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Lalazar, Kingdom of Kaghan 

Mughal Empire 

First Moon of Autumn, 1662

The day turned dark as night. Ash burned the tiny child’s throat. 
Every direction she turned, people screamed and shoved through 

the crowd. Black smoke billowed through doorways and windows. She 
coughed and a woman held her close. 

‘Move!’ a man shouted, helping them to run. 
The child gasped as the smoke descended like giant black wings. 

Fire surrounded them, licking their clothes. The woman tripped 
into the flames, and the child tumbled down beside her. She howled, 
while the man rolled them into a shawl to kill the flames. Horrified 
children stared until the man shouted, ‘Run to the river!’

Archers and men with swords swarmed toward them at a marching 
trot. The woman reached for the child’s hand, but she was swept away 
in the stampede. The man scooped the child into his arms and raced 
toward the water. 
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With a thud, the man fell. An arrow protruded from his thigh. 
He struggled to rise as the child staggered away from him. He called 
to her, but she was too distraught to hear. She wept for her mother 
and could not stop. 

Jahani woke abruptly with such a feeling of loss. Why didn’t 
her mother save her? She opened her eyes and sighed. She was 
in the nomad women’s tent – not in that dream she often had 
as a child living in Sherwan with Hafeezah, her foster mother. 
‘Ammi,’ she whispered. 

Jahani rolled over and cuddled up to her heart sister Anjuli. 
Nearly four moons ago, her best friend Sameela had been 
killed; and on that same fateful day she discovered Hafeezah 
wasn’t her true mother. She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to 
block out the feelings of abandonment that often swamped 
her. No matter what Jahani knew, she would always think of 
Hafeezah as her ammi. 

Anjuli’s arm curled around her. ‘Are you awake, Jahani bai?’ 
‘Chup, quiet,’ Jahani whispered. ‘It’s too early, go back to 

sleep.’
Jahani let her mind wander back to that day in summer, 

which began her journey with Azhar – her mysterious 
protector – and Hafeezah, to find her true family. They had 
travelled for a moon on horses over dangerous yet beautiful 
terrain to reach Naran, where she met her adoptive parents 
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Baqir and Zarah. And now she was finally here with the nomads 
and her true birth mother, Yasmeen. She glanced to the mat 
next to her where Yasmeen was soundly sleeping. Jahani never 
would have thought she was a nomad, but she was tall and fair 
like them. And recently she felt as if she belonged and they 
accepted her. She loved riding on Chandi, her pari horse, in 
the open fields and mountains with the goats and sheep. Yazan, 
her snow leopard, filled her mind then. He was following the 
nomads and visited the camp at night to check on her. 

Jahani smiled, hearing noises of the flocks stirring, 
a bleat from a sheep, a snort from a horse, and half a bray 
from a donkey. A bird called, and she thought of Azhar again, 
and his carpet. He could truly fly. That ride with him was 
astonishing … 

Danger! Danger! 
Jahani sat up as the urgent thought dropped into her mind, 

scattering her memories.
Danger! There it was again.
Suddenly she realised Chandi was warning her. Jahani 

checked under the flap of the tent. It was before dawn and 
she could just see Chandi rearing near the trees, pulling madly 
at her rope. Jahani raced out of the tent and immediately saw 
that, not only Chandi, all of the horses were disturbed. She 
ran across to Tafeeq, the nomad chieftain’s tent. He shared 
it with his son, Rahul, the nomad prince. She whispered 
urgently, ‘Uncle ji! Rahul! Uncle ji!’ 
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Seconds later Tafeeq emerged, pulling on his long coat. 
‘What is the matter?’

‘I had a dream … Then Chandi, my horse, she warned …’ 
Jahani faltered. Would he believe her? It was only recently that 
she had been able to communicate with Chandi through her 
thoughts. It was a rare thing to be able to do.

Tafeeq’s serious expression didn’t falter as he squinted 
into the darkness beyond the horses. Perhaps he was used to 
Jahani’s mother’s dreams. Yasmeen was a pir and also Tafeeq’s 
sister. ‘Rahul,’ he hissed. ‘Get up, beta! Rouse the men to untie 
the horses and have swords at the ready. Something is amiss.’ 
He turned to Jahani. ‘Stay in your tent. Do not come out. Tell 
the other women, also.’

‘What is it?’ she asked.
‘The war lord Muzahid’s soldiers perhaps. As soon as the 

sun rises they will attack. Now go.’
Jahani ran back to the tent hoping that Tafeeq was wrong. 

Even though she had fled Muzahid on the eve of their wedding, 
she had thought he would never find her, especially after the 
nomads had dyed and plaited her red hair and dressed her in 
their clothing. Baqir had arranged the marriage without her 
consent.

She woke everyone in the tent – Anjuli first to translate 
in case she didn’t portray the right level of urgency. Anjuli 
had been Jahani’s constant companion since they’d rescued 
her from a burning village. It was a miracle she had survived. 
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Fortunately for Jahani, Anjuli knew the nomads’ language, 
which Jahani was still learning, and helped Jahani to commu-
nicate to the women. 

‘Wake up, danger,’ Jahani whispered, and the women 
groaned. ‘We must be quiet,’ she added as questions flew at 
her. ‘Chup! There may be an attack.’ 

Jahani paused as Neema pulled out a sword from under 
her mat. Neema hadn’t wanted her there when she first came; 
she said Jahani was dangerous and, with a sinking heart, Jahani 
knew she had been right. They were all in danger now because 
of her.

‘What?’ Neema said. 
‘Do you fight?’ Jahani asked, half in the nomad mother 

tongue and half in Hindustani. 
Neema understood. ‘Zarur, certainly,’ she answered in the 

same way. So, she could speak some Hindustani. ‘This is my 
husband’s sword.’ Neema continued. ‘Tafeeq has never stopped 
me fighting. Widows often do and even some wives.’

‘Afterward, maybe you can teach me.’ 
Neema stared at her. 
Jahani continued, ‘I have a sword, too. I can use it, but I 

need more practice.’
Neema made a ‘show me’ sign with her hands.
Azhar had given Jahani the sword and her charmed horse 

Chandi. Because Azhar was her protector and had guided 
Jahani on her journey, he helped her flee to the nomads. He 
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had said to keep the sword hidden, but surely that wouldn’t 
relate to the nomad women in times of danger. And she didn’t 
want to miss this opportunity to grow closer to Neema. Jahani 
pulled it out of the bag. 

Neema’s eyes popped. ‘Where did you get this? Is it a rela-
tive’s?’ Her voice changed. ‘Did you steal it?’

‘Nay, it was a gift.’
‘Who gave it to you? It looks like something a queen would 

have with those gems on it. No ordinary person would be able 
to buy a sword like this.’ 

Jahani looked down at it, then glanced at Neema but didn’t 
respond.

‘Don’t worry,’ Neema said. ‘I won’t be stealing it. Cover it 
up again. It’s too good to use. It belongs on a wall in a rich 
man’s house.’ 

‘But I want to help you.’
‘I won’t need any help. The nomads aren’t an easy target. 

Our tribe is a trained army. We’ve had to be, moving around 
the way we do. You’d do better staying in here and keeping 
Yasmeen, Kamilah and Anjuli safe. And the others.’ She pointed 
her chin at them. Neema’s daughter Kamilah sat on a mat with 
her quilt tucked around her shoulders. Her eyes were wide, 
but she had a comforting arm around Anjuli.

Jahani asked Yasmeen and all the older women to sit on 
mats in the middle of the tent, so no swords could slash at 
them through the walls. Then she crouched by the opening. 
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Neema knelt on the other side, half watching Jahani and half 
checking outside. The look on her face was stern and warned 
Jahani to stay inside. But Jahani stared out stubbornly. 

They didn’t have long to wait. At first light, armed men in 
grey uniforms crept into the quiet camp. She tensed remem-
bering the men that had attacked them on the way to Naran. 
They had been dressed in brown shalwar qameezes and red 
turbans and were the men of Dagar Khan. So, these must be 
Muzahid Baig’s men – Tafeeq was right. 

She watched as what seemed like hundreds of men 
surrounded the whole area. What had the attackers planned 
to do? Kill them while they slept? Still no alarm sounded. 
Didn’t Tafeeq and Rahul see them? 

Suddenly she heard the call Rahul gave his hawk, and the 
nomads burst from their tents, swords raised. 

The two groups of men combated in the nomads’ 
compound. Jahani saw Rahul momentarily fighting with a 
sword and his dagger at the same time. Others were slashing, 
their swords clashing as men fell. She closed her eyes when 
blood sprayed from a man’s shoulder. Some were wrestling 
on the ground. Jahani gasped as she spied two armed men 
racing toward the women’s tent. With a whirl of his sword, 
a nomad boy tried to stop their advance, and Neema rushed 
out to assist him. But their opponents were fierce and the boy 
was weakening, even with Neema’s help. Soon the men would 
reach their tent if Jahani didn’t do something. Without a 
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moment to lose, Jahani snuck around the back of the women’s 
tent, untied Chandi with trembling fingers and mounted.

Help Neema, Jahani thought. 
But Chandi already knew. Be ready. Raise your sword, Shamsher. 

Chandi reared and galloped toward Neema’s opponents. Slice! 
Slice! 

Jahani slashed down and one of the attackers fell back. The 
boy moved closer to Neema, and they held their ground. 

Danger in tent. 
Jahani twisted around and saw an armed man creeping 

through the flap.
Chandi galloped toward the tent, and Jahani slid to the 

ground just as the man was dragging out Kamilah. He had 
one hand over her mouth. Yasmeen was hanging onto his belt 
trying to stop him, but the man knocked her aside. Jahani 
watched in horror. She had already lost Hafeezah and Zarah, 
she couldn’t lose Yasmeen, too.

Chandi reared at the man; he threw Kamilah to the ground, 
raising his sword against the enraged horse. Jahani clenched 
the hilt of her sword. Could she fight on the ground? 

Slice left before he does. 
Jahani followed Chandi’s command. 
Now right. 
The man had one eye on Chandi as she pawed the ground 

like a wild dog, and he didn’t see Jahani’s blow coming until 
it was too late. Now he looked at her as if begging for mercy.
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‘Get back in the tent,’ she shouted at Kamilah, mounting 
Chandi. They raced over to help Neema and the boy again as 
more and more men skidded into the area.Jahani slashed right 
and left, following orders, but she knew it was the scimitar 
that was doing all the work, and Chandi who was parrying 
any blows. 

Neema dispatched a man, and Jahani turned to see another 
man fall. Then one pulled on Jahani’s leg, dragging her from 
Chandi. Neema covered Jahani until she regained her footing, 
and then Jahani and Neema continued fighting back-to-back to 
keep the tent safe. That was until Chandi had enough: she reared 
and then bit the men’s raised arms; at the same time, another of 
Muzahid’s men ran over and beheaded Asif, the scout.

A horn sounded calling an end to the battle. As the men 
retreated, taking their wounded slung over horses, Jahani 
spotted Muzahid watching from the safety of the trees. His 
glance swept over her across the compound. For a moment 
she trembled, waiting to be recognised, but then she remem-
bered he had never seen her face. And besides, even though 
her eyes were blue, the nomad women had dyed her red hair 
black. She was safely hidden in her own skin.

Neema was beside her then. ‘So, you can fight, after all. I 
saw what you did for Kamilah.’ There was a measured look in 
her eyes that held no malice. 

Kamilah’s wail broke into her thoughts. ‘Rahul. Rahul! 
Where’s Rahul?’
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2

Muzahid Baig’s Camp near Lalazar 

Kingdom of Kaghan

The nomad prince, Rahul, woke with his head under 
water. He was drowning, his lungs bursting like a goat 

skin full of liquid. He had been fighting, hoping Jahani would 
be safe, then he couldn’t remember anything else. He must 
have been knocked out.

Suddenly Rahul was hauled to his feet and couldn’t 
steady himself. His hands were tied behind his back and 
two men held him upright. A blurred face loomed into his 
line of sight. He stifled a groan. It looked like Muzahid. He 
closed his eyes. When he opened them again, the face was 
clearer. 

‘Muzahid,’ he said and shivered. 
‘You are doublecrossing me, gypsy prince. I don’t like that. 

I want the girl.’

The Leopard Princess_1stpp.indd   10 17/05/2016   2:13 PM

(c) UQP 2016 
Not for distribution or resale



11

Rahul shook his head and water dribbled down his back. 
‘There is no girl with red hair in our camp, so leave us alone.’

‘But there was.’ Muzahid came closer.
‘If anyone told you that for gold, they were lying.’
‘Even so, this person was sure.’ 
Rahul baulked at Muzahid’s tone. Muzahid spoke like that 

when he captured Rahul as a boy of ten summers – as though 
he had just crawled out of hell. That time Muzahid had cut off 
his finger and sent it to Tafeeq with the ransom note.

‘If she isn’t there now, you will have to find her,’ Muzahid 
said. 

‘Why should I? I have a tribe to look after, flocks to move.’ 
Rahul didn’t see the blow to his face until it was too late. 
Stunned into silence, he opened his mouth carefully. Was his 
jaw broken? 

‘I hold you personally responsible, gypsy prince.’
‘Why do you want her? Can’t you have any beautiful girl 

you want?’
‘But she is not just any beautiful girl.’
Rahul blinked at him.
‘Let’s just say that whoever has this girl holds the key to the 

northern kingdoms. It was Dagar Khan’s idea for me to marry 
her and then hand her over to him. But then I discovered what 
he knew and thought, why should he kill her and add her to 
his collection? And it won’t be this Azhar Sekander, who still 
smells of mother’s milk, or you, either, who wins her. It will 
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be me. If it weren’t for Azhar abducting her, we’d be married 
by now.’ 

Rahul frowned. ‘What are you talking about?’
‘Surely you’ve heard of the red-headed shehzadi?’
‘The baby girl they say was lost in the Kingdom of Hahayul?’
Muzahid tilted his head. ‘When Dagar Khan massacred the 

royal family.’
‘That’s just a legend. Are you mad?’
Muzahid smiled, but Rahul knew it was fake. ‘They never 

found the body,’ Muzahid said.
‘How big would a two-year-old girl’s body be? It could 

have been under a pile of leaves. She could have fallen in the 
river.’

‘You seem to know a lot about it.’
‘Everyone knows this legend, but none of it is true. You are 

chasing a shadow.’
‘Then you will bring me her shadow. You are supposed to 

be the “Lord of the Mountains”. You’re constantly on the road, 
you can send scouts. She may be in the forest with this Azhar 
who has abducted her. No doubt he knows who she is and 
wants her for himself.’ 

Rahul frowned; surely he wasn’t right about Azhar. Azhar 
had known Jahani since they were children, protected her like 
a sister, just as Rahul had himself. There was rivalry between 
them, but surely not enough to endanger Jahani?

Muzahid lowered his voice. ‘If she’s not the girl, then no 
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harm done. She will be easily disposed of. If Dagar Khan is 
right, then she is worth finding. Two can play his game.’

‘I don’t want to play your game.’ Rahul tensed himself for a 
blow, but he saw Muzahid give a slight shake of his head.

‘I will make it worth your while. When I become Tham 
of Hahayul and have control of the Silk Route and all the 
northern kingdoms, I will give you a position, nay, land. That’s 
what you’d like best, I think.’ 

Rahul opened his mouth, but Muzahid cut in. ‘I have 
already disposed of Baqir Abbaas, the girls’ adoptive father, for 
carelessly letting the girl slip through his fingers.’ He grinned. 
‘His wife too – she actually tried to shield him, the fool.’ His 
smile disappeared as he stood closer to Rahul. ‘If you don’t 
hand her over to me, I will cut off the heads of your family, 
starting with your warrior girl cousin.’ 

The blood chilled in Rahul’s veins. Muzahid knew. Despite 
their efforts to turn her into a nomad by dyeing her hair 
and covering her in silver, Muzahid knew they had Jahani. 
But would he kill her, if she was so important? More likely 
Muzahid would use her for his own evil purposes. And what if 
she wasn’t this special girl? Rahul felt vomit rise in his throat. 

‘I need your support in this, gypsy prince.’
Rahul swallowed. ‘I can’t give it. I don’t know where she is.’
Muzahid flicked his chin at the men holding Rahul. One cut 

the cord on his wrists and splayed his left hand on the table in 
front of Muzahid, showing the stump of his middle finger. 
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‘The other hand,’ Muzahid snapped. ‘Let’s see if he’s as good 
a swordsman after this.’

Not again! Rahul thought, struggling until he was punched 
in the face. His head swung, and then he felt searing pain as 
the knife sliced through his finger. He opened his eyes and saw 
the stump, blood spreading over the table.

‘Another one?’ the man asked. 
Muzahid shook his head. ‘Give him a cloth.’
Rahul steeled himself not to cry out, gritting his teeth as 

his hand was wrapped. The blood seeped through and dripped 
onto his clothes. 

Muzahid didn’t need to lower his voice for Rahul to catch 
the menace in his next words. ‘You will lose much more if you 
do not deliver the girl. If you value your descendants you will 
do as I say. You have a week to bring her to me at Babusar Pass. 
Just you and the girl. If you leave tonight, you’ll make it before 
the week is out.’ 

Rahul felt faint. How did he bear this pain when he was 
ten?

‘Get him out of my sight.’ Muzahid waved them away.

The Leopard Princess_1stpp.indd   14 17/05/2016   2:13 PM

(c) UQP 2016 
Not for distribution or resale



3

Lalazar 

Kingdom of Kaghan 

That evening Yazan came. Jahani saw the huge snow 
leopard sitting on his haunches by Chandi. When she 

had left Naran with the nomads, Yazan had been tracking her. 
The thought of his shadow made her feel safe. She raced over 
and wrapped her arms around him in greeting; his white fur 
was growing thicker for the approaching winter. As they sat 
together, the same calm enveloped her body that she had felt 
when she first met him at Zarah and Baqir’s. 

Peace to you, my beautiful friend, Jahani thought. 
We need to travel tonight. More danger comes. 
Jahani wondered if Muzahid would return. Or did Dagar 

Khan have men nearby as well?
Where to?
North. To the Qurraqorams. Your home. 
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She frowned. Were the northern kingdoms really her 
home? Only one moon ago Azhar had tried to take her there 
on his flying carpet, but she had refused, knowing her place 
was with the nomads. If only they could find Rahul.

She stared at Yazan. So you can truly hear me?
I could always, but now you can hear me. You are the one I must 

follow. 
Thank you. She smiled and he opened his mouth as if he 

were smiling, too. Just then Jahani heard a twig snap. She spun 
around, Muzahid’s attack heavy on her mind, and gasped in 
surprise. 

It was her nomad mother, Yasmeen. ‘Your snow chita?’ she 
asked. It was the first time Yasmeen had seen him.

Jahani nodded, glad she understood. ‘His name is Yazan.’
Her words brought joy to Yasmeen’s wrinkled face. ‘This 

is a good name. He will be determined to protect you.’ She 
bent to pat Yazan, while he purred. ‘He is a special chita.’ She 
looked up at Jahani. ‘You are a special girl, also.’ She stood and 
said, ‘Bring him.’

Jahani thought, Yazan, Yasmeen said for you to come with me. 
Come if you wish. But there are dogs. 

I know. The thought slipped into Jahani’s mind like a chuckle. 
Yasmeen led them to Tafeeq’s tent. ‘Brother,’ she called. 
Tafeeq emerged from the curtained area of the tent; he 

had just washed by the look of his wet hair. Yazan stood beside 
Jahani, while Rahul’s dog, Layla gave a low growl.
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‘It’s fine, Layla,’ Jahani said. ‘You could be friends with Yazan.’ 
Layla put her nose on her paws as if her world had fallen apart. 
‘What’s wrong with her?’ Jahani asked Tafeeq. 

‘Rahul is still missing. He is nowhere to be found.’
‘He isn’t unconscious in the forest?’ Jahani asked.
‘I’ve looked. Muzahid must have him again.’
‘What do you mean, “again”?’
Tafeeq glanced at Yasmeen who began speaking at length. 

Jahani caught the words ‘snow leopard’, ‘Rahul’, ‘war lord’, but 
Yasmeen spoke too fast for Jahani to understand more. 

‘What did she say?’ Jahani asked Tafeeq when Yasmeen 
stopped.

Tafeeq showed them into his tent and to a charpai. ‘Please, 
sit here. Yasmeen wants to tell you important news and, 
considering the war lord may have Rahul, it is imperative that 
you understand every word she is saying.’ Jahani perched on 
the end of the charpai with Yazan by her feet.

Tafeeq watched Jahani reflectively before starting. ‘This 
will be difficult for you to hear, but the war lord has Rahul 
because he wants something.’ 

Jahani held her breath. 
‘He wants you.’
‘I know. It’s because I’m his runaway bride. He wants to kill 

me to assuage his honour.’
‘It is not just because of that.’ Tafeeq sighed heavily as he 

flicked a glance at his sister. ‘Many summers ago, Yasmeen had 
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a dream about a girl-child with red hair. When she first laid 
eyes on you, she knew you were the child from her dream.’ 

Jahani’s head felt as if it were spinning on the spot. She 
didn’t want to ask her next question. But she had to. ‘When 
she laid eyes on me when I was born?’ 

‘Nay, you were but two summers when Rahul found you,’ 
Tafeeq said gently. ‘You were old enough to say your name and 
to call for your mother.’

‘Rahul found me?’ Jahani stared at him, aghast. This could 
not be happening again! Not when she was just beginning to 
trust that the nomads were her true family and was becoming 
familiar with Yasmeen as her mother. This would be the third 
time she had lost a mother after Hafeezah and then Zarah. 
The hurt cut through her heart.

Tafeeq’s voice pierced through her thoughts. ‘We were 
north in the Kingdom of Hahayul due to Yasmeen’s dream. 
There was an uprising. The royal family and many other 
important people were slaughtered.’

‘But what does that have to do with me?’
His eyebrows rose. ‘Yasmeen believes you are the lost 

shehzadi of Hahayul.’
She took in a sudden breath. ‘Does Rahul think this, too?’
‘I doubt it. I think that poor little shehzadi was murdered 

along with her parents. Though others believe she survived as 
there was talk of not finding her body. But legends like this 
grow to give people hope in dark times.’ 
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‘Was her name the same as mine?’
‘Ji, but there were many little girls named after her. She 

was called Jahanara, like the Mughal princess in Delhi. The 
girl had reddish hair, like yours, but that is not unusual for 
children from the northern kingdoms. Dagar Khan abducted 
two-year-old girls with red hair in his quest to find her. It 
was a terrible time. We took you in to save your life – you 
were in danger, even as a common child, because of your fair-
ness, your eyes and hair. There was even trouble during the 
time we had you. When you were four, there was an accident 
where you fell from a pony. Rahul broke your fall and Azhar 
discovered the straps had been cut. You injured your arm and 
Yasmeen stitched it up.’ 

Jahani touched the scar on the inside of her left arm. 
‘We thought you’d be safer in Naran where you’d be 

secluded from plain sight.’ 
She had been secluded her whole life, it seemed; even those 

nine summers growing up in Sherwan, she was in hiding. And 
even now with the nomads. Would it ever end? 

‘Rahul was abducted at that time also,’ Tafeeq continued. 
‘He was ten. We thought it was terror tactics to make us give 
up our land. But the war lord, Muzahid Baig,’ Jahani drew in a 
breath at the name, ‘said he would kill Rahul if we didn’t give 
him a huge ransom. He sent me one of Rahul’s fingers to show 
he was serious.’

‘That’s inhuman.’ 
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Tafeeq inclined his head. ‘We didn’t have the money to pay 
him off, but Baqir Abbaas and his wife, Zarah, did. The war 
lord would never have accepted it from him, so Baqir gave us 
the money for our land. We also gave you to them. We thought 
this solved two problems: your safety as well as Rahul’s. He is 
my only son.’ He wiped a hand across his eyes. 

Jahani was stunned. Yasmeen reached over and took her 
hand, but Jahani couldn’t return her squeeze. She was now 
devoid of anger or even sadness – all she felt was shock. She 
wasn’t a nomad, after all. So who was she? This lost princess 
or a poor bazaar orphan? She glanced at Yazan in confusion. 

He slowly blinked his eyes. Go north. 
‘I should leave,’ she said suddenly. ‘It will be better for 

everyone if I am not here.’
‘It is true something needs to be done,’ agreed Tafeeq. ‘If Rahul 

doesn’t return soon, I will take some men to find Muzahid’s camp. 
Before I do, I will choose an escort to take you north to safety. 
It will be faster than the tribe moving with flocks, especially 
as Muzahid must have an inkling about where you are. Torture 
makes the strongest of us say words we don’t want to.’ 

‘I can go alone.’ She had Chandi and Yazan to show the way.
‘Ahh.’ Tafeeq’s head shook slightly. ‘We are honour-bound to 

care for you. I cannot allow you to traverse the mountains alone.’
‘I’m so sorry,’ Jahani said then. Rahul had been captured 

because of her. She was a target. Anyone who tried to protect 
her got in the way of a sword. Or a dagger. She thought of 
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Sameela, her beautiful best friend who was killed by a knife. 
She was finally realising why she had died.

There was a shout and Layla bounded outside. Tafeeq stood 
quickly. ‘Stay here,’ he said and hurried out.

Yasmeen stroked Jahani’s hair and murmured words. Jahani 
didn’t need to know what was said – she could tell they were 
words a mother croons to her child when she is upset. They 
made her eyes sting and fill with tears. Then Yasmeen rocked 
her like Hafeezah had and Jahani knew her love was true.

They heard an excited bark. Yazan padded closer to Jahani 
and stood beside her legs. At times he acted like a wolf. Jahani 
wiped her nose on her shawl and sat up straighter. Then Tafeeq 
staggered through the entrance holding up a man. 

‘Rahul!’ Jahani cried. 
He was barely conscious and there was blood on his face 

and clothes; a bloody cloth covered his right hand. How much 
of the blood was his? 

‘Muzahid has let him go, so there will be a reason.’ Tafeeq 
laid Rahul on the charpai and began unravelling the cloth. ‘Not 
again!’ Tafeeq cried when he saw Rahul was missing another 
finger. ‘That man is an animal!’

Jahani shuddered.
‘Jahani, Yasmeen, fetch hot water and clean cloths. Quickly!’ 

Tafeeq said. 
As Yasmeen and Jahani hurried to assist Tafeeq, Yazan loped 

off into the forest. 
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Qhuda keep you safe, she thought. 
And you, came the reply. 

When Jahani finally returned to her tent, Neema was sitting 
with the other women around the cooking fire. ‘I saw a leopard 
behind Tafeeq’s tent,’ she said. 

‘Ji, he’s mine.’ Jahani watched her face, but Neema didn’t 
react.

Instead she asked, ‘What’s going on? You’ve been in Tafeeq’s 
tent for a long time.’ The usual edge to her voice was muted. 

‘Rahul has been found. Muzahid had him.’
Neema grabbed her arm and Jahani winced. ‘Is he hurt?’
‘Ji, but he will heal. Muzahid cut off his finger.’ She gulped 

down a sob.
‘Again?’
Jahani inclined her head.
‘When Rahul was held to ransom as a boy he wasn’t the 

same for a long time. The war lord took a finger then, too. 
But he took even more than that – he took Rahul’s innocence.’ 
Neema spat the last word.

Jahani stared at her as a thought struck like a sword blow. 
Her adopted father Baqir knew Muzahid and still he planned 
to marry her to him. 
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Later, Yasmeen beckoned for Jahani to sit on her mat. The 
first thing she did was touch the silver taveez at Jahani’s neck. 
Jahani couldn’t catch every word Yasmeen said, but she could 
understand her better than when she first came. ‘You were 
wearing this when Rahul found you,’ Yasmeen said. 

Anjuli sat down beside Jahani and held her hand. 
‘You must always wear this taveez for Qhuda’s protec-

tion.’ Yasmeen took off Jahani’s beaded nomad necklace. Then 
she took out the earrings, nose-ring and other silver nomad 
jewellery. ‘You mustn’t look like a nomad now,’ she said. 

Then, as Yasmeen and Anjuli began to undo Jahani’s tiny 
plaits, Yasmeen talked about her vision. Anjuli helped to 
translate. 

‘I saw the lost shehzadi, a girl with red hair and a snow 
leopard, come to the northern kingdoms and she brought peace 
without a war. There was a man, too, but I didn’t see his face.’ 

Jahani didn’t say anything out of respect, but surely it could 
only have been a dream. How could peace be won without 
blood being shed? Imagine a girl like her telling Muzahid or 
Dagar Khan to order their armies to lay down their weapons. 
She frowned. Even though she didn’t think it was possible, it 
would be an amazing thing to see. 

After three hours the tiny plaits were loosened and Jahani 
was able to comb and braid her hair into one plait again. 

Yasmeen put all the jewellery inside a pouch. ‘This is for 
you. To remember.’
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Jahani touched the coloured embroidery and blue beads 
on the pouch. ‘Thank you,’ she whispered, and she clung to 
Yasmeen. As they embraced, Jahani remembered the comfort 
she’d felt when she was a small child. And suddenly it was as 
if she were four again. The knowledge slipped into her mind 
that she hadn’t wanted to leave Yasmeen when the nomads 
took her to Zarah’s house. She had wept all the way up the hill 
to the white stone fort. Layla was barking for her to stay and 
she couldn’t see Rahul. 

‘I remember you,’ Jahani said, tears coursing down her 
face. ‘Ammi, I remember that day I left, and being here with 
the nomads and the animals, and riding with Rahul.’ A thread 
that had always dangled out of reach in her mind was unravel-
ling at last. 

Yasmeen stroked her head, and when Jahani pulled back 
to see her face, she saw Yasmeen was weeping, too. Yet she 
looked happy. She cradled Jahani’s face in her hands. ‘You will 
always be the nomad daughter of my heart. You will travel as 
we do, but you will come to rest and bring joy to a kingdom 
overcome with sorrow. You will give it back its name of 
happiness.’ 

Then Yasmeen pulled folded clothes from a bag and handed 
them to Jahani. ‘Wear these,’ she said.

Anjuli sighed in wonder. ‘She made them for you.’
‘These are the clothes I saw in the vision,’ Yasmeen said. 
Yasmeen unpicked the stitches on the side of Jahani’s tribal 
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dress and helped Jahani into her new clothes. First she donned 
a thick grey shalwar, then a leaf green dress was placed over 
the top. The dress was colourful like the nomads’ clothes, but 
it had less stitching and fell like a man’s coat to her knees. 
Then Yasmeen presented Jahani with an embroidered kamar-
band – a belt for a sword and dagger. Jahani looked at Yasmeen 
in surprise.

‘In my dream you had a curved sword embedded with 
garnets,’ Yasmeen explained. 

Jahani tied on the waistband and pulled out her sword 
from the cloth bag. Azhar had said to keep it hidden, but 
Jahani knew that now was the right time to wear it.

In wonder, Yasmeen touched one of the garnets on the hilt. 
‘This is the sword I saw in my dream! You will change these 
northern kingdoms. I know it.’ 

Anjuli gasped in wonder, but Jahani just couldn’t believe all 
these things could be true.

Next Yasmeen gave Jahani sheepskin boots, gloves and a 
woollen cloak. ‘Soon it will be winter,’ Yasmeen said, ‘and you 
will need this on your journey north.’ 

Jahani tried on the cloak. It had a fur-trimmed hood, which 
framed her face. Finally Yasmeen gave her a thick blanket made 
from goat’s hair and wool. Then she found warm clothes for 
Anjuli. 

‘Are we leaving?’ Anjuli whispered. Jahani nodded as she 
slipped her nomad pouch into her shalwar pocket.
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Yasmeen wiped away tears. ‘Pack these in your bag with 
your other things and return to Tafeeq – he has more to tell 
you. Take Anjuli also.’ Then she held Jahani close to her breast. 
‘Visions do not always guarantee success or mean that your 
life will be spared. All I know is that you are this girl – the 
shehzadi – and you have a destiny to fulfil.’ 

With a jolt Yasmeen’s words reminded Jahani of Azhar. Did 
he know of this, too? ‘Are there other people like you who 
can foretell the future or a person’s path?’ she asked. Anjuli 
repeated it for Yasmeen in Gujjari.

Yasmeen thought a moment. ‘There are many pirs in this 
empire. Maybe some have been given these words, maybe not.’ 

Jahani and Anjuli arrived at Tafeeq’s tent under the cover of 
darkness. There they found Rahul sitting up, drinking chai. It 
had been six hours since his return.

‘How are you feeling?’ Jahani asked quickly. She felt respon-
sible for his wounds.

Rahul grimaced. ‘Being beaten is never my favourite 
pastime.’

Jahani glanced at his bandaged hand, but he didn’t offer a 
comment. 

Tafeeq paced around the tent. ‘Rahul has made a decision 
and I cannot dissuade him.’ She caught the inflection in his 
voice: could she dissuade him?
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Jahani turned back to Rahul. 
‘I need to be the man to take you north,’ Rahul said. ‘The 

tribe travels too slowly and we don’t have much time.’
‘But if Muzahid and his men find us, they’ll kill you.’
He answered her softly, ‘I will give all my fingers and my life 

for you if I have to. Whether you are this shehzadi or not—’ 
He lifted his hand and winced.

‘How can I travel alone with you?’ She knew they weren’t 
related now and Hafeezah’s face rose in her mind. Hafeezah 
would say it was ‘unseemly’. ‘I can travel by myself.’

‘You can bring Anjuli. I doubt you’d leave without her 
anyway.’

She frowned. Something about Rahul had changed and it 
unnerved her. He seemed darker, more brooding. ‘But—’ she 
started.

‘Enough!’ he said. ‘You must trust no one.’
‘Not even you?’
‘Especially not me. This is my fault. I should have refused 

Muzahid in the beginning. Now I’ve seen you again, I know 
the things he told me about you are not true. He had said if I 
found you, to hand you over, but I couldn’t do it. But someone 
has talked in the bazaar – Muzahid has as good a spy network 
as Dagar Khan. He knows you are here – I am sure of it – so 
we must flee.’

‘But what will happen to everyone? To the nomads? Won’t 
he retaliate when he knows we are gone? And he will follow 
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us – how can we escape him? And you—’ She was about to 
say he wasn’t well enough, but the stormy look on his face 
stopped her.

‘We will do our best, but we cannot keep you here longer 
or he will do worse than what he did to us today. And I will 
not give you to him. He will use you in some evil plan.’

‘Could Azhar help us?’ She thought of his flying carpet. 
Perhaps she shouldn’t have been so hasty to refuse his offer to 
fly north, after all. 

There was a long pause, then Rahul said, ‘I know Azhar has 
been your protector, but he is also one you shouldn’t trust. He 
is not who you think he is.’

‘Who is he?’
‘I do not know for sure, but he also covets you for some 

reason. You should trust no one.’ 
Azhar had said that, too. No, he had said to be careful 

whom she trusts. ‘He told me I had to run because Muzahid 
wanted to kill me.’

‘It was wise counsel to run from Muzahid. But he 
mentioned Azhar today, too.’

‘Azhar?’ A long cold finger touched Jahani’s heart. 
The tent was silent while Rahul scrutinised her face. ‘We 

will ride north toward the Kingdom of Hahayul tonight and 
try to make it through Babusar Pass under a week before 
the first snow. The snow comes early up there, well before 
the first moon of winter. Hopefully it will come after we are 
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through, so Muzahid can’t follow us. Only eagles can enter the 
northern kingdoms once the passes are blocked.’ 

With the mention of eagles Jahani thought of the carpet 
again. After all Rahul had suffered on her behalf, why was she 
still thinking of Azhar?

The Leopard Princess_1stpp.indd   29 17/05/2016   2:13 PM

(c) UQP 2016 
Not for distribution or resale




