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The Daughter’s Duty

 

Shuree has always been the perfect khan’s daughter, obeying and supporting her father, even if she doesn’t agree with him. So when he is massacred in an ill-fated raid, she must step up to lead her people. But will others accept the peace she knows they so desperately need?

Determined to stop the cycle of endless violence with their neighbouring tribes, she journeys to the people who murdered her father, begging for his body to be returned, and demanding a truce. The Rhoran tribes have warred against each other for generations and trust is an illusive commodity.

When Shuree wins the favour of the khan’s son, they convince the khan to meet with the other Rhoran tribes to discuss harmony and order. But with tensions tighter than a bow string, will he abide by the cease-fire, or take the opportunity to slaughter all his enemies at once?

Can Shuree change long held beliefs and bring everlasting peace to the land, or will she fail in her final duty to her father and make her tribe more vulnerable than it’s ever been?

 


Chapter 1

Screams echoed around Shuree as she fought for her life. A thick arm swung a sword at her head and she ducked, slicing her attacker across the stomach. He bellowed and stumbled back, one hand over the bloody wound. Shuree flinched, but he’d given her no choice. His tribe had attacked hers. She checked no other raider was near as the Erseg warrior regained his balance. Shuree crouched, ready for his attack. 

“Leave,” she ordered. She had no desire to kill him, only to stop the fighting, to protect her family and her people. “Take your warriors and go while you still have men alive.”

The man stared at her, clutching his stomach, trying to stop the blood flow. All around, men fought from horses and on the ground. Mothers herded their children away from the battle, heading towards the dusky sunrise while other women used bedsheets to smother the yurt fires the raiders had started.

Shuree panted, waiting for the man’s decision and scanning for the next threat to her life. She wouldn’t die today, despite her compassion. If he attacked her again, she would kill him. A couple of women screamed as they were lifted onto raiders’ horses and then someone blew a horn and sounded the retreat. 

Her heart lurched and she reached for her bow and an arrow, hoping to save Yesugen and Tegusken, but her quiver was empty. She’d run out long ago. She watched helpless as they kicked and screamed and were ridden out of the camp. Her attacker stumbled back and another raider galloped up to him. The second man was in his mid-twenties and held his sabre aloft, ready, a fresh scar across his cheek. He eyed her warily, his deep brown eyes penetrating, as he hefted his tribe member onto his horse, but she made no move to attack.

How could she stop this endless cycle of violence? “This killing must end,” she called. “Surely we can come to some kind of agreement.”

His eyes widened and he gave a small nod before he kicked his horse into a gallop and rode away, joining the horde of men escaping north. 

Shuree lowered her sabre and sighed. They were gone. For now. But they had crossed a line this time by kidnapping the women. Her skin prickled at the thought of what would happen to gentle Tegusken and her mother, Yesugen. 

Amar ran to her side. “Why didn’t you kill him?” he demanded.

She looked at her youngest brother. “Because death isn’t the answer.” She wiped the blood off her blade and sheathed it. “What did they take?”

“I don’t know.”

Yesugen’s youngest daughter sobbed, crumpled on the ground. Shuree hurried over and pulled her into her arms. “It’s all right,” she soothed. “We’ll get them both back.”

“They’ll kill my mother!” she wailed. 

Shuree couldn’t disagree, it was a possibility. She glanced for Amar, but he was already in deep discussion with his best friend Gan, who had drawn two lines of blood over his bald skull. He thought they showed his prowess as a warrior, but all she saw was someone who was proud to be a killer. 

“Come now.” She helped the girl to her feet. “I need you to be brave and gather the rest of your siblings together. The quicker we put the camp back to rights, the faster we can go after your family.”

The girl wiped away her tears and tucked the hair that had fallen out of her braid behind her ears. “You will get them back, won’t you Shuree?”

“I’ll do everything in my power,” she promised.

As the girl left, Shuree’s best friend, Badma ran up, looking as beautiful as always, her long-sleeved dress unstained by dirt or blood and her black hair shiny. “Are you all right?” She flung her arms around Shuree, with no care for how filthy she might get.

Shuree nodded, hugging her, though her arms ached from the fighting. “How are you?”

“Frightened. Did you see they took Tegusken?”

“Yes.” Their friend was such a gentle soul and she would be terrified. She exhaled. “When you’ve confirmed your family is safe, I need you to help gather the wounded and ask if the healers require assistance.” She would figure out how to get the women back.

“Of course.”

Shuree passed yurts covered in blood spatter, stopped to help children find their parents, and accompanied the injured to the healers. One woman sobbed over the dead body of her husband and Shuree’s heart broke. She knelt beside her. “I’m so sorry.”

The woman turned with a fierce expression on her face. “This has to stop. The khan needs to make this fighting stop.”

Shuree agreed, but she wasn’t sure anything she said could convince her father retaliation wasn’t the best course of action. “I will do what I can.”

The spiritual advisor, Erhi, approached with two warriors to carry the body away. Shuree left, but everywhere she went women looked at her with pleading eyes or accusation. She was the khan’s daughter, the only female warrior and the Tribal Mother. It was her duty to protect and nurture them. The responsibility weighed heavily on her shoulders. 

Eventually she arrived at the tent she shared with her father and Amar. Amar jogged up behind her. Shuree pushed aside the tent flap and found her father, Temujin Khan already seated at the head of the table, a deep scowl on his face and clenching his long black plait in front of him as Jambal demanded they go now to rescue his wife and daughter. Next to the khan sat her two eldest brothers, almost identical to their father though their plaits weren’t as long, and then around the table sat Temujin’s ten advisors, all battle-hardened warriors still wearing the dirt and blood from this morning’s battle.

Her father interrupted Jambal and asked Amar, “How many injured?” 

“Twenty, and ten dead,” Amar answered. Their tribe was getting smaller with each raid.

Temujin sighed. “They took much of our harvest.”

So that’s what they wanted. Shuree placed some cheese and meat on the table and ensured the men’s glasses were full before she poured herself a glass of mare’s milk and sat. 

“And my wife and daughter!” Jambal shouted. “We must go now!”

“We will have to get both back,” Amar said.

“Without the harvest, we won’t survive the winter,” the khan agreed. Jambal opened his mouth and Temujin continued, “We will take the time to extinguish the fires and restock our weapons only. We can attack this afternoon.”

He couldn’t be serious. They couldn’t go on like this. “Fighting isn’t solving anything,” Shuree argued. “We need to talk to the Erseg tribe, and perhaps we can compromise, trade with them so they don’t have to raid.”

The men around the table grumbled at her. “We must not show any weakness,” one of the advisors said.

The khan nodded. “Daughter, you do not understand. There is no talking to these people.” 

“Have we tried?” she asked.

“If we do not strike back, they will think us vulnerable and will take advantage,” Amar said. 

“They must pay for the lives they took, little dragon,” her eldest brother, Yul added, his affectionate smile revealing the gap between his two front teeth.

He’d given her the nickname the first time she’d sparred with him. He’d said she was as beautiful as a dragon, and just as dangerous, her sword her fire. She wouldn’t let the endearment sway her. Why wouldn’t they recognise that fighting wasn’t working? “We’ve been raided by three tribes in the past four moons,” she said. “Too many people are dying. We must find a different solution.”

“Your brothers are right,” Temujin said. “Talking will only show we don’t have the men to fight and they will raid us more frequently.”

Frustration simmered in her blood. “More die each raid,” she said. “Our people are grieving. Continuing on the same path is madness.”

Her father’s expression darkened. “You have had your say, daughter. Now do your duty as Tribal Mother and visit the families of the dead.” 

She’d been dismissed. “Yes, Khan.” She rose from the table and pushed aside the heavy tent flap, the soft felt not at all soothing.

Outside, she took two deep breaths to calm her anger, but the normally fresh air of the steppes was mingled with smoke and blood, souring her stomach. How could she convince her father and the elders of the Saltar tribe that change was desperately required? 

“Shuree, have they made a decision?” Her grandmother, Nergui walked over to her.

“We are to raid them this afternoon.”

Nergui’s face fell. “Will there be no end to the violence?”

Shuree tucked her arm into her grandmother’s and walked her towards Erhi’s tent. “Has it always been like this?”

“Yes, but it’s getting worse. The interior of the steppes is drying out, and the tribes there are struggling to grow food. They need what we can produce here on the edges in the more fertile areas.”

“Has no one tried to trade?”

“There have been times, but then a khan gets greedy and wants more and the fighting starts again.”

“I suggested we talk to the Erseg tribe, but no one listened.”

“You are a good child.” Nergui patted her arm. “You are wise beyond your years, but your father will never listen, not when their people killed his father.”

Revenge was a vicious cycle.

They stopped by the spiritual tent. “I must visit the bereaved,” Shuree said.

Nergui hugged her. “You are doing well in your role as Tribal Mother since your mother passed.” 

Her heart twinged. Gone only a year ago and still it hurt as if it was only yesterday. “Thank you.”

She went into the spiritual tent where Erhi prayed over one of the dead warriors. Shuree waited until Erhi finished and opened her eyes. The black circle tattoo under her right eye marking her as their spiritual advisor seemed more prominent today. 

“Shuree, I knew you wouldn’t be long. Are you ready to visit the families?”

She nodded, though she was never ready. She would rather ride into battle than deal with the grief these families faced. It reminded her too much of her own grief when her mother had died. 

“Then let us go.”

***

By midday Shuree’s head throbbed with the pain of unshed tears, she hurt from the despair of the families, and her muscles had stiffened from the battle. Hopelessness filled her as the warriors gathered their weapons and mounted their horses. They were going to rescue Jambal’s family and get their harvest back. 

Though Shuree had been trained to fight, she only protected their home, never riding out when the men attacked. Her father called her over. “You are in charge until I return. Your duty is to ensure the camp is fortified and to protect our people.”

She raised her eyebrows. How could they fortify the camp when all their warriors rode into battle? There were no fences aside from those around the sheep herds and no easy way to defend the collection of yurts. Still she replied, “Yes, Khan.” His strong arms encircled her, a protection and comfort she had always known. She inhaled deeply, his musky scent filling her nose. She didn’t want to let go.

“This is the only way to deal with them, child,” he murmured and moved over to his horse.

Yul stopped next to her after saying goodbye to his wife and children. “Don’t worry, little dragon. We’ll defeat the Erseg and then maybe they will be willing to talk.”

She bit her tongue to stop herself from begging him not to go.

The women and children waved the warriors off, almost half their whole tribe, and worry lodged deep in the pit of Shuree’s stomach. Her father and three brothers rode into battle, with no guarantee they would return. She swallowed, blinked the tears from her eyes and turned to Erhi. Her concern spiked again at the deep frown on the spiritual advisor’s face. “What’s wrong?”

Erhi hesitated. “Dzhambul does not ride with them.”

The god of war and hunting guaranteed a successful mission if he rode with them. Shuree’s skin crawled and she bit her tongue to stop herself from calling them back. “Can you see an end to this fighting?”

“I will consult the Gods.” Erhi left and Shuree returned to her now empty yurt. It was usually full of people meeting with the khan or her family coming to visit. Both her eldest brothers had their own families and yurts, but they were always around, learning how to be khan from their father. Now the lack of people felt like a bad omen.

Shuree couldn’t stay here. It was too quiet. She wanted to speak with others, discover if they too had had enough of the endless bloodshed.

She headed back outside and towards the section of the camp where the elders lived. On her way she passed a group of children chasing each other. So quick to recover after an attack, because it was part of their normal life.

At the edge of camp a ten-year-old boy stood with his bow and arrow, facing the direction the warriors had gone. “Do you wish you’d gone with them, Sube?” Shuree asked.

“No. I’m standing guard. With all our warriors gone, we must watch for other raiders.”

Sadly he was right. The Erseg tribe wasn’t the only tribe that attacked, but at least the tribes to the east of them were friendly. “Thank you. I shall send someone to relieve you in an hour.”

He nodded, his eyes not leaving the horizon.

One of the elders drove a cart past her and she jolted at the dead bodies in the back. Their hair tied up in top knots identified them as raiders. “Wait,” she called. “Where are you taking them?” 

“These are Erseg scum,” the elder replied. “I’m dumping them on the steppes.”

As if they were waste. That wouldn’t do. The dead required a proper ceremony to see them safely to the afterlife. If she wanted change, she needed to instigate it. “Don’t go yet. I need to speak with Erhi.”

She jogged through the camp until she reached Erhi’s tent. Their own dead were lined up inside, and prayers had been said over them. They would be buried tomorrow when the warriors returned. 

“What worries you, child?” Erhi asked.

Nerves played in her stomach. “Can we bury the Erseg men properly?”

The older woman gaped at her. “Your father said to dump them on the steppes.”

“But he didn’t say they couldn’t have funeral rites.”

Erhi pursed her lips.

“They are people like us,” Shuree argued. “Wouldn’t you want our warriors to be shown the same respect?”

Erhi’s lips slowly widened into a smile. “Yes. Let us go now.”

Relief filled Shuree as she returned to the cart with Erhi. “Has the hole already been dug?” she asked the elder.

He nodded.

“Then Erhi and I will see they are buried properly.”

His mouth dropped open. “You can’t mean to give these filthy animals the funeral rites!”

“That is exactly what I aim to do.” She climbed onto the driver’s bench seat and took the reins from him. “You can help us.”

He jumped down from the cart. “I will not!”

She sighed. “Then please tell anyone who is looking for me I will be back shortly.”

Erhi climbed up beside her and it didn’t take long to find the hole. Shuree and Erhi lifted the legs of the first body and dragged it towards them. It was cold and stiff and when the face came into view, Shuree fought back the urge to wail. He was barely more than a boy, only a few years older than Sube who stood guard. He wouldn’t have even grown his first whisker. A carving of a wolf was pinned to his top, probably a good luck charm. Tears ran down her cheeks. Somewhere a mother grieved the loss of her child, a child who she would have tucked into bed only a few years ago.

After they lay the boy in the hole, Erhi stroked Shuree’s back. “He is with his gods now. Qadan will take care of him.”

She swallowed, not sure it would be much consolation for his mother. She avoided looking at the faces of the rest of the dead, the similarities of their clothing too close to their own warriors. How many Saltar men would be like these and never return home?

When they were all in the ground, Erhi lit a torch and wafted smoke over them, circling the grave three times while praying, sending them to the afterlife with love. “May Qadan guide you and may you ride the steppes endlessly.” 

They covered the bodies in dirt.

Shuree was filthy by the time they finished, but her mind was calm. She had done the right thing. When she arrived back at camp, she cleaned herself and then made a round of the perimeter. They really were at a disadvantage with the warriors away. She was the only woman who knew how to fight. The communal tasks were still very much divided between men’s and women’s roles, but she knew of men who hated to fight, and she had wanted to be like her father from a very young age. It was another thing she’d tried to convince her father to change.

Shuree knocked on Maidar’s door. Most everyone gathered at her yurt as she had the largest space and lived alone.

“Come in!”

Shuree pushed open the door and, as she’d suspected, a dozen older men and women sat around Maidar’s table eating, drinking and doing their tribal tasks like embroidery or fletching arrows.

“Shuree, welcome.” Maidar held out her arms and Shuree placed her hands on the elder’s gnarled fingers. “What brings you here?”

Shuree smiled. “I am seeking advice.”

Maidar beamed. “Then sit. We can all offer advice, but whether it is any good is another matter entirely. Help yourself to food and drink.”

Shuree sat on one of the cushions next to the low table and placed a little cheese and meat on her plate. She wasn’t at all hungry, but it would be rude not to eat. 

“What is it you want to know?” Maidar asked.

Taking a deep breath, Shuree said, “I am worried. I worry the raids are becoming more frequent and more violent; I worry they are now kidnapping our women; I worry our tribe is left undefended when our warriors retaliate; I worry we won’t have a tribe left if this continues.”

A fletcher looked up and then swore as he cut his finger. The rest of the elders stared at her, the weight of their gaze heavy. 

“Do you not trust your father to lead us?” Koke, one of the most senior elders asked.

Shuree’s eyes widened. “No, it’s not that.” Bless the ancestors, she hadn’t considered they might see it that way. “I merely wondered whether there may be a different way, something Father hasn’t considered, a way we used to do things, a time when there was peace between the tribes.” 

“You are right to worry.” Maidar glared at Koke. “All my children are dead because of the violence.” She glanced around the table. “All of us have lost at least one child.”

“What would you propose we do?” someone asked.

“Has there ever been a gathering of the ten tribes of Rhora where we’ve discussed issues and tried to find a solution?” Shuree nibbled on the cheese.

“Yes, about fifty years ago,” Koke said. “It was a massacre. The khan and spiritual leaders of each tribe were supposed to meet at Lake Tolui, but the Marheg tribe ambushed them and slaughtered them all.”

Shuree felt sick. No wonder the tribes didn’t want to talk. She frowned. “Then how is it we have a good relationship with the Bulgat, Kharil and Horkham people?”

Maidar smiled. “It’s because of the marriages,” she said. “Before the massacre, your great grandfather married his daughters into those tribes. Afterwards their husbands became khans and they became tribal mothers. They arranged trade between us.”

It wasn’t something they could do now. She was the only daughter of the khan and she couldn’t marry into every other tribe. She shuddered.

“The Erseg tribe did something similar,” Koke said. “They have close relationships with the Adhan and Tungat tribes.”

Which left the three most western tribes as unknown. “Do you have any suggestions?”

“Don’t like the idea of marrying the enemy?” one of the fletchers asked with a grin.

“There are too many to choose from.” The Erseg warrior who had collected his comrade popped into her head and she shook the memory away. One day soon her father would arrange a marriage for her. He might have already done so if she hadn’t protested against marrying the Bulgat khan’s son. He’d been an opinionated, self-aggrandising man who had fortunately offended her father after the match had been proposed. But perhaps a strategic marriage into one of the other tribes would be wise. 

And maybe her father could remarry, take a wife from the Adhan or Tungat tribe, and Amar was yet to marry. That would start the process.

“Perhaps after we defeat them in this battle, the Erseg will be willing to talk,” Maidar suggested. 

They’d shown no willingness before, so why should this time be any different? Shuree pushed away her plate, her food barely touched, and stood, despair still her companion. “Thank you for your time, and for your refreshments. I must arrange a replacement guard for Sube.”

She left the tent and strode over to her friend’s place. She wanted a guard who was well trained in fighting. “Vachir, are you home?”

“Come in.” 

Shuree entered and found Vachir fletching a new batch of arrows. He had been injured in the raid and she was glad he had been forbidden from the retaliation. He hated fighting. His crooked grin eased some of her worry. “Tribal Mother, how are you?” 

She sighed. “I am worried. How is your wound?”

“Bandaged and aching.” He pulled up his top to show the cloth around his stomach. 

If the blade had gone much deeper, he would have died and she would have lost the friend who always made her laugh, and her sparring partner. “Are you well enough for guard duty?” she asked.

“The Erseg won’t attack again so soon.”

“No, but Sube is standing guard in case other tribes attack, and he is a little too young to do so.”

Vachir rose. “All right. I’ll take my things out to him. Perhaps he can help me fletch.”

“Thank you.” She helped him carry the equipment over to the boy. “Vachir will help you.”

Sube smiled. “Thank you, Tribal Mother.”

As she walked back through the camp, Badma hurried over to her, still as beautiful as she had been this morning, though worry creased her face. “Shuree, can you teach me how to fight?”

Shuree blinked and gave her friend her full attention. “Why?”

Tears glistened in Badma’s eyes. “I don’t want to be kidnapped during the next raid,” she said. “I saw you fighting, and I want to be able to defend myself and my sisters if the warriors are busy elsewhere.”

It was another way to strengthen her tribe, but there would be many who wouldn’t approve. She had pestered her father for years to learn and had watched all Amar’s training sessions, pinching his training sabre whenever she could so she could practise. Eventually her mother and Yul had convinced her father Shuree would be safer if she learnt the correct techniques, but she’d had to train inside, where no one else could see. Men were supposed to protect their women. “All right. Let me get my weapons. Meet me at the training grounds.”

“Thank you.”

When Shuree arrived at the training grounds a few minutes later, she found a dozen women of all ages waiting for her. 

“They all want to learn,” Badma said.

Good. Her father had told her to protect the tribe and fortify the camp. This might not be what he had in mind, but it was time for change. “Let’s get started.”


Chapter 2

Shuree spent several hours training the women how to shoot a bow and arrow quickly and with accuracy. It was the safest thing for them to learn, so they didn’t have to get too close to any raiders. Badma had difficulty pulling the bowstring back far enough so the arrow would fly a decent distance. After the third failed attempt to hit the target she huffed. “What am I doing wrong? The warriors make it look easy.”

“They’ve had years of practice,” Maidar said, taking the bow from Badma. “I used to watch my husband,” she continued, wrapping her gnarled fingers around the bow. “He would never let me try though.” She aimed, released the arrow, and it hit the target with a satisfying thunk. She beamed and handed the bow to the next woman. “Not bad for an old nag.”

Shuree grinned.

When they finished, she ordered the bow maker to make each woman her own bow, and the fletchers to make more arrows. The next time someone raided their camp, they would have far more fighters to contend with.

 

The warriors hadn’t returned by the time the sun sat low in the sky. Shuree hesitated outside her yurt. It was her duty to prepare dinner for when her father returned, but the thought of food made her nauseous. Something had gone wrong. Though it was bad luck to think such things, she knew it to be true. 

How many men had been killed this time?

She wandered over to the edge of the camp to gaze in the direction of the Erseg tribe. In the dusky light, the steppes were empty. She yearned to mount her horse and ride out to find them, but she was in charge of the tribe and couldn’t leave. 

Vachir joined her. “They should be back by now.” His voice seemed loud in the evening quiet.

She nodded. Neither of them needed to voice further concerns. 

“Want me to ride out?”

The warriors would view it as a lack of faith in the outcome and the women in the tribe would worry even more. “Not yet.”

He placed a hand on her shoulder. “Have faith.”

She wanted to, but Erhi’s warning echoed in her head. Something moved on the horizon. “What’s that?” She shielded her eyes as if it would help her see further. 

“Horses,” Vachir said. “I’ll go greet them. If you hear my horn, they need help.” He jogged over to the herd. 

Shuree stayed where she was as the riders came closer. In the fading light it was impossible to tell how many or who they were. Vachir galloped towards them and she prayed they were the warriors coming home. They weren’t riding fast, so it was unlikely another tribe attacking them.

Vachir reached the riders and a few moments later his horn blasted into the air. She flinched. They needed help.

People ran out of their yurts, frantically looking around. A couple of mothers were already herding their children away. “I need healers!” Shuree yelled. “The warriors are home.”

Koke and two other elders ran for their horses, Badma and Maidar hurried to set up the healing tent and still more women gathered around Shuree, looking towards the approaching party, fear on their faces. Her sisters-in-law stood either side of her. 

“Can you see who’s at the front?” one of them asked.

Shuree shook her head. It should be her father or one of her brothers, but it was too dark to tell. Someone brought a couple of torches to light the way. It seemed to take an age for the warriors to arrive. She scanned the men at the front for her father. 

He wasn’t there.

All the men were bloody and exhaustion lined their faces. She counted, recognising Amar, but not her father or her other brothers. At least twenty men were missing.

Her chest squeezed. Now was not the time to panic. She helped Jambal from his horse, the devastation on his face all she needed to know they hadn’t rescued Yesugen and Tegusken. She took his horse’s reins. “Go, clean up.”

He left without a word.

“Sube,” she called. “Gather your friends and take the warriors’ horses back to the herd. Make sure they’re well groomed.”

Sube ran to do as she asked.

Shuree turned and almost bumped into Amar. She didn’t need to ask the question. Grief covered his face and he shook his head. “Father and our brothers didn’t make it.”

Stabbing shock pierced her and she caught her scream of anguish before it escaped. Her sisters-in-law weren’t so restrained. They wailed and Shuree battled the urge to join them, pushing it hard down into her stomach and inhaling long breaths to calm herself. She was Tribal Mother, she had to lead her people. When she was certain she could keep the scream at bay, she said, “See to your men, and then we will hold council.”

He nodded.

Shuree stared across the steppes, the final image of them riding away playing in her mind. All she could hear was Yul telling her not to worry. She would never again hear him call her ‘little dragon’. She swallowed hard, blinking away tears. She didn’t have time to grieve. She was in charge, she had to care for her people, shore up their defences and protect them. It was time for change. This grief would not happen again. She found Vachir. “Gather the elders. I want to speak to them in my yurt.” 

His eyes were sympathetic. “Yes, Tribal Mother.”

The crowd had thinned out. Families who had lost warriors headed back to their homes to mourn. Shuree swallowed hard. It would be her time soon, but not yet. She spotted Erhi. “Please come to my Tribal Council.”

The spiritual advisor acknowledged her with a wave. “I’ll be right there.”

Then Shuree was alone. Darkness hid her and a tear slipped past her defences. She sniffed, wiping it away. Her father had put her in charge until he returned.

And he hadn’t returned.

***

Shuree lit the lamps in her yurt and filled the table with food and drink. Though she had no appetite, others might want to eat. Erhi was the first to arrive and she sat by Shuree’s side. Then Vachir walked in with the elders and Amar arrived with Jambal. 

“Sit, please.”

Amar sat at the opposite end of the table to her. Everyone looked at him. 

“What happened?” Shuree asked.

“They were ready for us,” Amar said. “The moment we attacked they were on us with a consolidated force, surrounding us on all sides. Our khan fought bravely, but even he knew we were outnumbered. He called the retreat and then he was shot. He fell off his horse and I couldn’t get to him.” He cleared his throat. “We rode hard to escape.”

“How many dead?” she asked.

“Twenty-three,” the senior warrior answered.

She wanted to weep. “And injured?” 

“Fifty,” Amar said. “Maybe ten who might die.”

She closed her eyes briefly. They could not go on like this. She turned to Vachir. “When this council is over, ensure the healers have all the help they need. Organise a roster through the night.”

“Yes, Tribal Mother.”

“I want guards stationed all around the camp,” she said to Jambal. “We do not know whether the Erseg will attack again.”

“We must get Yesugen and Tegusken back!” he shouted.

She softened her tone. “We will. Did you see them?”

He shook his head.

“Wait a second,” Amar protested. “What gives you the right to give orders? I’m next in line.”

Shuree glared at him. “Father left me in charge until he returned. He is not back.” Her voice broke and she swallowed hard. “I am also Tribal Mother. Until we have time to arrange a ceremony, I make the decisions.” She glanced at Erhi. “Am I right?”

Erhi nodded. 

“Then we need a ceremony in the morning,” Amar said. “We will discuss what to do about the Erseg afterwards.”

“We’re doing that now,” Shuree retorted. “Fighting is not the answer.”

“We have to get our people and our harvest back,” Amar protested.

“We can’t afford for anyone else to die.” She could see only one sensible option. Her pulse raced at the mere thought of what she was going to suggest, but the tiny nod the Erseg warrior had given her, gave her hope. “Tomorrow I will ride to the Erseg tribe to discuss matters. I will recover the bodies of our fallen and bring them back for burial and I will retrieve Jambal’s family.”

“They’re not going to do what you want because you ask nicely,” her brother snarled. “They’ll kill you.” Fear shone in his eyes, displacing his angry words.

She stared him down. “That may be so, but I must try something different. If I fail, you can choose to kill more of our men in a revenge attack and keep the circle of death spinning.” She glanced at the others around the table. “I will take a wagon for the bodies. I want the rest of you to prepare for their burial.”

“Do you think that is wise, Shuree?” Erhi asked.

She shook her head. “I know it is not, but we can’t continue to do the same thing and hope for a different outcome.”

“I don’t like it,” Amar said. 

“I know, brother. But until Erhi confirms you as new khan, I am in charge. Does anyone else have any suggestions?”

They all shook their heads. 

“Then we will go on as planned. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to talk to our new widows.” She left the yurt. There hadn’t been as much argument as she’d expected. Perhaps she wasn’t the only one who realised things couldn’t continue as they had been.

She exhaled and went into the tent of Altan who had lost her husband and her son to the fighting. Altan sat on the bed, hugging her fourteen-year-old daughter. The yurt was filled with a bitter cleansing smoke so the spirits of the deceased wouldn’t want to return and would instead travel into the sky to meet with Qadan, God of Life.

“I am so very sorry for your loss,” Shuree said.

They turned to her, the daughter a younger version of her mother and both with reddened eyes and tear-stained cheeks. “Tribal Mother, this has to stop,” Altan said. “We keep losing our men.”

“I am going to talk to the Erseg tribe tomorrow. I will get their bodies back so we can have a proper burial.”

“They won’t listen. They’ll kill you, or keep you there.”

“Maybe.” She hugged Altan, who clung to her for a long moment. Altan’s daughter sniffed and threw her arms around them both. Shuree’s heart ached. “I have asked the council to prepare for the burial. The people will dig their graves tomorrow.”

“Thank you, Shuree. May Qadan ride with you.”

“If you need anything before I return, talk to Amar or Nergui.”

She jolted. Her grandmother. She hadn’t seen her yet and she had just lost her son and two grandsons. As a previous Tribal Mother, Nergui would understand Shuree’s commitments, but as soon as Shuree left Altan, she went straight to her grandmother’s yurt. 

Her grandmother sat at the table, a mug in front of her, and her eyes red rimmed. “I hear you are going to talk to the Erseg.” The quaver in her voice brought tears to Shuree’s eyes.

She poured herself a drink, her hand shaking, spilling some of the mare’s milk. 

“I am.” She sat next to Nergui and leaned into her as her grandmother stroked her arm. Hot tears ran silently down her face. 

“I wish you safe travels,” Nergui murmured. “I admire your courage. My son should have never sought revenge.”

It didn’t matter. He had paid the price. Shuree’s body jerked as the tears took over, wrenching the pain from her body. She took deep breaths to control herself. She still had a job to do. 

“Let it go, child,” her grandmother said. “We can both grieve here. The others can wait a few more minutes for you.”

Shuree buried her head in her grandmother’s chest and felt her own sobs as they both cried for all they had lost. 

After she had cried herself dry, she sat up, wiping her face on her arm sleeve. She sipped her milk and when she was sure she could speak she said, “Should I not return, take care of Amar for me.”

Her grandmother nodded as she used her thumbs to wipe away her own tears. “I will.”

Shuree kissed her grandmother goodbye and continued to visit the bereaved families. In each yurt she heard the same words: things had to change, people were tired of losing their loved ones. Her sisters-in-law were particularly vocal. They had seven children between them. Shuree prayed talking with the Erseg would work.

She hesitated outside Gan’s yurt. She had never liked him, didn’t like the way he influenced Amar and had a lust for violence. But his father had died in the raid, and his mother might need comforting. She called out before entering and found Gan pacing the tent, his mother sobbing on the bed surrounded by her other children. Gan whirled to her. 

“What is this goat dung I hear? You want to talk to the Erseg killers? They’re murderers, barbarians.” The hostility in his eyes almost made her step back. Instead she moved towards his mother, keeping an eye on him. 

“Thirty-three men have died in the past two days,” she said. “We can’t afford to lose any more.”

Gan spouted vile expletives at her and his mother sat up, wiping her eyes. “You apologise to our Tribal Mother immediately!”

Gan glared at them both and stormed out of the tent without saying a word.

Shuree exhaled.

“I’m sorry, Shuree. He’s grieving,” his mother said.

“There is no need to apologise.” She hugged the woman and then her children. “I am so very sorry for your loss.”

“And I am sorry for yours.”

She nodded, unable to speak. Grief would consume their tribe if they let it. 

 

It was late before she arrived back at her yurt. Amar sat at the table. “You don’t know what you’re doing,” he said. “You’ll be killed.” His voice broke and she swallowed hard as grief reared its ugly head again.

“I have to try something, Amar. We can’t keep fighting.”

“I’ll come with you with some of our warriors.”

She shook her head. “You can’t. Any sign of violence will cause them to attack. If I go, a female alone, they are more likely to listen before they attack.”

“I can’t lose you too.” He stood. 

She hugged him. “I’m hoping you won’t, brother, but I need you to stay here to protect the tribe.” She hesitated and then exhaled. “I also need you to promise me one thing.”

He frowned. “What?”

“If I don’t return, you can’t attack the Erseg again. We need to recover, we need to find a replacement for our harvest and figure out how we will survive the winter. It is not the time to continue fighting.” 

“I can’t promise you that.”

“You must.” She stepped back, shook his arms. “I go willingly, knowing I might not return. We need to ensure our tribe’s survival.”

“You ask too much of me.” The words sounded as if they were torn from his throat. 

“I know. But our tribe needs strong leadership more than they need revenge. Every woman I spoke to is happy I am trying something different.”

He was silent for a long moment. “All right. I promise.”

Relief filled her. “Thank you. Now I need sleep if I am leaving early in the morning.”

She kissed his cheek and went to her sleeping mat. A few minutes later, he extinguished the candle and the yurt fell dark.

“Sleep well, sister.”

She smiled. “You too, brother.”

 


Chapter 3

The sun was a hint on the horizon when Shuree gathered her bow and arrows, and her sabre to wear at her side. Amar joined her as she left the tent and they travelled across to the horses in silence. No one else was awake. Her muscles tightened as she fetched the wagon horse and hitched it up while her brother saddled two more horses for Yesugen and Tegusken. After she freed them, they could ride ahead and bring word to the tribe of Shuree’s success. 

The land was taking shape in the sun’s early rays as they finished and Erhi approached them. “I have consulted with the Gods,” she said. “Qadan be with you.”

Some of Shuree’s tension lessened. It was more than her father had had. “Thank you, Erhi.” She hugged the older woman and then noticed Nergui coming their way. Shuree wanted to be gone before she had to say goodbye to too many people. She hugged her grandmother tightly. “I will return within a few days.” It would take longer to reach the tribe with the wagon and she wasn’t certain how long it would take to negotiate with the Erseg.

“May the ancestors ride with you.” 

Shuree turned to her brother. “Take care of our people.”

“I will.” He hugged her hard. “Be safe, little dragon.”

She nodded and climbed into the wagon, trying to portray an image of confidence. The smooth leather reins were comforting in her hands, though the hard wagon seat was uncomfortable. With a flick of the reins, she was on her way. She didn’t look back, even though she knew it might be the last time she saw her family. She needed to be a vision of courage and strength.

But she prayed to Qadan she would return.

***

Late in the day, the Erseg camp loomed ahead of Shuree. From a distance, it looked exactly like her own camp, white yurts arranged in rows, with horses penned on the outskirts. Smoke wafted from the apex of the tents. Women would be preparing dinner for their families. So normal.

Shuree had had time to consider the best way of approaching them and decided to be upfront and honest. Guards stood at the edge of the camp and behind them people went about their daily business. She stopped her wagon in front of the nearest warrior, a middle-aged man with thick, muscled arms and legs and a derisive expression on his face.

“What do you want?” he demanded.

Smiling, she said, “I am Shuree from the Saltar tribe. I have come to gather the bodies of our dead and to retrieve the women you kidnapped.”

The man laughed and withdrew his sabre. “You and who else?”

“No one. I wish to negotiate with your khan.”

“He won’t want to speak to you.”

She raised her eyebrows. “You presume to know the wishes of your khan? You must be very close to him.” Some of the tribe members watched her warily, others scanned the steppes behind her, and a teenaged boy ran further into the camp, possibly to fetch someone.

The guard glowered at her. 

“Please direct me to his tent.” She flicked the reins to nudge the horse forward. 

He grabbed the horse’s harness. “You’re not going anywhere.” 

A woman’s scream split the air.

Shuree’s heart leapt. That was Jambal’s wife. She reacted before she could consider the consequences and leapt from the wagon, grabbing her sabre from her belt. The guard lifted his weapon and she swatted it aside and ran towards the yurt the scream had come from. She burst through the door to find a man towering over Jambal’s naked wife, his pants around his ankles, his pale hairy bottom facing Shuree. He spun at the interruption and Shuree shoved him back, getting between him and Yesugen and Tegusken who was cowering behind her mother. She raised her sabre. “These women are not yours.”

“Shuree!” Yesugen cried.

“Get dressed,” Shuree ordered, her eyes not leaving the man’s. “We’re going.”

The guard from outside stormed in brandishing his sabre.

“Lower your weapon,” Shuree said. “I want no trouble here. I have come for my people.”

Jambal’s family were on their feet behind her, Yesugen pulling on her dress. 

“Then you should not have drawn your sabre,” the guard said. The other man picked up his weapon from across the room. 

The guard stood between them and the door. She didn’t want to fight her way out. “Take us to your khan.”

“No.”

The door flew open and a tall man strode in, his dark eyes hauntingly familiar, the fresh scar on his cheek now healing. “What’s going on?”

Relief filled her. Perhaps he would help her. He knew she didn’t want violence. “My name is Shuree and I’m from the Saltar tribe. I wish to talk to your khan so I can take my people home.”

“She drew her weapon, Dagar” the guard complained. “She attacked us.”

“My friends screamed in fear.” She kept her gaze roaming over the men in the room. She was outnumbered. “I attacked no one, simply stopped him from hurting another man’s wife.”

“Put your pants on,” Dagar growled at the man who had attacked Yesugen. “The khan will speak with you later.”

The man looked a little worried as he dressed.

Dagar turned his attention to Shuree. “I can take you to the khan. Leave your sabre on the table.”

She hesitated. “Do you swear by Qadan to offer us safe passage until I have spoken to the khan?”

“I swear.”

Hopefully her mercy the other day would offer her some protection.

She lay her sabre on the table and took Yesugen’s and Tegusken’s hands. “Show us the way.”

“Go back to your post,” Dagar said to the guard. “See that her wagon doesn’t get misplaced.”

Shuree nodded her thanks and followed Dagar out of the tent. He was silent as he led them through the camp, the shadows drawing long as the sun sank towards the horizon. Tribesmen, and the occasional woman, stopped to watch them, word having spread about her arrival. Yesugen’s hand trembled in hers and Tegusken sobbed quietly. “Be brave,” Shuree whispered. “Jambal has been frantic and I hope you will be home to him tomorrow.”

“Are they coming to free us?” she whispered.

“No. I will free you.”

Nearby some young men stood in a circle cheering around two grappling wrestlers. Just like the young men did back home.

Dagar stopped outside a large yurt in the centre of the camp and pushed open the flap. “Ogodai Khan, you have a visitor.” He gestured for them to enter. “This is Shuree from the Saltar tribe. She wishes to speak to you.”

Ogodai turned to her. He was a large man, tall and lean, but muscled like a sleek scout horse. His dark hair was tied in a top knot and he wore the tunic and pants of their people, yet his dark cloth was of an excellent, more refined quality. “Are you here to beg for mercy?”

Her muscles tightened as chills raced along her skin. “I am here to put an end to the endless fighting between our tribes.”

He laughed. “They send a woman to do a khan’s job?”

She straightened her spine. “Our khan left me in charge until he returned, when he attempted to retake the things you stole. He did not return.”

Ogodai’s eyes widened. 

“So I am khan until an official ceremony can be performed. As such, I wish to negotiate with you, and end our hostility.”

“What can you possibly offer us?” Ogodai said. “We have your harvest and your women.”

This was her only chance. If she couldn’t convince him, her people were doomed. “Peace,” she said. “Access to our harvest every year and perhaps more, depending on what you want.”

He laughed again. “It seems the Saltar tribe is on the verge of capitulating. Do you not have enough men left to fight?”

“Our women are tired of burying their loved ones as I’m sure are yours.” She straightened her spine and kept her voice steady. “There is a better way of living which doesn’t require constant fear and vigilance.”

Dagar shifted, his expression speculative.

The khan yawned and glanced at his nails. “No. You can join the other women as wives for my men.”

Shuree’s skin crawled. She would have to get past Dagar to leave the yurt and there were no weapons within easy reach. Talking was her best option. She heard Yul’s voice in her head. “You can do this, little dragon.” She stared at the khan, daring him to back down. “I will have what I came for—these women and the bodies of our dead, so that we can send them to the afterlife.”

“And what of my men who died raiding your camp?” Ogodai demanded. “They received no such send off.”

“They did,” Shuree corrected him. “I had them buried north of our camp, facing your land. Our spiritual advisor said the rites. They shouldn’t be damned for eternity for following your orders to attack.”

Ogodai gaped at her and another man rushed into the tent—the man whose life she spared.

“Father, what’s going on?”

The khan’s son! Hope filled her as Shuree smiled. “We meet again.”

His eyes widened. “You!”

“You know this woman?” Ogodai asked.

The man looked between his father and Dagar. “I fought her during the raid.”

“And yet she survived?” 

Shuree waited for him to confess. To be beaten by a woman would lose him status.

He glanced at her. “You called the retreat.”

“My khan, Shuree bested my brother. She could have killed him, but she spared his life, told him to leave and not return,” Dagar said. 

He was the khan’s son as well? Perhaps she could reason with them. 

“This small thing?” Ogodai was horrified.

“I am a warrior as well as a woman,” Shuree said. “Though I do not enjoy killing, I will in order to save my people. There was no need to murder your son when you were retreating.”

He pressed his lips together. “We owe you a life,” he said. “Choose one woman to take with you.”

She shook her head. “I will take both women and my dead,” she said. “Or I shall tell all who will listen that I bested the khan’s son.”

Ogodai narrowed his eyes. After a long moment he nodded once. “Very well. Your dead are piled on the steppes to the west. Speak to no one of the mercy you gave.”

Relief filled her. “Thank you, khan.” But that wasn’t all she’d come here for. “Afterwards, can we discuss peace between our tribes?”

Ogodai frowned. “I will think on it. See me before you leave.”

She inclined her head. “Thank you.”

She smiled at the two brothers and they stood aside so she could exit. She took the women’s hands and led them out of the tent.

“Are we really safe to leave?” Yesugen asked.

“It appears so.” But the khan could change his mind, so they must make haste. She strode through the camp towards the wagon. The sun had disappeared beneath the horizon and the light was fading. The same man stood guard and he scowled at her. 

“The khan has given us permission to gather our dead,” she told him. 

He glanced behind her. “Fine.”

Shuree looked over her shoulder. Dagar had followed them. He would ensure the khan’s wishes were carried out. She helped the women into the wagon noting her bow and quiver of arrows in the back. “I will return after I have my men.”

He shook his head. “I will show you the way.”

Her shoulders tensed. Could he be trusted? “You may ride one of our horses.”

“It might be faster if I walked.”

His humour made her smile. The Erseg horses were of a higher quality than the Saltar breed and were highly sought after by the other tribes for their stamina and build. “Suit yourself.”

Though it was dark, it did not take long to find the pile of bodies. A couple of wolves lurked nearby and Shuree shot them. 

“We should go,” Tegusken whispered, casting a fearful glance at Dagar. “This is a trick. They won’t let us go.” 

“I will see my father returned to his land,” Shuree said. “If you wish to go, you may take one of the horses and ride home.”

Yesugen clucked her tongue. “We will help. You cannot lift the bodies by yourself.”

The smell of dead flesh reached them and Shuree gagged. She hadn’t considered that the bodies had been in the sun all day. She gritted her teeth, glad of the dark. “Tie your sash over your nose.” It might help a little. 

She dismounted and studied the pile. Her skin prickled as she made out an arm or a leg sticking out. Her brothers and father were there. Her knees buckled and she fought to stay standing. Grief battered her and she took a moment so she could speak calmly. “Yesugen, can you take the feet?” She wanted to be gone from here as soon as possible.

Tegusken vomited nearby and her sobs were loud in the night. “Tegusken, move upwind until you can’t smell it anymore.” She would be of no use, but Shuree envied that she didn’t have to stay here with this.

She picked up the cold, stiff shoulders of the nearest man, refusing to examine the body. She didn’t want to see who it was. Yesugen took the feet. “On the count of three.” She counted and they lifted, but Yesugen struggled with the weight. They managed to heft the body into the back, but it wasn’t easy. At least she didn’t have to worry about hurting them. 

Yesugen bent over, panting. At this rate, it would take them hours to lift the remaining twenty-two bodies.

“Let me help.” Dagar’s deep voice startled her. She’d forgotten he was there.

“Thank you.” She placed a hand on Yesugen’s shoulder. “Join your daughter.” She approached the next body. 

“Let me take the shoulders,” Dagar said. “They’re heavier.”

She went to the feet, relieved she wasn’t near their faces. If she saw her family, she wasn’t sure she would be able to keep going.

They worked quickly, lifting body after body into the back of the wagon, and she kept count, to ensure they had them all. Shuree forced herself not to think about what she was doing, to simply lift and carry, breathing through her mouth to avoid the smell. Her muscles ached and it was with relief she reached twenty-two. Only one more to go.

She turned back to the ground and frowned. What was the round lump next to the body?

She moved closer and crouched down, and horror spiked her. A head. Her gaze went to the body and she recognised the cut of the tunic. Her father. She stumbled away and vomited, grief and disgust overwhelming her. She fell to her knees, sobs wracking her body. It wasn’t bad enough that they’d killed him, they’d mutilated him as well. Beheadings were reserved for only the worst crimes and Amar had said their father had been shot.

“Shuree?” Yesugen touched her shoulder.

“It’s Father,” she sobbed. “They cut off his head.”

Yesugen gasped. “Child, I’m so sorry.”

Her chest spasmed and it was almost impossible to get enough air. 

“We will ensure he goes to the great steppes in the sky.” Yesugen stroked her back. “Because of you, he will be saved.”

Shuree struggled to inhale slowly. Yesugen was right. She had to take back control, had to finish what she had come here for. It still took her a few minutes before she managed to control her shaking. She wiped the tears from her eyes and stood. With another deep breath, she turned. Dagar stood by the body, waiting for her.

Swallowing hard, she moved over. 

“I am very sorry,” he murmured. “I did not know. I will find out who did this and punish them.”

She didn’t respond as fury replaced the grief. It was just as well Dagar had taken her sabre from her because she wanted to pave a path of destruction through the Erseg camp for the way they’d mutilated her father’s body.

“Shuree? Are you ready?”

She jolted at Dagar’s voice and unclenched her fists, taking a moment to calm the anger. Violence wasn’t the answer. 

In front of her lay her father. She gritted her teeth and took hold of his legs, lifting him into the wagon. Squeezing her eyes closed to stop the tears from leaking out, she turned back to where the head lay. Carefully she cradled it in her arms, brushing the hair away from his face. They had cut his plait as well, the hair he hadn’t cut since he was a boy, and now it fell loose around his cheeks. Gently she lay her father’s head next to his body. She touched her fingers to her lips and then brushed his cold ones. She would never hear his commanding tones again, never be comforted in his strong arms. 

She tied the back of the wagon in place and covered the bodies with a blanket. She wiped her eyes and turned to Jambal’s family. “You two start back to camp.” She cleared her throat to stop the rasping. “Tell Amar I am negotiating with the khan and I will return in a couple of days. Hold the funerals without me.”

“He might not let you go,” Yesugen said, glancing at Dagar. “You should come with us.”

“I promised I would return,” she said. “If I don’t keep my word, they will never trust us.” She hugged both women. “I will be fine. Make sure my brother knows not to come for me.”

Yesugen nodded. “I wish you all the support of our ancestors.”

“I will do my best to ensure she is safely returned to you,” Dagar said.

Hope filled her.

Yesugen and Tegusken both got onto the wagon, the spare horse tied to the back, and rode away. Shuree didn’t mount her horse. She would walk next to Dagar. “Let’s go.”

***

A different guard waited at the edge of the tribe and when he recognised Dagar, he waved them through.

Shuree focused on her surroundings. It was close to midnight and fatigue hovered around her like a swarm of flies. She stroked her horse’s nose to calm herself as she followed Dagar through the camp to the horse herd at the edge. It was unsettling how familiar the setting was. She could almost be in her own camp if it wasn’t for the unease swirling in her belly. They were all Rhoran tribes, so why were they constantly at war with each other?

“You can leave your horse here for the night.” He showed her where she could stow her tack.

“Is your father willing to talk to me?”

“I cannot speak for him. He will see you in the morning.”

Her muscles tightened. “And in the meantime?”

“I would like to hear what you have to say. You can stay in our guest yurt.”

“Will I get my sabre back?” She’d left her bow in the wagon.

He nodded. “When you leave.”

So Dagar thought she’d be allowed to leave. She unsaddled her horse, brushing it and then taking the tack into the nearby yurt, conscious of Dagar’s gaze on her. Though nothing in his body language was threatening, her shoulder blades itched. Experience told her the Erseg couldn’t be trusted, but Dagar hadn’t sent anyone after Jambal’s family, so perhaps he was a man of his word. 

When she was finished, she followed him into a yurt on the edge of the camp. A lantern glowed and she blinked a couple of times to get used to its brightness. The yurt was much like their guest yurt with a mattress to one side and a low table with cushions surrounding it on the other. Dried meat and cheese were on the table, along with a bowl of water, some clothes and a washcloth. A couple of storage chests were against the curved wall.

“I requested the yurt be prepared,” he said. “I will wait outside while you clean yourself.”

“Thank you.” She waited until he left before she examined herself. Her clothes were stained with blood and other bodily fluids and her hands were filthy. She washed her hands and face first, trying to rid herself of the stench. Then she quickly stripped and washed the rest of her body, before she dressed in the dress and pants. They felt wonderful and were the same style as she had at home, only the embroidery was a little different. She tied her dirty clothes into a bundle and then fetched Dagar who stood outside the yurt.

“Can I wash my clothes somewhere?” she asked.

“I will get someone to do that for you,” he said. “Place them by the door and I’ll take them when I leave.” He moved back inside, his presence filling the room. His dark eyes studied her and made her skin prickle. The intensity was terrifying and thrilling at the same time.

She sat at the table across from him and chose a piece of cheese from the platter. Her stomach was a little unsettled, but she hadn’t eaten in hours and she needed the energy. She also needed to keep control of this conversation. “Why are you willing to listen to me?”

He smiled, just a slight upturn of his mouth, but it made him so much more attractive. “I am grateful you didn’t kill my brother. I have no desire to be khan.”

She raised her eyebrows, willing her heartbeat under control. “I thought every man wanted to be in charge.”

“And I thought every woman wanted to tend her family.” 

She raised her cup in acknowledgement. Perhaps together they could convince others that peace was the way forward. “My tribe is my family,” she said. “I want them safe and happy. Will you tell me why you raided us? Was it simply for the harvest or was your aim the women as well?”

“The women were unexpected,” Dagar said. “Father was not impressed.”

“And yet he did not return them.”

“To do so would appear weak.”

Always the concern for how they appeared to others. It was exhausting. “Do you not have many women in your tribe?” She hadn’t seen many walking around.

“Tell me what you propose for peace,” he said.

The trust wasn’t there yet. She would have to offer her information before he would offer any, but she would do so gladly, if it prevented anyone else from feeling this hollow ache inside. “I am not certain,” she admitted. “I don’t know what you want, so therefore I am not sure what to offer. I just know I can’t keep seeing my people die.” Her voice broke and she took a moment. Her hand was steady as she poured mare’s milk into her cup and filled his as well. Focus on the future, on what her tribe needed. “You do not have the fertile land to grow crops, but your horses are much stronger than ours. Perhaps we can trade some of our harvest for some of your horses each year.” Yul would have loved to have an Erseg horse.

“Is that it?”

“What else do you want?” Frustration tried to push its way into her tone and she exhaled. “Part of the problem is, we only come together to fight, we do not know each other.” Her mind whirled for other options. “Perhaps you can join our summer hunt next year. We meet with the Kharil, Horkham and Bulgat tribes each year. We trade and talk, and our young people flirt and find marriage matches.”

He frowned. “Wouldn’t that be an opportunity to attack us? You would be at strength and we would be vulnerable. How can we trust you?”

The first step was always the hardest. Each side worried about betrayal. “Don’t you have treaties with the Adhan and Tungat tribes? Perhaps they can come as well. We can all trade and learn about each other.”

He chuckled. “Do you know how optimistic that is? The tribes of Rhora are warriors not poets.”

Dagar was right. But there were still so many similarities between them. She remembered the wrestlers she’d seen earlier. “Then how about a tournament? Our people can compete for prestige; we could have archery tournaments, wrestling bouts, horse races. The winning tribe gets a title until the following year.” 

“There’s still the trust issue.” He sipped his drink.

Why did she have to do all the work? Didn’t he have any suggestions of his own? “So we camp at a distance from each other and our khans and spiritual advisors gather at a central point to lay down rules for weapons and behaviour.”

“You’re determined to make this work, aren’t you?”

She nodded. “The women of my tribe are tired of grieving. There must be another way. We are all Rhoran.”

“We are,” he agreed and stood. “I will let you rest. There will be a guard at your door.”

Of course. “As long as he doesn’t enter, he will be safe.”

His lips twitched. “As long as you don’t try to leave, you will be safe.” He left.

Shuree exhaled and slumped over the table. It had gone better than she had expected. If Dagar had his father’s ear, perhaps they could negotiate a peace. Though his brother may not like it. Maybe she should have allowed Amar to come with her. As a male, he might have been given more respect, but he also had more of a temper.

She finished her drink and carried the lantern over to the mattress. She checked beneath the covers for any surprises and then scanned the tent for anything else she might have missed. Only the single entrance to monitor. Without any weapon, she felt naked, but she’d worked with Vachir to sharpen her hand to hand combat skills.

And she desperately needed to sleep so she was alert tomorrow.

It was her turn to trust Dagar’s word.

She lay down and fell asleep.

 


Chapter 4

Shuree woke as the sounds of the camp entered her yurt. People called morning greetings, horses whinnied in the distance and children shrieked with laughter. Suddenly she sat bolt upright. This wasn’t her yurt. 

Memories flooded back. She was in the Erseg camp, awaiting discussions with the khan. Her pulse slowed. Had Yesugen and Tegusken made it home yet? Would Amar keep his promise to wait until she returned? He would be furious when he saw what they’d done to their father. Her stomach heaved at the memory. 

No, she would remember him as he had been, strong and kind. Some nights she would wake and listen to him speak with her mother about things that were troubling him, how to always do right by the tribe. He never showed that vulnerable side to anyone but his wife and Shuree. She used to climb into his lap when she was little and cuddle him, tell him everything would be all right.

How she missed him already.

She brushed the tears from her cheeks and stood, stretching her aching muscles, and brushing the wrinkles out of the clothes the best she could. It was important she spoke to Ogodai soon, before her brother had time to retaliate for their father’s mutilation. She took a piece of dried meat from the table and opened the chests she’d noticed the night before. One had a hair comb in it, so she undid her plait and combed her hair
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