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Chapter 1

Jai’s head throbbed with every jarring bounce as the khiro’s massive hooves pounded the ground beneath them. The rough sack over his head chafed against his skin, but the discomfort barely registered; he was too preoccupied with clinging to the rhino’s coarse fur, desperate not to fall upon the rushing green long grass below.

He could sense Winter beside him, straining against the same ropes that trussed her to the lurching beast’s side. Jai comforted his dragon with a thought, but it did little to quell her terror. It didn’t help that she could sense the same in him.

The khiro’s pace began to slow, the great muscles beneath him shuddering as the thunder of hooves slowed to silence. The creature’s breath was heavy, punctuating the quiet that had settled.

Then the air around Jai and Winter grew tense, as if filled by some signal with the yammering of men, Steppespeak so heavily accented even Jai’s childish understanding could not discern a single word.

Rough hands grabbed Jai, pulling him down from the khiro’s back. He stumbled, disorientated, as he was dragged across the ground, the sighing of the breeze suddenly muffled as his feet found flat ground. The sack was yanked from his head, and a sudden rush of light and air left him gasping. Blinking against the glare of a fire, Jai struggled to bring the tent’s interior into focus, even as he was shoved to his knees.

The tent was made of animal furs, and lashed bamboo, large as a three-horse stable. The smell of smoke and leather hung in the air, mingling with a faint scent of herbs. At the centre of the space, a firepit smouldered, casting shadows that danced upon the tent walls.

As his eyes adjusted, a woman stooped into a crouch at his front, hawkish eyes boring into Jai’s. She was a Steppewoman, and undoubtedly one of status. The finely braided plaits in her hair, adorned with bones, teeth and precious stones, spoke of her standing among her people, if what little Jai had glimpsed before his blindfolding held true. Even without the symbols, the woman’s posture exuded a confidence that came from leadership, her gaze sharp and calculating.

Summoning his courage, Jai opened his mouth to speak, but a swift slap to his cheek silenced him. The Steppewoman tugged Jai’s head down, examining his scalp, appraising him like a piece of livestock. Jai’s head reeled from the blow, but he held the woman’s gaze, refusing to let fear rule him.

She grinned at Jai’s defiance, then squinted as if spotting something, clucking her tongue as if in disapproval, checking Jai’s fingernails and tugging Jai’s lips apart to view his teeth, even sniffing a lock of his hair as if trying to glean some hidden information. The indignity of it all burned in Jai’s chest, but he knew better than to resist, not wanting to be slapped again. Instead, he reached inward, drawing on the bond he shared with Winter, finding comfort in their connection.

The woman sat back, sighing and clapping her hands. She bit her lip, looking pityingly at Jai, as if on the verge of speaking. Then she shook her head, turning and striding out of the tent’s curtained entrance.

Jai took a breath. Then another, and another, attempting to quell the hammering of his heart. He knew not where he was. Nor even who had taken him. But he was alive … and far from Magnus and his ilk, if the journey’s bruising of his ribs was anything to go by.

Yet he had no way of knowing if Erica and the Huddites had been so lucky.

By all accounts, he had succeeded in his mission. These were his people, after all. But not his people. Not the Kidara.

For as Jai examined his surroundings, he knew this was no great tribe of the steppe. In his childhood, Balbir had spoken of their tribe and the world they had left behind. He knew, in his childhood pride, that the picture he had built in his head was far grander than it likely was. But these dirt floors and ragged pelts were not the rich tapestries, rugs, and embroidered cushions Balbir had once described.

He sniffed, his stomach groaning at the smell of cooking nearby. Jai could hear the stirring of pots, laughter of women and children. He had been taken into the heart of their camp. No … their village. One that moved with their herds, as all Steppefolk did.

A wheezing from the corner spun Jai’s head, such that he almost fell, turning with his bound feet. In the corner, an old man stared at him with beetle eyes, trembling beneath a hairy khiro pelt. Beside him, an old woman spooned a thin milk into his mouth, using a wooden spoon and a burnt clay bowl.

This was a small tribe, and a poor one at that. And they were keeping him alive for a reason.

The two elders ignored him, as if the sight of a battered, bleeding captive was nothing new to them. But then, he supposed it would not be, if Balbir’s tales were to be believed. No people warred more than the Steppefolk. Nor did any take more captives. Half the fettered in the Phoenix Empire were made up of the defeated captives of the steppe.

Footsteps approached, and Jai was swift to cast down his gaze, returning to the position he had once been in. If escape was an option … he would do well to appear compliant.

A diminutive man stumbled into the tent, shoved by a hand unseen. Then another entered, shouting in jest over his shoulder. It was a Steppeman this time, though he shared the woman’s features. Those same hawkish eyes, compounded by a hooked nose that could only be familial.

A brother of the Steppewoman perhaps, or a cousin. Certainly he seemed of similar standing based on his fine furs and adornments, though there was a cruelty in the man’s smile as he turned his eyes upon Jai, one that had not existed in the woman’s gaze.

He clapped a hand upon the smaller man’s shoulder, forcing him to kneel in front of Jai. He was trembling, and flinched as his superior stabbed a finger at Jai.

‘I am Feng,’ the man muttered, his gaze fixed firmly upon the ground. ‘They say you speak High Imperial. Is it true?’

Jai said nothing, if only in shock at the fluency of the man’s speech. The other bristled at Jai’s silence.

‘Speak, lest Zayn angers,’ Feng hissed.

‘I do,’ Jai blurted.

Zayn clapped Feng’s back in a sudden movement, laughing in delight. Then, as suddenly as he had laughed, his face turned into a scowl, and he gripped the back of Feng’s neck.

Zayn spoke, spitting his words in guttural bursts. His eyes never left Jai’s face.

Feng translated, his querulous voice a poor imitation of the venom in Zayn’s own.

‘Where did you steal this from, half … breed?’

Zayn tugged something silver from the furs that adorned him, letting it fall into the dirt. Jai’s breastplate. Even as Jai’s gaze turned to it, Zayn seized Jai’s face in a vice-like grip, lifting it back up at him.

‘Speak, worm.’

Jai curled a lip, then spat off to the side, though in truth his mouth was so dry it was little more than a gesture. The man grinned … then slapped Jai so hard his head spun.

It was the blow of a soulbound, and a powerful one at that. Dizzied, Jai’s vision swam, even as a curved blade flicked in front of his eyes, Zayn dangling it like a toy over a cooing babe.

‘You’re not listening,’ Feng translated, as Zayn snarled out the words. ‘It seems you’ve no need for your ears.’

Jai groaned and felt the cool of the blade against his cheek, slipping down towards the side of his head.

A shadow darkened the tent entrance, and a voice rang out. Muttering as if disappointed, Zayn lifted the knife, before striding out of the tent. Outside, voices were raised, followed by the slap of blows.

Only when there was a curse, and a final, hard thud, did the tent entrance darken once more. The first woman entered, blood staining her lips and teeth as she offered Jai a smile.

Feng translated, as the woman spoke:

‘I am Sindri, khan of the Valor tribe, and I apologise for the behaviour of my brother, Zayn. He can be … impulsive.’

Sindri’s tone, even in the harsh speech of Steppespeak, was almost gentle, a stark contrast to the violence that had just unfolded. ‘How came you to our lands?’

Jai hesitated, weighing his options. He decided to speak the truth – up to a point.

‘My mother was not of the steppe, and my father was Rohan, khan of the Kidara. I was raised as a hostage in the imperial court. My two older brothers were framed for treason and executed at the hands of Emperor Titus, but I escaped. I have travelled across the empire in search of my tribe.’

Sindri listened intently, her expression thoughtful.

‘I know little of the … politicking of the larger tribes,’ she said after a moment, Feng stammering as he searched for the correct words. ‘But we well know this Rohan of whom you speak.’

Sindri drew a blade from a sheath at her side, and Jai flinched back. She raised her free palm in peace, and cut Jai’s bonds with two deft slashes of the dagger. She straightened, half-turning to the tent’s exit.

She spoke, and Jai listened intently to Feng’s words.

‘You are free to walk among us, but your beast will remain captive until I decide what to do with you. But know this, so-called Jai of the Kidara:

‘Try anything, and it will be more than an ear you’ll lose.’
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Chapter 2

It was not long after Sindri had left that Jai realised he had been holding his breath. He let it out, releasing the fear he had hardly been able to stifle.

Beside him Feng shuffled his knees, his head bowed.

‘It’s okay,’ Jai whispered. ‘She’s gone now.’

Feng’s eyes flicked to the elders behind them, and gave a shake of his head, pressing a thin finger across the crease of his lips.

Only now, as he slightly raised his face, could Jai get a good look at him.

Feng looked a little older than Jai, perhaps in his late teens or early twenties, with dark, intelligent eyes that seemed to hold an unspoken sadness. His face was thin, with a hint of moustache dusting his upper lip. His hair, unlike the braids and adornments of Zayn and Sindri, was simply pulled back in a short ponytail, and his facial features seemed different than that of the other plainsmen, telling of mixed heritage. Something in his features that reminded him of the Phoenix emperor’s diplomats and traders that had rarely made the long journey to Leonid’s palace from the far east.

Jai studied Feng for a moment, wondering what thoughts lay behind that guarded gaze. He needed to tread carefully if he was to gain Feng’s trust, or perhaps even his help. Clearly, the man was as unwelcome a guest as he was.

‘Thank you for translating,’ Jai said, his voice soft. ‘Your High Imperial is very good. How did you learn to speak it so well?’

Again, Feng said nothing, instead standing and heading towards the light of the entrance. Jai followed, rubbing his wrists and aching ribs. He had long run out of mana, and had not had a chance yet to soulbreathe so he could heal – Jai had figured out pretty quickly that being strapped upside down to the back of a khiro was not conducive to soulbreathing.

Outside the tent, the vibrant pulse of the nomadic tribe’s everyday life thrummed around them. Men and women busied themselves at cooking fires, preparing meals with knives and pots, while children darted playfully among the tents, their laughter rising with the last of the day’s heat. Beyond this centre of activity, older men lingered at the edges of the camp, their presence an uneasy contrast to the familial atmosphere. Some gathered in circles, playing and laying bets on games of knucklebones, while others sat and stared into the distance, sipping from their horn flasks. All were clearly armed.

Most captivating of all were the khiroi, which grazed contentedly nearby. Their massive, shaggy forms moved with surprising grace, the curved horns atop their heads like masts in a fleet of ships. Jai was relieved to see Navi among them, her scarred, smaller frame and grey fur easily discernible amid the hulking beasts. The older youths of the village were gathered there, keeping watch, their eyes never ceasing to search the horizon.

This tapestry stood in stark contrast to the sterile halls of the imperial palace, and despite the fear coiling in his belly, Jai found the scene strangely comforting.

Feng led Jai to a quiet spot near the edge of the camp, where they could talk without being overheard. Beyond the circle of tents, Jai had to stop and take in the view.

It was a sea of green, stretching out from horizon to horizon. A moving sea, stirred by the eddies of the wind, blushed by the first hint of sunset.

Feng pulled at his sleeve, tugging him to sit amid the grass. Glancing back the way he came, he finally answered Jai’s earlier question.

‘Like yours, my father too was a plainsman,’ he said, his voice soft and distant, like a memory that had begun to fade. ‘But my mother was a trader from the far east. It was she who taught my sister and me your language, as well as her own tongue. I guess that’s why I was chosen to be your … minder.’

Jai could hear the bitterness in Feng’s voice, even if the young man tried to hide the pain in his eyes. It seemed that, like Jai, Feng was caught between two worlds, never truly belonging to either.

‘We ventured into the steppe to trade with my father’s people, and to avoid the Sabine tax collectors. He and my mother paid for it with their lives. My sister and I were traded back and forth, until we ended up with Sindri three years ago. I made myself useful enough to not be traded away once more, as they so often do.’

Jai recoiled, the story sullying the peaceful scene before him. It was all starting to make sense. Jai had gone from being a Sabine hostage … to that of his own people.

‘And your sister?’ Jai hardly dared ask.

‘Still here … for now.’

Feng did not meet his gaze, instead tugging at a strand of grass with his fingers.

‘I’m sorry,’ Jai said, finding no need to force sincerity. ‘I know what it’s like to not belong.’

Feng’s gaze met Jai’s, and for a moment, it seemed as if the walls between them were softening. But just as quickly, Feng’s expression closed off once more, and he looked away.

‘We should get you some food,’ Feng said abruptly, standing up and brushing the dirt from his clothes. ‘Come on, I’ll show you around the camp.’

Jai found it hard to focus, for he could sense Winter, still struggling against her bonds. She knew his own had been cut, but far from calming her, she was panicking that he would be taken away. Jai knew she would not rest until she laid eyes upon him, but also knew to not push his luck just yet in seeking her out.

He had but a moment to close his eyes, entering the half-trance that let him hear Winter more clearly.

Jai! Jai!

His name, his scent, his very soul. She was crying out for it. Yet he could offer her no lies to calm the hammering of her heart, let alone his own. Instead, he sought out the glimmer of hope buried deep within him, and offered it up to her like a salve, before the clamouring in his mind quelled to a gentler dread.

‘Hurry, before the light fades,’ Feng’s voice called from his retreating back.

As they walked through the camp, Jai took in every detail, trying to memorise the layout and the routines of the tribe.

The camp was alive with a harmonious blend of function, chaos and beauty, with plant-dyed tents of lilac and woad arranged in an orderly fashion around a central open area. This space seemed to serve as a gathering place for the tribe, for Jai could see people congregating to share meals, stories and laughter.

Most interesting of all was the symbol painted on each tent, and even stitched into the clothing of the villagers: a crossed pair of flowering lupins. That explained the purple everywhere.

The air was filled with the rich aroma of spices and herbs that he had only experienced before at the imperial palace’s most lavish feasts. The scent was enticing, a heady mixture of fragrances. There were aromas he couldn’t quite place, but knew were foreign to the Sabine cuisine he was accustomed to.

Curious, Jai was careful not to stare too long at those around him, even if they did not share the same qualms. Children pointed, giggling, at his hair, for it was far shorter than the long braids of every man and woman there, children included. He smiled at them, only for them to squeal and to run behind their mothers’ skirts.

Feng settled by the central campfire, and Jai was curious that the captive was handed a bowl of simmering stew without hesitation. Feng gave it to Jai, and then took one for himself. It seemed the prisoners here were treated well, at least. Sindri had been true to her word so far.

Jai took a tentative spoonful, and was surprised by the complex flavour. It was unlike anything he had tasted before, rich in spices, herbs and more. But even as he moaned with pleasure, his mouth began to burn.

Within moments, he was gasping like a beached fish – much to the amusement of those watching.

Jai lifted his chin defiantly, and spooned more into his mouth … only for him to splutter, as a fresh wave of heat hit home. Another bout of mirth followed, one man finding it so funny, he was bent over double.

‘Here,’ Feng said, passing Jai a drinking horn. ‘You caught one of the chillies. You should leave those in the pot.’

‘You … gave it … to me,’ he gasped.

Feng shrugged and nodded at the jug.

Jai took a deep swig … and gagged. For it was not water, but rather milk. Sweet, fat and acrid milk, with claggy lumps that coated his tongue and mouth.

‘Interesting taste, no?’ Feng asked, grinning as Jai handed it back with a foul face. ‘But worth it, right?’

And Jai wanted to disagree, but the heat in his mouth was soothed, and Jai found himself reaching back for it but a few seconds later. Feng nodded his approval as Jai took another sip.

‘Fermented khiroi milk,’ Feng said. ‘Sithian fuel, some call it. Most call it khymis. Not too much now, it’s strong.’

Jai raised a brow, and took another swig. Then spooned some more stew into his mouth, careful of what came with it. Surprisingly … it worked.

He survived the meal with the alternating heat and cool, until he was sated with a full belly and left with a pleasant buzz. That feeling was fleeting, though, his soulbound body processing the booze faster than he might have wished it.

He could have used a little numbness right now.

Despite Jai’s full belly, he felt uneasy. His eyes caught Zayn, the man watching him darkly with an entourage of beetle-browed men. Their gazes locked for a brief moment, and Zayn shook his head, his expression a mixture of contempt and disdain.

Sindri might have welcomed him, but her brother clearly did not like the fact that he was sitting among them.

And that he still had his ears.
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Chapter 3

Zayn and his men were gathered around a strange depression in the ground, not far from the central campfire, where the grass had been flattened. Along the edges of the rough circle, tufts of grass were tied together in tussocks by scraps of red-dyed cloth, forming a makeshift border.

Jai watched as Zayn shoulder-barged a nearby Steppewoman, a strange mix of aggression and playfulness. The woman looked resigned, but allowed herself to be cajoled into the circle, after a brief exchange Jai could not hear.

Through it all, Zayn’s eyes seldom strayed from Jai. It was evident that Jai was meant to witness whatever was about to happen. His curiosity piqued, he watched the impending confrontation with trepidation.

Zayn and his opponent faced each other, their eyes locked in a fierce stare. No sooner had the pair entered the arena than the circle became crowded, men and women calling bets, others simply watching with eager eyes.

It started without preamble, for it seemed to Jai they lunged for each other, arms outstretched, searching for a hold. Zayn’s movements were fluid and precise, judging each move with careful coordination as he slipped under the shorter woman’s grasp. With a sudden, savage jerk, Zayn hurled his foe to the ground, her body landing with a crushing thud.

As the fallen woman gasped for breath, Zayn stood over her, triumphant. He looked to the crowd, his eyes seeking out Jai’s. There was a dark promise in their depths.

‘Zayn is one of the few soulbound warriors here,’ Feng whispered, as Jai dragged his eyes away from the still-staring Steppeman. ‘That was the other.’

‘What was that?’ Jai asked. ‘Do they wrestle, as the Sabines do in their Ludi?’

Feng stared at Jai for a moment.

‘You really don’t know? Perhaps you are who you say.’

Jai shrugged, hating the fact that he was so ignorant of his own people.

‘It’s the fighting technique of the Steppefolk,’ Feng said. ‘Talvir. It is an ancient art, forgotten by many, more so since the peace treaty. But some still practise it.’

Jai nodded silently, replaying the fight in his mind. It had a brutal, fluid efficiency to it. It fascinated him.

‘Mostly it’s fought with a falx,’ Feng said, seemingly awkward at Jai’s reticence. ‘Rarely on khiro-back, strangely enough, though it lends itself well. Tradition supersedes practicality in that regard.’

Jai could see now why Zayn was so feared and respected among the tribe, his prowess in Talvir was analogous to his place in their hierarchy.

‘The falx is a curved longsword,’ Feng continued, his voice a soft murmur. ‘In the hands of a skilled Talvir practitioner, it is a terrifying weapon. And in the hands of someone like Zayn … well, I wouldn’t want to be his enemy.’

‘I know what a falx is,’ Jai snapped, perhaps a little harshly.

He had not known the depths of his shame, at the little he knew about his own people, until that moment. Jai watched, as another pair of men entered the fighting ring, this time armed with bamboo poles. Their movements were elegant, ducking and weaving amid a clatter of wood. Jai’s desire to learn the art of Talvir himself, a pull as natural as wanting to know the plainspeople’s language or comfort Winter.

‘I wonder if my father trained in this,’ Jai wondered aloud.

Now it was Feng’s turn to shrug.

‘Nobody even knows if he was soulbound. The legends say he was.’

Jai bit his lip, thinking on it.

The idea of his father being soulbound was familiar to Jai, though Balbir had never confirmed nor denied it when asked – and now Jai realised it had been because she had secretly been soulbound herself.

In truth, Balbir had always said few knew his father well, her included. It was his mythical status that had allowed him to unite the tribes, and it was a mystique his father had cultivated. Why, many Sabines still believed he had been a seven-foot-tall giant, who ate babies for breakfast.

Once more, Jai cursed his own capture, wishing he could seek out his own tribe. At least there, he could get the answers he sought. Let alone claim his birthright.

Jai’s focus shifted when he noticed Sindri’s imposing form pushing her way through the onlookers. A long khiro horn was held in her hands like a club, and Jai felt a surge of fear, until he saw Sindri lift it to her lips.

A rich note reverberated, so deep and loud Jai could hear it in his chest – silencing the Steppefolk. The sudden quiet was eerie, and only the soft susurration of the wind-stirred grass disturbed the air.

Folk shuffled closer to the fire, and not a word was spoken. Even Zayn greeted Sindri’s arrival with no more than a scowl. Feng clutched Jai’s wrist, tugging him away, as men and women crouched down, resting upon the balls of their feet. Soon, they hovered at the far back, too low in the pecking order, Jai realised, to be allowed any closer.

Sindri strode towards the central campfire, her footsteps heavy and deliberate. As she did so, she lifted the horn like a trophy, waiting for everyone to take their places.

Feng leaned in, waiting to hear Sindri’s words and speak them in Jai’s ear.

‘Brethren,’ Sindri called out. ‘I call a Great Council, so that we may decide what to do with this stranger, this so-called son of Rohan.’

Still, silence.

‘The Kidara tribe have grown fat,’ Sindri growled. ‘They have spent these years as traders, buying Tainted captives from the Phoenixians and selling fettered to the Sabines.’

The word ‘fettered’ was spat, as if it were a dirty word. Jai didn’t understand. Was he not their captive too, to be sold on to the highest bidder? And what did ‘Tainted’ mean? It sounded familiar, an insult his brothers had used long ago. But the memory was faded to nothing, and Feng was too busy translating to get clarification.

‘They reject us from their High Councils. Refuse us trade, keep the best bloodstock for themselves. But now … we have something they want. Now, we have them by the nethers.’

A murmur of agreement swept through the gathered tribe.

Zayn stood, his head bowed, arms outstretched. Sindri hesitated, almost imperceptibly, then placed the horn in his hands.

‘I have seen this boy,’ Zayn said, his voice low and dangerous. ‘Made my measure of him.’

He turned, and stabbed a finger in Jai’s direction.

‘He is a thief and a liar!’

Jai wanted to protest, but he found himself unable to speak, his voice caught in his throat. It was just as well.

‘He may be a half-breed runt from the palace,’ Zayn growled, striding into the circle’s centre, ‘but he is no son of Rohan. Hands as soft as a milkmaid’s. Not a braid to speak of, nor a word of his father’s tongue. Why, I would not be surprised if he is yet to pass the Rite. He has stolen this artefact … he has … he …’

Zayn ran out of steam, his finger trembling in the air, giving Feng time to catch up with his muttered translation.

Sindri held out a hand, and Zayn grunted, letting the horn fall into his sister’s palm.

‘And yet,’ Sindri said, just a hint of impatience in her voice, ‘is this not what we would expect, from a captive prince raised in the gilded embrace of our enemies? Is he not soulbound to a dragon? What servant could steal Rohan’s armour from Leonid’s private chambers? And what servant would have this.’

Jai felt the blood rise to his face as Sindri brandished a tattered notebook, clearly stolen from the rucksack that had yet to be returned to him.

‘Penned in Leonid’s own hand,’ Sindri announced. ‘Bloodied by his own blood. A chronicle of his wars against our peoples.’

Zayn snatched the horn from her, his face dark with rage.

‘He knows nothing of our traditions, nor our struggles.’ Zayn’s voice was filled with contempt, and worst of all, Jai could hardly defend against it. ‘He’s worse than a Sabine. He’s a traitor to his own blood. He does not deserve to live.’

Feng’s voice shook as he translated, and Jai shrank beneath the accusations. On the one hand, how could Zayn possibly discern that in just their few moments together? On the other …

Maybe he was right. Maybe he’d been with the Sabines too long to claim his heritage.

The tribe murmured in agreement – seemingly in agreement with that latter thought – casting suspicious gazes upon him. He could feel the weight of their judgement, and lowered his eyes.

Sindri raised a hand for silence once more, taking back the horn.

‘We must be cautious, my brethren,’ she said. ‘Deception is a fickle thing. Let us say, for a moment, that my brother is right.’

Zayn almost looked surprised, his brow furrowing.

‘Imposter or not, traitor or not, it matters little if we believe him to be the son of Rohan. What matters is that the Kidara believe it.’

She tossed her hair and then motioned for Jai to stand.

He didn’t want to, but Feng nudged him urgently even as Zayn made an almost imperceptible step towards Jai, making it clear that he was going to stand one way or another.

He stood.

Sindri said, ‘A lost prince is worth far more than a servant thief. It is up to us to make him a prince. He must be taught our ways. And in the meantime … we ride east. In search of the Kidara.’

And though Jai had just wished for that very thing, he felt nothing but dread, his heart heavy as the fast-approaching night.
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Chapter 4

Jai woke to the resonance of a horn. He lay still for a moment, his eyes closed. Listening to the movements of his surroundings, until a hand jostled him awake.

Men and women stretched around him, paying him almost no heed, talking among themselves. Only the one who had woken him, a young woman, offered him a fleeting, soft smile before ducking out of the tent. Jai recognised her as the other soulbound here, who Zayn had faced in the fighting circle.

It had been an uncomfortable night, spent in the same tent he had found himself in that morning. As it turned out, it was a place for the elderly and infirm – a poor prison, had Jai wished to escape. But the truth was, Jai had been exhausted – one moment, he had calmed his mind to soulbreathe, the next he woke to the morning reveille rumbling in his ears.

Still, even if he had soulbreathed through the night, and an opportunity to run had presented itself, he wouldn’t have made it far. And he couldn’t leave without breaking Winter free.

His dragon was held in another tent, chained to a stake. She had communicated as much to him. Since his ascension, he could understand her better. She could shape intention – not words exactly, but … meaning. He hadn’t had much chance to explore their renewed bond since escaping the Sabines.

Now he sought her out in his mind, and found her sleeping. He let her rest, opting instead to join the elders as they emerged from the tent.

Jai rubbed his eyes, adjusting to the dim light of daybreak. The camp was a hive of activity; warriors sharpened their weapons, khiroi being saddled, and the tent behind him was collapsing even as he stepped out of it.

It was fascinating to see the village disappearing before his eyes, and the great beasts of burden loaded up like humpbacked oxen. Within minutes, all that remained of the village was trampled grass. Indeed, Jai could see the green shoots already growing in the exposed dark soil. Soon enough, it would be as if they had never been there at all.

If Jai had imagined that they would be riding east on the backs of the khiroi, he was mistaken. The majority of the khiroi bore the weight of furs, nets, baskets and assorted belongings. Others were harnessed to bamboo sleds, mostly the oldest, or youngest of the khiroi.

A few, though, did ride. At their head, Zayn sat astride the largest of them, its horn standing proud and tall above the others. To Jai’s dismay, he saw Winter chained to Zayn’s saddle, her mind still bleary from sleep.

Her sapphire eyes turned on him, widening as she let out a yawp of recognition. He worried for her, but soon a flash of her love through their bond told him she was happy enough to be out in the open air, and within sight of him. He promised himself he would hold her in his arms soon, but dared not approach as Sindri barked orders and men and women hurried to ready themselves.

Those on foot had gathered at a series of central fires, where children handed out steaming dumplings wrapped in waxy leaves. Jai took one, savouring the rich filling, a tangy, meaty centre, mixed with more spices that set his tongue tingling, and warmed him from the inside out.

‘Come,’ Feng said.

Jai turned to find the young man hunched behind him, a heavy pack upon his shoulders. Beyond, the khiroi were already on the move, with the Steppefolk trailing the path of flattened grass that otherwise would have reached their waists.

Together, they ploughed a furrow through the green expanse, following the vanguard of warriors who led the way.

Jai and Feng walked in silence for a while, and Jai was amazed at the deep quietude that had settled over the steppe. The dawn air was still, but for the shuffling of feet, and the plodding of the khiroi. Not a bird to be heard, nor the soft chirr of an insect. It was as if the very world was holding its breath, waiting for the sun to crest the horizon.

Still, before long the Valor began to speak, a murmuring begun by the play of bored children. Jai walked on in comfortable silence, only stopping to relieve an old lady of her burden as she shuffled behind them, a large basket that he slotted under his arm.

But then he remembered something that had disturbed him last night.

‘Feng, I never got a chance to ask at the … gathering … who are the Tainted?’ he asked. ‘I didn’t know what Sindri meant last night.’

Feng glanced at Jai, his eyes reflecting the weight of the question. He responded in a low voice, though the rest of the tribe had already given them a wide berth as they trudged through the long grass.

‘The Tainted,’ Feng said, ‘are a caste among Steppefolk, relegated to the fringes of their society. Though in truth, almost a third of those that call this land home are so-called. They were born into a cursed lineage, or so it is believed. They are not welcome to join with other tribes, nor marry with others outside their caste. They are denied breeding rights for the khiroi, forced to tame wild ones and start fresh bloodlines anew.’

Jai was beginning to understand. It was no wonder he held such value to this tribe, if they could force a trade with the Kidara. Especially if it meant bringing new khiroi, bred for generations by the Great Tribes of old.

‘So all the Valor are Tainted?’ Jai asked.

Feng nodded.

‘Why are they cursed?’ Jai asked.

‘Some will say they know the truth of it, but none that I’ve heard are worth repeating. The original transgression was long forgotten, yet the punishment remains. Fear and superstition force the burden of a sin they never knew.’

Jai shook his head, disillusioned. He had always pictured the Steppefolk as beyond the prejudice of the Sabines. Yet it seemed they were not so different after all.

‘If they are so reviled, how can they treat you the way they do? How can they hold others captive?’

Feng halted, his brow furrowing. ‘Treat me how?’ he asked. ‘I have as many rights as any among the tribe. I am simply forbidden to leave … unless I can purchase my own freedom.’

Now it was Jai’s turn to be confused.

‘But Zayn …’

‘Zayn is a bully to everyone,’ Feng sniffed. ‘But me especially. To the others, I am just another tribe member. Even if they don’t see the value of my labours, the way Sindri does.’

‘You’re … a captive, and an equal?’

Feng walked on, shaking his head.

‘I am no fettered man, nor a hostage as you once were. The tribes of the steppe war so often, it is common for men to be captured, if not entire villages. Do you see a prison here?’

Feng spun slowly, his arms outstretched.

‘It is the way of the steppe. In defeat, you become your enemy. So says their mother goddess, and so it has always been. The merging and breaking of the tribes are as ever-changing as the eddies of the wind. Why, some misguided souls within the Valor fear Zayn will leave and form his own tribe, taking all that would follow him, as is the right of any royal. But the tribe is far too small for such a schism.’

‘And if one of these captives were to wish to leave?’ Jai asked.

Feng shrugged.

‘Then they must earn or buy their freedom. Just as any Steppefolk wishing to leave their tribe must.’

‘Oh?’ Jai raised a brow.

‘Upon their Rite, every Steppeman and Steppewoman must swear allegiance to their tribe leader, one that can only be broken by blood, khiroi or gold. And it’s the tribe leader who sets the price.’

Jai was fascinated at this. Did this mean he might buy his own freedom?

‘Rite?’ Jai asked. ‘Sindri mentioned this as well.’

It sounded familiar, but he could not remember what Balbir told him about it. He’d been so young when she was taken from him.

Feng looked at him, almost with pity, and again the shame from the day before punched Jai in the gut. I know so little about who I actually am. But the other man didn’t speak with disdain when he said, ‘It is the rite of passage, before a tribesman or woman must settle upon a tribe. It is why so many of the young will leave their tribes and travel the steppe before their adulthood. They must return with a gift for the khan of the tribe they wish to join, and swear the blood oath there and then. They must do so alone, or with other riteless, and the gift must come through conquest. Some may never come back, riting themselves to another tribe. The Tainted stick with the Tainted, however, and the untainted with their own. It is the way it has always been.’

Jai wanted to ask him more, but a yell from ahead had Feng scurrying. The same girl who had woken him was calling to them, for they had drifted far behind the rest.

‘I think I understood that,’ Jai said, as he jogged to catch up with Feng. ‘I’m getting used to the accent. Something about limping?’

Feng grinned and nodded.

‘Well done! It comes back to you. I was the same when I first came here. Come on, we can practise as we walk.’

Jai grinned, even as Feng cast a dark look over his shoulder. It seemed his soulbound mind was finding it easier to learn the language than in his childhood.

‘She’s right you know,’ Feng said. ‘We shouldn’t drift behind.’

‘Oh?’

‘Wouldn’t be the first straggler picked off by a sabretooth.’
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Chapter 5

As morning turned to noon, Jai’s heart hurt with a bittersweet memory as he listened to the giggling of the Valor youth when they stared at him and Feng. He recalled how little laughter his own childhood contained.

Only one, a girl paler than the others, kept her distance. Feng’s sister, Sum.

The siblings were not allowed to talk, or so Feng said. By Zayn’s decree. As much as Feng claimed he wasn’t a prisoner, like Jai he was a hostage, his sister tying him to this place and tribe. It dawned on him then that if Sum was Feng’s shackle, Winter was Jai’s.

Jai waved at Sum, but Feng pulled his hand down, shaking his head. Jai bit back a question about her, but was glad to see her smiling, playing in the grasses with what looked like friends.

A fresh gale of laughter brought memories of him and his brothers chattering in their father’s native tongue, while Balbir walked them around the palace gardens. It had been one of the few happy memories he had – yet all too brief, the Sabine putting an end to such activity swiftly.

As such, he had never been as adept at speaking it as his brothers, especially after they had been separated. After all, he’d had nobody to practise it with. But now, in the company of Feng and the Steppefolk, he felt the lost words stirring within.

Even now, he focused on the lilt and cadence of their voices, learning the subtle rhymes of their speech. He practised softly under his breath, the syllables tasting like memory. Feng, ever patient, corrected his pronunciation and encouraged him with quiet joshing.

It was strange to learn from the chatter of infants, for few others would converse openly yet in Jai’s presence. Jai tried not to be offended. He was an oddity, at the very least.

Even as the great furrow of trampled stalks stretched behind them, the Steppefolk dipped on and off the beaten path, their hands deftly collecting the small tubers, herbs, seed pods and grains that grew there. He marvelled at their keen eyes, able to discern the subtle differences in the swaying blanket of green. How connected they were to this land.

Jai remembered the deep love Erica held for her people, when he’d experienced some of her memories after consuming her dragon’s soulgem. He was beginning to understand it.

The thought of Erica was like a twisted knife in Jai’s heart, and he was forced to push the thoughts of her away. Right now, there was nothing he could do for her but hope.

Feng tried his best to teach Jai new words, once Jai had worked his way through the puerile insults he was mostly overhearing. Jai’s new companion gladly shared his knowledge, even stooping to snatch herbs from the grass, explaining the uses of each find, interjecting with Steppespeak wherever he could. Jai listened with rapt attention, amazed by the depth of their understanding of the land and its offerings. But then, Feng too was half Steppeman, like he. And he had known his parents, while Jai … had not.

One of the Steppefolk began to hum a soft, melodic tune. Gradually, the others joined in, their voices weaving together to create a haunting harmony. He strained his ears to pick up familiar words, catching a few phrases here and there. They sang of the vast steppe, of the love for their land and the mother goddess who watched over them.

Jai found himself entranced by the rhythmic cadence of the voices around him, a marching song by all accounts. At times, the song would dwindle to a whisper, a single voice carrying the melody, only to rise again as others joined in, filling the air with a chorus that seemed to resonate with the very soul of the land.

Spring had sprung, if the buds emerging from the grass were any indication, and the afternoon sun was warm enough that Jai was tempted to remove his top. Certainly, several of the men and women of the tribe had done so, with little more than beads and fallen hair to cover their modesty. But his Sabine upbringing held him back, even as his fingers nudged the hem of his tunic.

As the pair ducked to examine a tuber amid the trampled grass, the shadow of a large khiro passed over Jai and Feng, casting a momentary relief from the sun’s heat.

But the relief was fleeting, as Jai saw Zayn glowering down at him. The man snorted, and turned away, but not before his steed kicked a pile of khiro dung in Jai’s direction.

This didn’t bother Jai in the slightest, though, for Winter was rushing towards him, chain clinking, finally within sight of her master.

Catching her in his arms, Jai felt the warmth of her iridescent scales against his skin. He held her close. For a fleeting moment, the world around them seemed to fall away, leaving only the two of them, bound by a love that transcended language.

Then the moment was shattered. Zayn’s fist suddenly jerked the chain attached to Winter’s neck, pulling her away from Jai’s embrace with a sudden sidestep. Winter choked and gasped for air, her eyes filled with fear and confusion. Her claws scrabbled at the ground, tearing clods, until she fell back, dragged across the grass like a carcass.

Jai felt his face contort with rage.

‘Bastard!’ he bellowed at Zayn.

Zayn turned, his hand resting upon the hilt of his sword, his eyes dark with challenge. Though he did not speak, the air between them became charged with the unspoken threat of violence.

Jai’s anger threatened to boil over, but the sight of Sindri observing the scene forced him to bite back further words. Jai turned his back instead, spitting into the grass.

Now it was Zayn who spoke, cursing him with a snarled word. Jai already knew its meaning.

‘Half-breed!’

Jai ignored him, but the rest of Valor watched until a snapped order from Sindri set the others moving once more. Jai tried to think of Winter as he took a few breaths. For who knew if Zayn would not take out on her what he was forbidden to do to Jai?

Feng avoided Jai’s gaze as Jai caught up to him, but muttered beneath his breath.

‘You would do well to avoid Zayn’s ire. Should the Kidara refuse you, the Valor will find another buyer if they have no use for you. One that might not be so welcoming.

‘Or he might simply get his wish and get to kill you.’

Jai shrugged at the threat, still simmering with rage as he stared at the man’s retreating back. Only then did he notice something peculiar.

Zayn held no reins. Yet the khiro seemed to be moving with a mind of its own, weaving between the mounted warrior vanguard as Zayn conversed with his comrades.

Of course. Zayn was soulbound to it – what need could he have for reins? Jai looked closer.

He wondered if there was a reason it was so much larger than the others, draped in dark, shaggy fur that cascaded over its hulking form. Its feet, like massive dinner plates, effortlessly supported the behemoth’s weight, while its conch-like ears twisted back and forth. The sheer presence of the beast seemed to command respect, as if acknowledging a force of nature brought to life.

‘Why is it so big?’ Jai asked, trying to distract himself from plotting Zayn’s comeuppance.

Feng glanced at Zayn’s mount before answering. ‘That is an Alkhara – the largest among khiroi, akin to the head of a lion’s pride or an alpha direwolf. They are bigger, darker and bear a silver streak in their tails. Alkhara are the strongest and most dominant of their kind. Every wild herd has one. Many tribes do not.’

Jai looked at the impressive beast. It was no wonder his father had chosen an Alkhara as a sigil for his tribe. He remembered now, Balbir speaking the word Feng just used. But he had long forgotten when, or how.

‘And how did Zayn come to possess such a beast?’

‘Most Alkhara among our tribes are born and raised tame, nurtured by our people before soulbonding with a chosen warrior – those who are respected for their strength and wisdom. But sometimes, a young warrior like Zayn will seek to tame a wild Alkhara during their riting, to soulbond with it.’

‘Is that what a riting is?’ Jai asked.

‘Not always, but for some it is the taming of a beast and gifting it to the tribe – it is usually returned to them. For most who choose this path, they seek a khiro doe, for they are far smaller and more docile. A warrior wishing to make a name for themselves might take on a khiro bull. Zayn … he was bravest of all. He took on an Alkhara, and brought it to the Valor.’

‘He was not of the Valor before?’ Jai asked.

Feng shook his head. ‘Zayn and Sindri were orphans both. They formed a tribe years ago, before they were conquered by the Valor. Sindri married the former leader, and upon his passing, she inherited his position. Thus, she rules.’

Something struck him then. ‘How can they keep you and your sister apart?’ Jai asked. ‘Surely they of all people understand.’

Feng looked down. ‘They treat her well enough. But I am too valuable to them, so they keep my leash tight. Without me, they could never trade with as many tribes as they have. Nor sell their wares to the traders of the Phoenix Empire.’

Jai stared at Zayn’s retreating back, feeling the rage building within him once more. Feng prodded him.

‘Don’t even think about it,’ he hissed. ‘An Alkhara-bound warrior is a rare power. Even for a dragon-bound prince such as yourself.’

Jai didn’t doubt it. But it told him one thing: unless Winter learned to fly, and grow to three times her size … there was no way he’d escape here. Otherwise, Feng might have done it first.

His best and last hope was to be traded back to the Kidara tribe. And he had to do everything possible to make that happen.

‘From now on, we must only speak in my father tongue,’ Jai said. ‘I have to learn, Feng.’

‘Then I will teach you,’ Feng replied in the language of the Steppefolk.
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Chapter 6

As the journey continued, the song accompanied them like a living, breathing presence. It seemed to energise the Steppefolk, spurring them on through the long hours of the day. Even when the music faded into silence, it lingered in the air.

Jai longed to lend his voice to the chorus. Instead, he committed the words to memory, breathing them in a quiet chanting that Feng corrected as they walked.

Jai spent the last daylight hours talking with Feng, attempting to improve his pidgin understanding of Steppespeak, or sithosi, as the Steppefolk called it.

It was not so simple as stringing half-remembered words together. Jai had to unlearn so much of what he had taken as gospel. Indeed, even the word, Steppefolk, was what he used when thinking of his own people. This was wrong.

For they were the Sithia. Children of the mother goddess.

Jai came to realise sithosi was a rich and poetic tongue, full of nuance and subtlety that challenged him. He came to appreciate the depth of his people’s connection with the land, and the many words they had for grass, of all heights, in all states.

Feng spoke too of the mother goddess, the divine being who nurtured and protected the Sithia. She was the life-giving force that sustained the vast steppe and the people who called it home. The ancient tale, passed through the generations, told that the Sithia were born of her breath and moulded from the soil she tended. This ancient bond shaped their deep reverence for the land.

It was almost a disappointment, as the sun began to crease the horizon, that Sindri called for a halt. To Jai’s surprise, despite the long day’s journey, the Valor moved with unwavering energy. The village seemed to rise from the earth itself as tents were expertly erected with practised hands. Strangest of all was the eerie feeling of familiarity.

Jai found himself standing in the midst of the village centre. Each tent occupied the same position it had held at daybreak, as if the village had been transported intact across the vast steppe. The only evidence of their journey lay in the long furrow trailing behind them through the grassland, and the scent of fresh-trampled grass. But he was far more interested in another smell, a promise of a hearty meal hanging in the air, drawing Jai’s feet into the heart of the village.

The warm hues of twilight bathed the landscape in a gentle glow, casting a soothing warmth over the encampment.

Feng prodded Jai towards the fire, where a large cauldron bubbled and steamed, its contents emanating a mouthwatering aroma. Men and women both stooped, slicing, trimming and peeling the fruits of their forage, tossing them into the stew under the watchful eye of a wizened matron, her helpers following every twitch of her gnarled hands.

The riders, however, had not yet reached the end of their day. As those on foot attended to the camp, Zayn’s warriors rode in a wide arc around the perimeter, skilfully herding the now unburdened khiroi ahead of them. The grass surrounding the camp was purposefully trampled low, Jai guessed, to deter predators, thieves and raiders from approaching beneath its cover.

Undeterred, the riders continued to patrol the camp’s edges, using the fading sunlight to scan for any hint of silhouettes along the distant horizon.

The vast steppe was both sanctuary and concealment to those who knew its secrets. Yet without a khiro to navigate the endless sea of grass, even a man who grew up here would be as helpless as a raft caught on a windless sea, struggling to make any progress.

It made him worry for the fate of Erica and the Huddites. For they had no mounts to speak of, and they would have to battle through the grass with what few axes they had kept.

The khiroi were truly the Sithians’ most prized possessions, serving as the vessels that voyaged this verdant expanse. Even now, while granted respite to graze, the animals were tended to by the Valor’s youths. They tightened the braids in their tails and brushed the creatures’ thick fur with bone combs, always checking, rubbing, touching. The khiroi rumbled with deep contentment, nuzzling their caretakers with affection.

Jai stood at the outskirts of the gathering, unsure if he would be welcomed by the Sithian youths. Navi cropped the grass nearby, hungry as he it seemed.

Feng, noticing Jai’s hesitation, gave him an encouraging nod. So Jai went to Navi’s side, his presence sending the youth attending to her scurrying away. He ran his hand along her grizzled fur, tracing the scars of her cruel past. Her muscles shuddered beneath his touch, yet as her wrinkled eye turned to him, she let out a deep sigh, as if acknowledging his return, and leaned against him.

He pressed himself close, hugging her, breathing in her damp animal scent. He wished Winter could join them in their embrace, but he could sense she had already been chained up in Zayn’s tent again. She lingered on the edge of his consciousness, sending him encouragement. Trying to hide the fear she felt for herself. But there were no secrets between them, try as she might keep them.

For she shared the same worries as he. She too wondered what had become of Erica, and the Huddites. Had they escaped Magnus and the invading legion? Were they lost in the sea of grass? Or were they captives like he, to be sold to the highest bidder?

‘Jai,’ an accented voice said.

He turned to find Sindri, looking down at him from her mount.

‘The moon is full,’ she said. ‘A good evening for a ride. Mount up, son of Rohan. Let us see if the chick falls far from the roost.’
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Chapter 7

Jai stared at Navi as the groom patted the saddle, but the khiro seemed more interested in cropping the grass than the fresh leathers upon her back. Despite the lack of torches, the full moon gave Jai enough light to see that the youths of the Valor were gathering to watch. Certainly, his soulbound ears could hear the jingle of coins being exchanged.

The groom, sensing Jai’s hesitation, winked and knelt down, offering his cupped hands as a makeshift stirrup. Jai hesitated, then stepped up, vaulting himself onto Navi’s back with a hurried thanks.

Beneath him, Navi shuddered, her legs splaying in surprise at the sudden weight. Jai held his breath. But Navi’s trembling turned to shudders, her snorts betraying her agitation as her gaze flicked between the onlookers and Jai.

In one swift motion, Navi reared up, kicking her powerful forelegs. Jai flailed, falling backwards as his hands snatched at the air.

His landing was surprisingly soft. It was only when the laughter swirled around him for longer and louder than warranted that he realised he was lying in a pile of fresh dung. Jai gritted his teeth, and wiped the muck from his trousers. His pride stung far worse than the fall.

He approached Navi once more, and ran his hand along her side, feeling the scars of her past. She trusted him, he knew she did; he simply needed to remind her.

He remembered how Arjun had once calmed a lame horse, years ago, when they were both but children. Jai pressed close, forehead to snout, breathing in her breath, and she breathing his, mingling in shared rhythm. He felt the rushing pulse in her neck. Felt it slow.

Jai lifted a leg, twisting onto her as swiftly as he dared. She bucked again, but Jai was ready for her, shifting his weight back and seizing the thick fur of her neck. She whickered in protest, but Jai soothed her, leaning down to murmur into her ear.

Gradually, the trembling of her body eased, and she took a tentative step forward. Then another, and another, as if testing their new-found accord.

The rumble of another khiro’s feet made Jai turn, only to see Sindri slap Navi’s rump. Navi surged into the long grass, the world around them becoming a blur of motion. Jai’s heart swelled with exhilaration as they ploughed on, the wind tearing through his hair, and the scent of earth and greenery filling his nostrils.

Sindri rode beside Jai, her laughter resounding through the air, her long black hair streaming behind her like a dark banner.

It felt like an age had passed before they slowed, yet when Jai turned, he could still discern the flickering fires of the camp and see the tendrils of smoke fading into the moonlit sky.

Despite his enhanced strength, Jai found himself panting – more from exhilaration than exhaustion. Sindri chuckled, her eyes glinting with mischief.

‘Ease up,’ she advised, pointing at Jai’s white-knuckled grip on Navi’s nape. ‘Lest you rip it out.’

Jai released his hold with a sigh, patting Navi’s neck as the khiro snorted, her head already buried in the grass, snuffling contentedly. Sindri watched for a moment, her expression softening. ‘She missed it here,’ she said. ‘Khiroi belong amid the endless expanse of the steppe. It’s a wonder an old matron like her is still going. She has heart. You’re fortunate to have her.’

She sniffed, leaning over to trace the scars that marred Navi’s back.

‘I had to be certain,’ Sindri said. ‘No khiro treated this way would let their abuser ride them. Or even a stranger. You must have a way with her.’

‘You could have just asked me,’ Jai said.

‘Yes,’ Sindri said, giving him a searching stare. ‘I am beginning to see that.’

Jai met her gaze, attempting to maintain a steady expression. At last, Sindri nodded, seemingly satisfied with what she saw. She reached behind her saddle and tossed Jai a familiar bundle – his satchel.

Grinning, Jai unbuckled the top, relieved to find his sabretooth still there. However, his father’s gorget, Leonid’s diary and his sword were all missing. He looked up at Sindri, who raised her hands defensively.

‘As Queen of the Valor, it is my right to divide the spoils of any conquests we make,’ she said. ‘If you are traded, I will return them to you – or, at least, to those I trade you to. But not before.’

Jai clenched his teeth, frustrated that he had been stripped of nearly all his worldly possessions. Still, he nodded in acceptance. What other choice did he have?

‘Feng has taught me many things,’ she said as she drew the thin volume that was Leonid’s diary from beneath her furs. ‘Even the letters of our enemies. Poor boy was up half the night helping me read what I could of this.’ She stared at it, as if half in wonder.

‘This thing,’ she mused. ‘It is either the work of a master forger, or an artefact of the greatest worth. It is …’

She stopped herself, and tucked it away.

‘I believe you, Jai,’ Sindri said softly, her voice carrying the weight of her conviction. ‘But I am one of the few who do. My brother … he is a hard man, shaped by the harshness of our life before I took power here. We were nothing more than Tainted orphans, shunned even by those who might have shown us charity. I remember the days we chewed on grass just to fill the emptiness of our bellies. We scavenged carrion, following the circling buzzards in search of sustenance. He kept me alive. Beneath the scars he bears, there lies a loyal heart. Much like Navi’s.’

Jai must have failed to conceal the scepticism on his face, for she smiled at him knowingly.

‘Mark me, Jai. Zayn makes a formidable enemy, but a better friend. With his power, his warriors’ devotion, he could wrest this tribe from me in a second. Instead, he rides night and day, keeping the direwolves from our door. Do not judge a man by his worst qualities alone.’

Jai had little to say to that. All he’d seen in Zayn was a bully.

Instead, he stared out, into the distance. Raised his brows, as he saw flickering lights far on the horizon.

‘You see them too?’ Sindri said. ‘Zayn’s been following their scent for days.’

‘Is it the Kidara?’ Jai asked.

Sindri shrugged.

‘Whoever it is, we’ll catch up to them in a few days. Send Feng to parlay, learn their identity and if the Kidara have ventured this way. They won’t speak to us otherwise.’

Jai stared at her. Were the Tainted truly so reviled that they would refuse to trade for even their own heir? Sindri, ever perceptive, caught his expression once more. Jai reminded himself to be more careful of that.

‘None trade with the Tainted. They only raid us, and sell us as fettered. It is our strength.’

‘Oh?’ Jai asked.

Sindri motioned back towards the Valor’s camp.

‘The Great Tribes of the steppe have grown fat in peace, Jai. They no longer follow the old ways. They sell fettered to the west, and buy fine silks, baubles and trifles from the east. If you are to learn the ways of the Sithia, Jai, you will find no better teachers. Heed our lessons, for the Kidara are not the tribe they once were.’

She turned away, clucking her khiro into a trot.

‘You can ride Navi tomorrow,’ Sindri called over her shoulder. ‘So you’re not too weary by sunset.’

‘Too tired for what?’ Jai shouted after her.

Her reply drifted back to him on the wind.

‘Your training.’


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


		Epilogue


		Dramatis Personae


		Acknowledgements


		About the Author


		Also by Taran Matharu


		About the Publisher







Guide



    		Cover


    		Contents

    
			Title Page


			Start









		iii


		iv


		v


		vi


		vii


		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


		568


		569


		570


		571


		572


		573


		574


		575


		576


		577


		578


		579


		580


		581


		582


		583


		ii








OPS/images/map.jpg
FROSTWEALD

Ay N~
b 7\
Mﬁ\lloUNT”

NS






OPS/images/title.jpg
TARAN
MATHARU

THI

TAINTED
KHAN

RRRRRR
VVVVVVV





OPS/images/img_001.jpg





OPS/images/cover.png
AN EMPIRE ENDS, A LEGEND BEGINS

TARAN
MATHARU

THE SUNDAY TIMES BESTSELLER





