courtyard below. The palace soldiers were in their dress uniform, all cloaks, tassels and horsehair helms, but the blades at their sides were as deadly as ever. Stranger still, many of them were armed with ugly looking crossbows, which did not often form part of the legion’s armaments.

‘A show of strength,’ Leonid muttered, tilting his head at the arrayed guards. ‘In case this wedding was all a ruse to get their army into our capital.’

Considering the Dansk army was camped with a legion between them and the palace, it seemed unnecessary. But Jai supposed if the Dansk had made a show of strength that morning, Constantine wished to return the favour several times over. 

As they neared the palace’s entrance, two servants walked by, carrying a large pewter amphora. Neither servant even glanced at him. He recognised one – Ava. A maid with big eyes that had pressed him up against the palace wall one night after last harvest feast and reached between his legs. She had led him away from the hall with a laugh, taking him to a shadowed corner where he’d had his first kiss. He still remembered her breath in his ear, the taste of wine on her lips and her contented sigh. But then a voice had called from the kitchen, and she had been whisked away, grinning over her shoulder.

Jai tried to meet Ava’s eye. It had been months ago. He searched for a way to speak to her, to communicate something and have her look at him. Instead, she averted her gaze, her head bowed in deference to the old man. 

Jai swallowed his disappointment as they reached the palace’s front steps and pushed the chair down the long sloping ramp that had been carved there just for Leonid. 

Jai took in the plaza below where a half-dozen horse-drawn carriages were waiting. Among them Jai could see Dansk and Sabine alike, the two groups ostentatiously avoiding each other. 

It was strange to see the vibrant garments of the servants and Sabine nobility alongside those of the Dansk. Even the lowliest kitchen boy looked better dressed when contrasted with the muted greys, whites and fawns of the Dansk. They seemed to exclusively wear rough-spun flaxcloth, furs and leathers, though their jewellery, such as it was, was on full display. 

But this was not the delicate filigree and cut jewels that adorned the fingers of the Sabines. Instead, simpler rune-stamped brooches and twisting torques of gold and silver gleamed on chests and necks. Even Ivar, standing tall above all the rest, looked more like a wild and magical hermit unearthed from the forest rather than the king of an unconquerable land.

At the sight of Leonid’s arrival servants hurried forward, lifting the chair in the air as if he weighed nothing at all and inserting him into the foremost carriage, where Jai imagined Constantine and Titus were waiting for him. 

Jai stood there, somewhat at a loss. It was only when a trumpet sounded and the waiting rivals were bundling into their carriages that he realised he was about to be left behind.

Already, the drivers were cracking their whips, and it was all Jai could do to leap onto the footplate of the last Dansk vehicle before they were rattling down the main avenue that bisected the city. 

Jai sucked in a breath, revelling in the open sky above and the hustle and bustle of a living city. He leaned out over the rushing cobbles, stretching up his face to catch the breeze.The sun was bright and clear and it seemed his duties to Leonid would be taken care of by Constantine’s servants that day. Jai grinned even as grizzled Dansk faces peered out at their strange passenger through the glass. 

Jai waved and clambered up to sit beside the grizzled driver. The fresh air had never smelled so sweet.
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Chapter 6

Jai spent much of the journey building the courage to introduce himself to the driver, who had taken Jai’s joining him in his stride. But it seemed the caravan had hardly wheeled out of the city gates and down a road before the carriages were rolling to a stop. They had hardly gone a mile.

In fact, their destination was so close that an area of refreshments had already been set up, along with a cold feast arrayed on long, rustic tables.

Jai’s belly grumbled at the sight, for he had not eaten all morning and the sun was now high. But food was forgotten when he saw his brothers leaping from their carriages, laughing uproariously at some joke of Titus’s.

The young future emperor was dressed in full military regalia, though he’d never taken part in any battle. He was an excellent swordsman by all accounts, trained by the best of the best, and had even taken part in fencing tournaments in Latium’s Colosseum. But even Jai knew that the ornate chest armour Titus bore was carved with rippling musculature that did not exist beneath.

Jai’s brothers had not worn servants’ uniforms for years, and both wore fine hunting jodhpurs of stitched, green-dyed moleskin. Their eyes seemed to pass by him, even as Jai waved.

‘Arjun!’ Jai called. ‘Samar!’

Arjun looked up in surprise and as usual the sight of his face jolted Jai with warmth and a brief, uncomfortable flash of jealousy. Rohan’s son in almost every way, or so the rumours said. Tall, handsome, and heir apparent, he would soon return to the Great Steppe to rule their father’s tribe. Even Titus’s sycophants were jealous of Arjun’s long dark lashes and chiselled jaw.

Despite being a supposed savage, his popularity among the upper crust’s young ladies was well known – a touch of the exotic for them to lust after before they settled down with parent-approved husbands. 

But it was hard to hate Arjun. The burden of future rule lay heavy on his shoulders and he ran towards it rather than shirked it. He balanced this weight with an easy geniality and teased Jai fondly in the few moments they spent together each year, as any brother would. 

‘Jai?’ Samar cried out, striding up to Arjun’s side, a smile splitting his round face. ‘What are you doing here? It’s been so long!’

Samar was a softer boy than his older brother, in both physique and soul. Quiet, even compared to Jai, and perhaps a little slow. But what Samar lacked in fierceness, he made up for with an innocent, forgiving nature that made him hard to resist.

Jai loved and admired both his brothers. He wondered: were it not for Leonid’s reclusiveness, would he have grown to be their equal? 

‘Are we hunting today?’ Jai asked, with as much bravado as he could muster.

Arjun saw right through him, stepping forward and wrapping Jai in a bear hug. Jai’s head just cleared his brother’s shoulder.

‘So, the old man finally let you out of your cave,’ he chuckled, pounding Jai on the back. ‘You ride with us today. I’ll see to it.’

Jai grinned uncertainly, eyeing the saddled horses hitched along branches of the trees that surrounded them. His fear of the large beasts embarrassed him and he cursed his own weakness. How could he daydream of riding a gryphon into battle if he could not even find the courage to mount a horse?

He shook the shame from his mind, instead taking in the wonder of his surroundings. The empire was more concerned with taming the wilderness of their lands than preserving it. This hunting ground, protected by Leonid since long before even Constantine was born, was the exception.

It was a strange place – a savannah of sorts, with yellow grasses and copses of trees scattered across it. Herds of beasts could be seen dotting the horizon and Jai wondered at the menagerie of animals released and hunted here. Most of the creatures out there he had only read about until now. 

The contrast to the endless, uniform fields of wheat and corn was enormous. This was what the western empire had once been before the Sabines turned it into the world’s breadbasket. With the Huddites gone, the Sabines now held the grain reserves that fed the ravenous Phoenix Empire in the far east. And, of course, they now had enough fettered Huddites to work them, and bolster the numbers of aging fettered left over from the War of the Steppe, all those years ago. That had been the real reason for the war, or so the rumour went. The invented excuse for the invasion had been so tenuous most couldn’t even remember it.

Jai watched with bated breath as the man who had orchestrated the day, Constantine, emerged from his carriage, pushing his father’s chair. For the briefest of moments, Jai caught Leonid’s bleary eye, and the ex-emperor nodded imperceptibly. Jai was off the hook for today. If only to spy on the Dansk during the hunt.

‘All so exciting isn’t it,’ Samar muttered. ‘Did you see …’ 

He trailed off, open mouthed, then nudged Jai as a fur-clad Dansk girl stepped down from a nearby carriage, shading her eyes. It was Erica’s handmaiden, if Jai was not mistaken, for she hurried to the princess’s side as soon as she touched the ground.

Once more, Jai could not help but stare at the princess as her handmaiden helped her into her saddle. She was out of place, clad in ermine and lace, among the leather and gaiters of the milling hunting party. Still, like a white rock in a muddy stream.

Jai could parse little of her beyond her bearing, for the veil still covered her face. She sat straight backed, and ruffled the ears of her horse, seemingly at ease despite it all.

With so little to glean from the royal, Jai found his gaze drifting to her handmaiden. Jai could see why his brother was so taken with her – she was one of the younger women that had accompanied the hunting party and had long, pale hair that was as rare a sight in Latium as a free Steppeman. More than that though.

She was Dansk to her very bones. Dansk even in the way she walked, a swaggering gait that seemed almost theatrical. Her homeland was in everything about her, from the ice in her eyes to the sun-dusted freckles across her pallid, pink-touched cheeks. 

This was not the soft, floral refinement of the painted-faced nobility of the court, nor the hearty charm of those few maids that worked in the palace. It was a harsh and sharp beauty that held Jai’s gaze longer than he cared to admit. Samar required a swift prod to drop his own.

‘Are these the hunting grounds?’ Jai asked, shaking the girl’s face from his mind. ‘You’ve spoken of them so often it feels like I’ve been here before.’

Arjun grinned and clucked his tongue gently as a horse was brought to him by a servant. A black mare, one whose wild eyes made Jai take a step back. Arjun swung into the saddle and extended a hand.

‘Ride with me,’ he said, nodding over his shoulder at the back of his saddle. ‘Titus has us here twice a week since … since I can remember. It’ll be nice to see it for the first time again through your eyes.’

‘Damn your heathen eyes,’ a voice called out. ‘Not today, arsewipe.’

Jai spun to find an unwelcome face glaring at him from among the morass of rushing servants and stomping horses. It was Corinth, pushing through the throng of servants and horses. 

This was the man Jai had replaced over a decade ago. Indeed, it had been Corinth who taught Jai his first letters, though Leonid had taught him far more once Jai had the basics. 

Rewarded for his long service by promotion to one of Constantine’s cosseted personal servants, he was still asked to care for Leonid on the occasions Jai was unwell. This rare reminder of his former station was always blamed firmly on Jai.

‘You go gallivanting off, I know exactly who’s gonna be left to look after old Leonid,’ Corinth growled, his bulldog face reddening. ‘I’ve done my time. You—’

‘Now now, Corinth,’ a soft voice interrupted. ‘Are your sponge baths with my grandfather not remembered fondly?’ 

Fear seized Jai, though it was nothing compared to the expression on Corinth’s face. The man swivelled as if possessed, stammering nonsensical apologies until a single tut from Titus drew him to silence.

The prince turned slowly and gave Jai an appraising look, then nodded his head in the black mare’s direction. Jai’s fear of the prince far outweighed that of the horse, and he was soon scrambling awkwardly up the steed’s side. He gripped Arjun’s belly; suddenly aware he had turned his back on the prince in the process.

He swivelled in his seat, until he felt his spine creak.

‘You do me great favour, in allowing Jai to ride with us,’ Arjun said, turning the horse with a twitch of his reins and bowing his head in thanks.

‘None at all, Arjun,’ Titus announced, waving away the thanks. ‘Why … your brother here was officially invited, was he not?’

And then, to Jai’s utter shock, the prince winked at him before trotting away with a toss of his reins.

Never mind that Titus had forgotten Jai’s name within moments of hearing it. In his entire life, Jai had perhaps exchanged a half-dozen words with the future emperor, and always on the periphery of his brothers. He felt a glow at the recognition. This … this was good. 

Perhaps, with the arrival of the Dansk, his family’s position in the court was to rise. Could it be that peace and forgiveness was the order of the day? 

Or had Arjun called in a favour for Jai to get him out of Leonid’s chambers, as he so often did. 

Arjun and Samar had served as Titus’s hunting companions almost as long as Jai had been alive, serving as his manservants whenever he left the palace grounds. 

Arjun, in truth, was Titus’s most favoured servant, somehow managing to soothe the young man’s frequent rages through a mix of humility and flattery. He’d only been able to convince Titus to allow one brother to join him as a hunting guide. Jai did not begrudge him that, not least because of his fear of riding. Samar was too delicate to endure what Jai had to.

It was in many ways Arjun’s place as a hostage that had made him so close to the prince. Titus was known for his fits of jealous anger, but it seemed he found it hard to feel envious of someone so firmly entrenched as his inferior. Arjun’s humble charm did the rest.

Jai had always thought Arjun’s looks would earn the prince’s ire, for though the blond, blue-eyed prince cultivated a reputation as a dashing lover, he lacked much of a chin. Fortunately, the prince considered the Steppefolk inherently ugly.

The horse shifted beneath Jai’s haunches and Samar beamed a wide smile at him as he mounted his own, smaller pony beside them. 

‘Here,’ Arjun said, passing back a cloth bundle. ‘We’ve been up since dawn preparing for this hunt. Best to get some food inside of us.’

Jai shifted back in the saddle and unwrapped it, finding a knife, as well as a hunk of bread and cheese. He cut some, and the three boys sat among the rushing servants, chewing on the humble fare. 

In that moment Jai didn’t think he’d ever felt so content. 

‘Won’t you stay overnight, Jai?’ Samar asked. ‘We miss you.’

But Jai had no time to answer, as a servant blew on a hunting horn. The black mare surged forward at a kick of Arjun’s heels and suddenly the world was a blur of wind and open savannah. The hunt was about to begin.




[image: Chapter ornament image]

Chapter 7

They did not travel far. To Jai’s surprise, they were hardly out of sight of the rest of the party before Arjun had slowed his horse. 

‘Jai,’ Arjun said, his voice low and coloured with something close to urgency. ‘Has Leonid seemed different towards you lately?’

Jai frowned. It was not like Arjun to speak this way. Even when they had something serious to discuss, his brother would make light. It was as serious as he’d ever heard him be.

‘No,’ Jai whispered back. ‘Why?’

Arjun shrugged, then paused and stared out over the plains. 

‘Titus has been spending less time hunting. And … he’s become colder towards us somehow.’

‘Leonid’s treating me fine. More than fine,’ Jai said. ‘It could be nerves about the wedding.’

Samar’s pony was not far behind and Jai saw the flash of worry as Arjun turned at the sound of hooves. Clearly, he did not want Samar to hear this. This was strange indeed.

‘He’s been spending a lot of time with Magnus,’ Arjun said quietly, shrugging again. ‘There’s few that hate our kind more than that bastard. That’s probably all it is.’

‘One more year,’ Jai said, forcing a smile onto his face as Samar caught up to them. ‘And you’ll never have to deal with him again.’

Arjun nodded, his typical care-free expression returning like a mask.

‘Maybe they’ll let you have a go this time,’ he said loudly, as Samar pulled up












































OPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Copyright


		Dedication


		Contents


		Map


		Chapter 1


		Chapter 2


		Chapter 3


		Chapter 4


		Chapter 5


		Chapter 6


		Chapter 7


		Chapter 8


		Chapter 9


		Chapter 10


		Chapter 11


		Chapter 12


		Chapter 13


		Chapter 14


		Chapter 15


		Chapter 16


		Chapter 17


		Chapter 18


		Chapter 19


		Chapter 20


		Chapter 21


		Chapter 22


		Chapter 23


		Chapter 24


		Chapter 25


		Chapter 26


		Chapter 27


		Chapter 28


		Chapter 29


		Chapter 30


		Chapter 31


		Chapter 32


		Chapter 33


		Chapter 34


		Chapter 35


		Chapter 36


		Chapter 37


		Chapter 38


		Chapter 39


		Chapter 40


		Chapter 41


		Chapter 42


		Chapter 43


		Chapter 44


		Chapter 45


		Chapter 46


		Chapter 47


		Chapter 48


		Chapter 49


		Chapter 50


		Chapter 51


		Chapter 52


		Chapter 53


		Chapter 54


		Chapter 55


		Chapter 56


		Chapter 57


		Chapter 58


		Chapter 59


		Chapter 60


		Chapter 61


		Chapter 62


		Chapter 63


		Chapter 64


		Chapter 65


		Chapter 66


		Chapter 67


		Chapter 68


		Chapter 69


		Chapter 70


		Chapter 71


		Chapter 72


		Chapter 73


		Chapter 74


		Chapter 75


		Chapter 76


		Chapter 77


		Chapter 78


		Chapter 79


		Chapter 80


		Chapter 81


		Chapter 82


		Chapter 83


		Chapter 84


		Chapter 85


		Chapter 86


		Chapter 87


		Chapter 88


		Chapter 89


		Chapter 90


		Chapter 91


		Chapter 92


		Chapter 93


		Chapter 94


		Chapter 95


		Chapter 96


		Chapter 97


		Chapter 98


		Chapter 99


		Chapter 100


		Chapter 101


		Epilogue


		Acknowledgements


		About the Author


		Keep Reading …


		About the Publisher








Guide



    		Cover


    		Contents

    
    		Title page








		iv


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		362


		363


		364


		365


		366


		367


		368


		369


		370


		371


		372


		373


		374


		375


		376


		377


		378


		379


		380


		381


		382


		383


		384


		385


		386


		387


		388


		389


		390


		391


		392


		393


		394


		395


		396


		397


		398


		399


		400


		401


		402


		403


		404


		405


		406


		407


		408


		409


		410


		411


		412


		413


		414


		415


		416


		417


		418


		419


		420


		421


		422


		423


		424


		425


		426


		427


		428


		429


		430


		431


		432


		433


		434


		435


		436


		437


		438


		439


		440


		441


		442


		443


		444


		445


		446


		447


		448


		449


		450


		451


		452


		453


		454


		455


		456


		457


		458


		459


		460


		461


		462


		463


		464


		465


		466


		467


		468


		469


		470


		471


		472


		473


		474


		475


		476


		477


		478


		479


		480


		481


		482


		483


		484


		485


		486


		487


		488


		489


		490


		491


		492


		493


		494


		495


		496


		497


		498


		499


		500


		501


		502


		503


		504


		505


		506


		507


		508


		509


		510


		511


		512


		513


		514


		515


		516


		517


		518


		519


		520


		521


		522


		523


		524


		525


		526


		527


		528


		529


		530


		531


		532


		533


		534


		535


		536


		537


		538


		539


		540


		541


		542


		543


		544


		545


		546


		547


		548


		549


		550


		551


		552


		553


		554


		555


		556


		557


		558


		559


		560


		561


		562


		563


		564


		565


		566


		567








OPS/images/title.jpg
MATHARU

DRAGON
RIDER

RRRRRR
VVVVVVV





OPS/images/map.jpg
- — TS ’i"‘T.
§ AMBIAN DESER]
ot i o S

.

[THE WESTERN LAND






OPS/images/img_001.jpg





OPS/images/cover.png
FROM THI ASHES
OI' AN EMPIRE,
A HERO WILL RISE





