Ilyas Yesenberlin
THE  NOMADS
The Ilyas Yesenberlin Foundation

Almaty, 1998
ББК 84 Каз7 — 44
Е 82

Есенберлин И.
Е 82  Кочевники: Роман-трилогия.—Алматы: Фонд им. И. Есенберлина, 1999.—466 с.

ISBN 9965-01-248-2
Е  4702250201—03                                                         ББК 84Каз7 — 44

      00(05)—99

ISBN 9965-01-248-2
© Оформление «Фонд им. И. Есенберлина», 1999.
To  «The Nomads» readers
Dear friends, you are about to read the English language edition of the historical trilogy «The Nomads» written by Ilyas Esenberlin, a famous Kazakh writer.  You are going to discover a whole new world of life on the Steppe, which is tragic, but unique; the world and the grand history of the Kazakh people.

The vast territory in the Central Asia, located between the two great powers - Russia and China, has for centuries been the arena of political and military collisions.  The Steppe still remembers the innumerous cavalries of the great conquerors - Alexander Makedonskyi, Gengiz Khan, Timur.  It still keeps the memory of  the great explorers who discovered our country for Europe - Marco Polo and Paolo Carpini, the Flemish diplomat and monk Rubruk, the German scientist Pallas and many others.  My country is the fatherland  of the contemporary Kazakh people forbears- the Hunnes, the ancient Turkis, the Kypchaks, the Usunis, our  freedom-loving ancestors who defended their land from numerous enslavers and created the unique culture.

The book of Ilyas Esenberlin, a thoughtful writer freely traveling through centuries, will introduce you to that world.  I hope you will appreciate the work at its true value, the work of high emotional incandescence combining historical method, elevated poetics and love for people.  I would sincerely like you to imbue with the spirit of my ancestors, their optimism and strive for independence.  Today the centuries-old dream of the Kazakh people has come true.  Kazakhstan is an independent state where behests of the forefathers are honored and remembered.

In conclusion I would like to thank «Exxon», an American oil company, that made it possible to publish this remarkable book.

President of Republic of Kazakhstan

Nursultan Nazarbaev                 [image: image1.bmp]
BOOK ONE
THE CHARMED SWORD

PART ONE

Chapter 1

Is not death the most reliable weapon in your hands? Was it not your forebearer Genghiz Khan who unsheathed it to vanquish the world?

This time-tested age-old weapon is bequeathed to you!

And pity?.. Who of the Genghizides ever let it steal into your heart? And if you had mercy on them the common folk of the steppe would turn their backs on you disdainfully. They only live to die for you!

Abulkhair was lying on a large leopard-skin his elbow resting on the «snarling» head of the beast. He turned to the other side and was plunged in thought again...

True... Death is primarily a weapon. The great ancestor knew better than to use it just for fun. It was only with the help of death that he kept up iron discipline in his host. Information on that can be found not only in legends but in the books of foreigners too. One of them, a Rumian (Byzantian), once paid a visit to the headquarters of Genghiz Khan himself and recorded everything on the famous disciplinary yasa. Later the Persians translated it into their tongue. It read: «Who has the insolence to call himself Khan without being elected by a special kurultai shall be sentenced to death. Death shall also be the lot of those who will be found out as deliberate swindlers, who will be thrice bankrupt in trade, who will help out a prisoner against the will of the one who imprisoned him, who will not give away a runaway slave to his master, who will voluntarily leave the post given to him, who will be found out as a traitor, thiefe, purjurer or one having no respect for the seniors...

Death... death... death!..

Abulkhair’ lips moved. Everything that he ever read he learned by heart.

«As concerns the Mongol host. Following the highest decree of Genghiz Khan ten warriors shall be subordinate to one charge-hand, onbasy, and ten onbasys to one lieutenant, that is a zhunbasy. One mynbasy is superior to ten zhunbasies, and at the head of ten mynbasies is one temnik. All the troops are to be commanded by two or three noyons. All of them shall be subordinate to a commander-in-chief...»

This kind of troop formation was not accidental. That way it was easier to keep the people in fear since they were bound by mutual responsibility and the only way out for them would be death.»

«However when the troops are fighting and out of ten people one or two, or three, or more are deserting, then all of them are put to death, and if all ten are running away and the remaining one hundred keep on fighting, then all are put to death and, in short, if they are not retreating together, all the deserting ones are put to death. In the same way if one or two, or more enter boldly into battle and the other ten are not following them, then the former are put to death too, and if out of the above ten one or more are taken prisoner and the other comrades-in-arms do not set them free then they too are put to death...»

Our forebears have left blood-stained traces on the earth and we are destined to follow track without turning off the road, which means we must not have pity on anyone, be it friend or foe. Did the Genghizides ever pity anyone to achieve their goal?

Genghiz Khan had four sons: Jutchi, Jagatai, Ughedei and Tuleh. Already during his lifetime he divided among them the conquered lands and each one governed his ulus. The Empire’s central part, that is Mongolia and Northern China, belonged to the Great Genghiz Khan.​ Ughedei’s ulus spread towards sunset, including the lands north and west of the Altai Mountains the center of the ulus being the Chuguchaka area. The third part was the ulus of Jagatai which included the eastern areas of Central Asia as far as the Amu-Darya. The ulus’ center was the city of Almalyk. Iran, Iraq and Transcaucasia were part of the ulus of Tuleh and his son Khulagu with the center in Tebriz. The last fifth part of the empire was in possession of the eldest son Jutchi and constituted an ulus which included all the lands «where the hooves of the Mongol horses could reach», from the Kipchak steppe and as far as the Danube valley. Until the death of Jutchi the ulus’ center was the area adjoining the Ulytau Mountain and later the city of Sarai in the Lower Yedil, or Volga.

However after the death of Genghiz Khan a war broke out among his sons for the great throne in Kara-Korum. Then the entire steppe turned into a cemetery. The internecine war continued during the lifetime of his nephews and grand-nephews without a minute’s respite. The offspring of Jutchi and Tuleh were in opposition to those of Ughedei and Jagatai.

Ughedei ascended the throne in Kara-Korum and after his death his son Guyuk became the Great Khan. He was succeeded by Khan Munkeh, one of Tuleh’s sons. When he was being elected the Great Khan the sons of Ughedei and Jagatai did not come to take part in the great kurultai since they were of the same breed with Munkeh and knew what was to be expected from him. It was only one year later that the most credulous ones came to congratulate him. They were welcomed with the greatest of honors and all of them were slaughtered within one day...

Abulkhair’s mind was roaming the centuries and he could not find if only one example of the fact when credulity or indulgence ever helped one to stay alive or crush the enemy...  Jutchi’s sun Batu 
 and Tuleh’s sons Hubilai and Hulagu fought together against the sons of Ughedei and Jagatai.  So what did the friendship between the descendants of Hubilai and Hulagu end up as? In the same unending slaughter, enmity and wars. It is impossible to boil two sheep’s heads in one and the same pot. And who ever saw two wolves that would not be at one another’s throat because of a lamb? And here the whole world has become like that lamb. Should one blame his ancestors for their blood-thirstiness?

The Ghengizides disliked each other and when in 1246 Guyuk was elected the Great Khan the steppe again began to smell of great blood. At the same time, Baty, supported by the might of the Golden Horde, did not show much obedience to the Great Khan which could only result in a war. Guyuk and Baty were sniffing around one another like two fierce wolves. On the third year of his rule Guyuk Khan came down from the Tarbagatai Mountains on to the subjugated Kazakh steppe and moved his huge host towards the west.  The Golden Horde’s troops moved to meet him. Baty said he wanted to find out what the situation was like in his possessions in Sary-Arka. The two khans resembled two enraged bulls pawing the earth. And like bulls each one was waiting for the other one to turn away its horns...

But they were not destined to grapple with one another. With bated breath in expectation of an outcome, the rest of the Genghizides just gasped. While on the way Guyuk Khan took suddenly ill and died...

Abulkhair’s lips curved sardonically as he recalled that. It was too often that Genghizides died from such a disease after that and always at the most crucial moment. No, never did the descendants of Genghiz Khan stop at any kind of murder. And he was not going to become an exception either.

But still times have changed. Now it is not so easy to make up one’s mind and kill even not so noble a man. So he, the legitimate Genghizide Abulkhair, has to think thrice before killing someone. His head aches because of these thoughts. Maybe that is because of his old age and each decisive step takes a lot of thinking things over and makes him stay up night after night? Or maybe he is not as bold as he used to be?..

The leopard-skin seemed to Abulkhair to be as hard as a holed bag and he turned over to the other side...

Baty himself lived only eight years after the death of Guyuk Khan. And the very next day a bloody fight started between the Genghizides. At the behest of Genghiz Khan the throne of a father was to be occupied by his eldest son. Baty had four sons and the rule of the Golden Horde went over to one of them, Sartak. Although that same Sartak adopted the religion of the giaours, the Genghizides were not as devout as to attach to it so great an importance. Despite his young years he proved to be a brave and energetic military leader. Besides he was patronized by the Great Khan Munkeh himself. However, the third son of Jutchi, Khan Berkeh, was not going to let Sartak have the throne of the Golden Horde...

It was then that the miracle which once had helped out Baty occurred for the second time. In fact Khan Berkeh adopted Islam from the hands of the caliph himself receiving from him as a gift the Koran and His Sacred Highness’s attire. The moment Sartak left for Kara-Korum to get the highest permit for the throne Khan Berkeh fasted and only said prayers, and that for whole two days. He prayed for Sartak not to get to Kara-Korum. God heard his prayers and got the unfaithful Sartak out of Khan Berkeh’s way. The rumour was God had punished him with a stomach disease...

So Berkeh became Khan... Some time had passed and again the Golden Horde’s throne returned to Baty’s descendants. One of them, kind-hearted and easy-going Janibek, was stabbed by his own son Berdibek. And to secure a cloudless future Berdibek also murdered all his older and younger brothers who could claim the throne.

However, that did not prevent the determined Khan Berdibek from escaping his lot. Less than two years later he himself was killed by his embittered kinsfolk. It was then that the following saying was born: «Here the nar-camel’s neck was chopped, and here Khan Berdibek found his death.»

Upon Berdibek’s death the Baty dynasty abandoned the throne of the Golden Horde for good. However, there were so many descendants of Jutchi left! Forty sons and seventeen daughters he had, and they begot numberless generations! Was there ever any peace between them? After all, Khan Abulkhair was one of them!...

True, in 1342 the Golden Horde’s Khan Uzbek died who had built up in the Crimea a mosque and a madrasah whereas the territory of Desht-and-Kipchak began to be called after his name the Uzbek or the Blue Horde. In 1428 Abulkhair, of the Sheibani branch, that of the fifth son of Jutchi, became the Khan of the eastern part of the Desht-and-Kipchak steppe. And each day he thought of his Genghizide relatives who, as though from ambush, were looking in the direction of the former throne of the Golden Horde. Two leopards, Janibek and Kerei, who ascended from the stock of Tokai-Temir, the thirteenth son of Jutchi, were considered to be the most dangerous ones. As early as the fifth generation that kin gave Khan Urus, who branched out from the Golden Horde and formed the Kazakh White Horde making Sygnak his capital city. Khan Urus measured swords with Lame Timur himself. So, his offspring were really serious adversaries.

At seventeen Abulkhair was lifted up on a white felt mat to be proclaimed Khan. The bird of happiness descended on his head and a white camel was sacrificed on that occasion. But, the higher one climbs the steps of glory, the more enemies one has. All around there are those thirsting greedily for his throne.

No-one did he fear more than he did Janybek and Kerei. Each one of them had courageous and power-greedy sons who, like wolf-cubs, bared their teeth in his direction. And it looked like the most dangerous of them were the son of Janybek, Kasym, and Kerei’s son Burunduk. What kind of miracles was one supposed to work to get rid if only of these, next of kin?

Khan Abulkhair had to weigh everything thoroughly before he could start acting. The Kipchaks were the foothold of the Blue Horde and the right hand of Abulkhair while Janybek and Kerei were supported by the steppe tribe of Argyns. And the latter were hand in glove with the clans Konrad, Naiman, Kerei, Uak and Tarakty. One could not but take heed of such power...

And there was still a deeper crack which had started in the Desht-and-Kipchak steppe many centuries ago when the old Turkic tribes living on both sides of the mid-stream Jeikhun 
 and Seikhunе began to merge with the local nomadic Persian tribes and later with the settled population of Sogdiana. At the same time the other tribes that were roaming about north of Seikhun as far as Zhaik and Yedil 
  had gradually kept away from them. Together with related tribes which lived in Semirechye (The Land of Seven Rivers) from time immemorial they had made a union and called themselves  Kazakhs...

And now Khan Abulkhair had his headquarters in the Kazakh steppe but attached his main attention to Maverannakhr 
 and Horsan that were dependent on him. From there he took wives for himself and counsellors and adopted their customs and rituals. He increased the duties levied from the subjugated nomadic tribes and spent all the money to keep up a huge army and restore ruined towns on the same land. He spent still longer spells of time in cities and the native Kipchak nomads were growing still more discontent. They were contemptuous of the settled way of living preferring to lead their age-old free life in the steppe. Even those following his track into the cities had to give up their customs, traditions and mores and become a kind of appendage in the long-adjusted economy of Maverannahr.

However, Abulkhair would not count with the situation. The impram, or the lowly mob, were to show unquestioning obedience to the Khan’s will, even if he commanded them to go to certain death. Such was the «Shaker of the Universe’s» behest to his descendants and this was the way the Genghizedes always thought. The discontent that was brewing in the steppe was viewed by Abulkhair as Janybek’s intrigues. He preferred to think that it would stop by itself upon the troublesome sultan’s death.

Therefore it was not the mob Abulkhair was reflecting on but on those who lead it, and above all he was thinking of the innumerable sultans although the mob was no less influenced by noble batyrs (warriors), such as Kaptagai, Boribai, Karahodja and others. Every steppe clan had them and their names had become a war-cry. It was through them that the mob was to be guided since a crowd without a leader could suddenly become a fearsome force and sweep away legitimate government like a raging river in flood-time.

However, the further on the more difficult it was to come to an agreement with the wilful sultans of the steppe, and especially with the batyrs who had no property and would not submit to any authorities. So, in order to subdue the recalcintrant Khan Abulkhair had to act. This is why he turned to his ancestors for advice.

He recalled Genghiz Khan’s exhortation to his sons. When Genghiz Khan divided the world among them into four uluses his sons wanted to hear from him a piece of good advice on how to best govern people. The eldest son Jutchi was the first to turn to him:

 — Pray tell me, o Possessor of Great Glory and Conqueror of the Universe, what kind of human is a true khan supposed to be?

— Should a khan wish to please people he must be wise, and should he wish people to please him he must be strong! - said Genghiz Khan.

   The second son Jagatai asked his father:

— What is one to do to be respected by people?

— Do not lose your throne! — replied Genghiz Khan.

   Then the third son Ughedei asked his father:

— What is a khan to do not to lose his throne?

— Never let those wiser than you come near your throne! — said Genghiz Khan said.

   And then Genghiz Khan’s fourth son Tuleh asked his father:

— What is a khan to sacrifice for the sake of his glory?

— His son! — said Genghiz Khan.

Apparently the sons remembered their father’s advice and went through life relatively happily. Was it not another proof that he too must listen to them? From the very start of his rule Abulkhair surrounded himself not only with the Sheibanids but also with other descendants of Jutchi. The offspring of the rest of the Genghizides found a place at his headquarters too. But not one of them was wiser than the Khan. In any case that was Abulkhair’s opinion since all of them bowed low to him and fell silent the moment he started to speak.

But then one day Sultan Janybek turned up amongst them. He and his relative Kerei intended to separate from the Blue Horde the largest steppe part of its territory and govern it independently. No matter what they said Abulkhair referred their intentions to their craving for power since he himself knew the magnetism of power better than anybody else... 

No, he could not allow them to do that since Desht-and Kipchak was the basis of everything. And apart from that the state is built like a pyramid. If you took one stone out of it the rest would tumble down.  And the other way around, one had to think of the further expansion of the Khanate since it had also been bequeathead by the ancestors. Hindustan, Mongolistan, Iran and Iraq — that was where the forces that had been accumulated in the steppe had to be directed to. And whoever was in the way he must be wiped out!..

In the same way as consumption eats away the chest of a sick man throughout many centuries the Genghizides’ lust for conquests ate away their souls. It swayed over them, directed all their deeds and intentions and influenced their decisions in settling their family problems. Infected by that most dreadful and inexorable disease, people become unable to see the world in its true light. They grow blind and only believe in their great predestination. It seems to them that they rule history.

At the same time they are rank-and-file and, as a rule, most ordinary people. Limitless power ruins their mind, prevents them from assessing the situation sober-mindedly and getting the hang of developments. Then it is easiest to fulfill the precept not to have wise persons around. So one fine day only guilded shucks remain of all that and a fathomless abyss opens wide under the feet of an entire nation...

And it is the people governed by such a ruler who pay dearly for this. And indeed, what is a human life to a khan when in front there is looming the spectre of power over the universe? It seems to him that people only live to fulfill that which he foreordains to them. Even the wisest rulers could not help giving in to the blinding glitter of power. Sooner or later they were trapped by it. As for Khan Abulkhair he fell victim to this deceptive illusion a long time ago. He did not realise that neither Janybek nor Kerei were to be «blamed» for it but the profound latent movement that was expanding in the steppe notwithstanding whatever rulers. The interests of those who began leading a settled life and merged with the locals and those remaining to live in the steppe, bred cattle following the example of their fathers and enjoyed relative freedom far from the khan’s headquarters were gradually parting. Sultans Janybek and Kerei had more in common with the steppe folk and could head this naturally determined movement for their separation from the Blue Horde and the foundation of an independent steppe state... Khan Abulkhair and the troublesome sultans had long been hunting for one another. Barefaced murder was the least preferred in settling their mutual accounts. The Genghizeds were used to killing their rivals leaving no witnesses to their crimes.

Like a full-grown wolf and fierce wolf-hounds did they circle around one another waiting for the moment when the time was right to attack and sink their teeth in the enemy’s throat rolling about in a deadly fight.

Gaif-Jamal, Abulkhair’s seventeen-year-old daughter by his Mangyt wife, got to know rather early in life what the joys of love are about. From time to time such things happened in the Khan’s family and there was nothing special about it but for her falling for the young and strong Sultan Janybek. As was the custom during one of her visits she sent  an experienced woman to see him. The beauty invited him to spend together the time remaining till her wedding, which was to take place soon.

Sultan Janybek hated Khan Abulkhair as much as the latter did Janybek. Being not very fond of the khan’s daughter and having other sweeties at the khan’s headquarters always ready to please him. Janybek could not but use the happy chance to spite his enemy. «If I cannot get at the old bull’s hide I can at least kill the heifer!» — the young sultan decided and accepted her offer.

However it so happened that Janybek himself was ensnared. He could not forget the passionate love-making of the young beauty and finally decided to marry her. He invited his second cousin Kerei, another enemy of the khan, to be his matchmaker.

In such cases the Genghizides used to make friends very willingly. Their close blood ties strengthened their position in the steppe. Even old enemies reconciled marrying their daughters off to those from rival clans. But this time nothing came of it. Khan Abulkhair had already realised that this kind of wedding would only worsen the situation. The enmity was too far gone and there was only one way out...

The khan did not deny his daughter’s hand to Sultan Janybek outright but, as it happens, gave him an equivocal answer. «We will settle the matter in autumn, when the auls are back in their winter residences,» — said he to Kerei. To which the enraged Kerei blurted out right then and there that his daughter was not as innocent as her father was inclined to think and they would best hurry with the wedding. Abulkhair just grinned but felt as if tigers were tearing his heart apart. Nonetheless he pretended not to have noticed Kerei’s rude words and quietly repeated his answer.

After Sultan Kerei’s departure Abulkhair sent for his famed hangman Kurybai. A morbid, gaunt, cadaverous-looking man was standing silently before the khan in expectation of orders.

— Do you remember what kind of death  awaits the Genghizides when God is willing? — asked the khan.

— I remember all kinds of death! — Kurybai said softly.

— My dear daughter Gaif-Jamal has been sick over the last few days...

The hangman nodded silently.

Three days later the people at the khan’s headquarters learned that Gaif-Jamal had been found in the steppe with an arrow sticking out of her chest.  Everyone knew who had done that and shook their heads in wonderment. Not one dared so much as open his mouth but still the rumour of the murder was spreading from aul to aul...

Gaif-Jamal was buried with great honours as was becoming so noble a person. The funeral repast lasted a whole week. And then the khan sent for Kurybai
again.— Do you know that Sultan Janybek has arrived in order to take part in the funeral repast on account of our most beloved daughter’s death? — asked the khan.

— Yes, I do.

— Tomorrow we are going hunting with him. But it seems to me that the glorious sultan’s health also leaves much to be desired. I am afraid something might happen to him...

— Anything might happen,— replied Kurybai.

— But remember, the sultan is not a girl. He can uproot a tree with one hand, so you’d better have reliable men with you...

   The khan’s order frightened Kurybai. Abulkhair could later have his hangman murdered as an undesirable witness. Such cases had been already known as regards the khan’s servants.

— All the sultans know what it means when I go hunting with my khan,- the hangman said.— My Sovereign, wouldn’t it be better if my young brother Sarybai went hunting this time? His hand is firm and his heart has hungered for something worthy of a real man...

Abulkhair could not help laughing at the primitive and merciless treachery of his slave’s words. Trying to save his neck he was ready to endanger his own brother like a true Genghizide.

— Let it be as you say! — Abulkhair said.— But make sure everything is all right and talk to your brother yourself...                 

— Strange as it may seem Janybek alone had no idea of the genuine cause of the death of Gaif-Jamal. Young and inexperienced he could not imagine that she was killed on her father’s order, the more so that during his stay at the khan’s headquarters Abulkhair attended to all his needs and this time showed him special signs of attention. He would not listen to Kerei’s warnings...

— It was only the khan’s sudden invitation to join his hunt which aroused the young sultan’s suspicions. The autumn cold had not set in yet, a time when it is especially pleasant to go hunting, besides Janybek, too, had heard some hearsay. He was wondering why the khan did not want to rush the search for the murderers of his daughter.

— At the last moment Sultan Janybek found out about something else. There was an age-old tradition by which before hunting a khan sent special messengers to to all the sultans and their retinue inviting them to take part in the chase. This time the invitation was sent only to Janybek and Kerei. No-one else from among the steppe sultans took part in the hunt, instead only those who were devoted to Khan Abulkhair body and soul and lived constantly at his headquarters were invited.

— From time past royal hunts in the steppe were arranged as major feasts.  During those festivals beks and sultans could show off their riches in a grand way, boast of their magnificent steeds, their precious harness and weapons. At the same time the hunt was meant to be a kind of military parade where each one showed his courage, gallantry, resourcefulness and marksmanship. Quite a few braggarts were known to take leave of their senses out of fear when all of a sudden a deadly scared hare jumped out right from under their feet. The more so when one heard the growling of a tiger or a fierce leapard. Some ran away in terror, dropping their arms and sometimes even famed marksmen who at a contest could shoot down from a tree branch a purse stuffed with money at a distance of one hundred steps, were not able to hit a huge beast three steps away from them.

— Besides, during the hunt the courage of young warriors who appeared amongst the grown men for the first time was tested and confirmed. Indeed, when there is no war going where is one supposed to show his worth? The one who would not falter seeing a huge boar with atrocious half-metre teeth running right into him and send his three-edged arrow three fingers deep into its forehead would do the same to an iron-clad foe in the battle field. It was not for nothing that in the steppe hunting was called the fair of courage.

Ultimately, after taking counsel with Kerei, Sultan Janybek decided to accept the invitation of the khan,  considering the fact that there was no apparent reason for declining it. «What is to be, will be,» thought he. «It is not for nothing that they say one cannot hide away from death even in a gold coffer. While if you are destined to stay alive not one of the thousand arrows aimed at you will hit you!».  «Yes, we must join the hunt and pretend we suspect nothing,— agreed Kerei.— But we will have to take along the most reliable warriors who will stick close to us all the time. If we don’t go now that wolf Abulkhair will realise that we know what he is up to and will surely find a way out to get rid of us. After all they say the one who got undressed will surely jump into the water...»

Janybek prepared for hunting very thoroughly.  Like all steppe people he liked best the light-footed argamak-horses and hunting birds. One of the most famous kushbegi, the trainers of hunting eagles and hawks in all the steppe of Desht-Kipchak, was a young sultan. Alongside his white yurta there were small black tents and in each one of them there lived a domesticated hawk, eagle, hen-harrier or kestrel. Real hunting birds cannot be kept in the same room...

In spite of tradition, the sultan was chasing birds of prey not with the help of fledgelings but with strong full-fledged fighters. Although it was far more difficult to tame such birds it was immensely more useful. An eagle that was grown free is stronger and more ruthless that the one fed by hand. 

So, Sultan Janybek did not trust anybody to raise his eagles. Normally the birds would not give in to training but he would stubbornly and patiently keep on repeating everything from scratch. They would put on a leather hood, tomagu, on the head of a proud bird and settle it on a swing for it to get accustomed to riding on horseback. Then they would gradually feed it right off one’s hand with meat drained of blood in water. Hunger made the eagle submit and gradually it got used to taking meat only from the hands of its master. Tomagu or no tomagu, it recognised the master from afar.

It was only much later that they took the cloth off the eagles’ head and the master began feeding it on red meat. Seeing the meat the eagle screamed with impatience but it only took it from its master’s hand. After that a race in the steppe began. Janybek let the eagle free and soon called it back each time giving food to it. That way he would ultimately tame it making it a hunting bird.

No matter how long you might tame an eagle still when it sees a flaming-red fox it falls on it like a rock sinking its claws into its victim and flies up into the sky. That very moment it hears its master’s call, flies towards him and gets a double or triple reward. Having registered it in its memory it can’t but wait for another hunt.

Janybek had several such hawks. During the summer they had a good rest and were eager for hunting. For his hunt the sultan took his famed hawk Sombolak that had been glorified in the songs of his songsters. And beneath his hunting gown Janybek was wearing a thin iron-chained armour, sharp-edged sword and newly-feathered arrows...

An orderly team of buglers came out on a hill and the steppe resounded with their brass calls summoning the hunters. Sultans, beks and emirs decorated with feathers and shining with rich armours began coming together from all sides.

Suddenly clouds of dust swirled on the road from the khan’s headquarters. A large group of horsemen raced towards the hill and in front of them the khan himself was riding an extraordinarily beautiful bay steed with a white spot on its forehead and its mane and tail tied in knots. The accompanying riders’ horses had their manes and tails tied up. The spirited beasts were biting their steel bits prancing with impatience. The whole retinue were clad in light hunting armour their heads crowned with finely patterned shining silver helmets. Immediately after the khan and his retinue there were following his guardsmen, all of them his most faithful warriors and body-guards, or nukers...

There were three or four women in this brilliant crowd. One of them who was dressed better than the rest and sitting astride a golden gulsary-akhaltekin horse whose name Ortek, meaning «The Dancing Ibex», was known all over the steppe was attracting the attention of everyone. Her beauty had a blinding effect on all men around and each one wanted to meet her eye.

She was the fourth wife of Abulkhair and the daughter of the great scholar Ulugbek, grandson of Timur. They called her Rabia-Sultan-Begim and said there was no woman on earth as beautiful as she. Her clothes, her saddle, bridle, spurs and shabrack were decorated with wrought gold. The contrary wind was swaying the plume on her pointed cap lined with otter, the expensive necklace was glittering in the sun shining with all the colours of the rainbow but especially beautiful was her white clean-featured face with fine arched eyebrows and a black cascade of numberless braids...

When the khan and his majestic retinue approached the hill another group of horsemen came in sight galloping towards them from the open steppe. In front of them Sultans Janybek and Kerei were riding dark-grey argamaks with a hawk on the shoulder of each one.

Janybek and Kerei were wearing light hunting caftans trimmed with sable, Kazakh caps on their heads. Among those following them there were women too. Zhakhan, Janybek’s second wife and the mother of young Sultan Kasym, was the most beautiful of them. Being the daughter of a warrior from the nomadic Kerei clan she looked regal astride a milky-white mount nick-named Kihikayak which means «Deer’s Legs». Unlike those of the beautiful Rabia-Sultan-Begim her saddle, shabrack and the rest of the harness were only adorned with chased silver which especially suited her steppe beauty and physique.

Besides there was something else which made the beautiful Zhakan so different from the wife of Abulkhair. Her right hand was gripping firmly a thin pointed spear. Her prowd and slender figure of a horsewoman breathed courage. The people milling around greeted her with an enthusiastic uproar. Abulkhair himself could not help taking a look at her and her beauty astounded him. «That’s alright, if God is willing tomorrow she will be mine!» the khan thought to himself and put spurs to his horse. It was not the first time that he saw her and had long decided she was worthy of his yurta...

However Sultan Janybek was on the alert and watched the khan closely. He had noticed the changing expressions on Abulkhair’s face and was now certain that the khan was up to something evil. Janybek glanced over the bright-colored crowd furtively trying to determine the one who was to kill him. Suddenly he spotted three horsemen whose clothes were not as rich as those of the rest. They stayed away from the crowd and the sultan sensed the stare of the one a little ahead of the other two. «These commoners have never before taken part in the khan’s chases,» — he thought. — Besides they can hardly be from the khan’s retinue. So it is them that I have to beware of!...»

Together with the huge caravan loaded with carpet-bags filled with coumiss (fermented mare’s milk) and other victuals the khan and his increased retinue set out northward, to the Ulytau Hills. Staying the night on the way, they set up light camp-tents by the hills, at the foot of Argynaty, one of the most beautiful places of the Golden Sary-Arka. Once those lands were the nidus of the Kazakh’s old culture. One can still see there the ruins of old palaces with pieces of broken glazed ceramics lying all around. This is just what the famous ancient epos tells about:

To us you are the most treasured legacy.

Our great grandfather Argyn feasted his eyes on   

your beauty.

Your emerald meadows threaded with silvery

streams

Have been admired over the centuries by the Argyns,

O Argynaty Mountain!

These parts did not abound in mirror-like lakes and deep rivers to water thousand-head horse-herds in, therefore during warm seasons few people lived here. Most importantly, this territory belonged to Sultan Janybek’s kin since olden times but became deserted after his father Barak moved from here to khan’s headquarters at Orda-Bazar. But then this land was inhabited by all kind of game. It teemed with deer, saigas, bent-horned wild rams, bustards and wild geese. For three whole days the famed hunters killed them in any possible way beating the drums to scare off partridges and black-grouse and immediately setting their falcons flying in pursuit. They revelled in cutting the caught birds’ throats boasting of their exploits to one another. They chased wild rams and deer shooting arrows right from the saddle. In the mean time the three plain-looking men headed by the brother of the khan’s hangman Sarybai hunted separately and were never able to hit the target. Not once did Sultan Janybek remain alone and they had no opportunity to assault him. And they realised very well what would  await them in case they missed their chance...

Finally, when the khan announced that the next day everyone would go back to headquarters luck came their way at last. Carried away by chasing a fleet-footed saiga Sultan Janybek gallopped far away into the thicket. His faithful horsemen followed suit but their horses had grown tired during the previous three days of hunting and they could not match the famous argamak of the sultan. Riding through a grove the sultan suddenly saw not far from him Khan Abulkhair himself with a few of his faithful henchmen while from aside there were already coming up the very three whom he had noticed earlier. The khan had only just changed his tired horse and Sarybai’s horse was in excellent condition because Sarybai had not taken part in the previous chase. He and Janybek set out in pursuit of the saiga and now the sultan could not shirk the chase in order not to show himself a coward in the face of the enemy.

Shortly only three men were gallopping ahead of the others — Sultan Janybek, Khan Abulkhair and the hangman’s brother Sarybai. The rest fell so far behind that even their voices were not heard. After awhile they at last ran down the exhausted saiga. Still excited by the chase for a moment Janybek forgot about the danger that was hanging over him, jumped down from his horse, threw away his bludgeon and took out a knife to cut the saiga. It was only then that he noticed Sarybai flourishing his bludgeon at him. 

— Don’t touch it, this is my saiga! — Sarybai shouted spitefully.

— The sultan jumped and pulled the man down from his saddle. Both toppled down into the thick grass but the sultan managed to get his heavy opponent under. The hangman was staring right at his face his eyes burning with hatred. Suddenly there flickered a ray of hope in them.

— Hit him! Hit him over the head! — he shouted to some-one.

Without loosening his grip on Sarybai the sultan glanced aside and saw Khan Abulkhair towering above him...

Abulkhair could never explain to himself what prevented him smashing Janybek’s head. For a split second his hand stopped in mid-air and then people emerged from the bushes and it was already late to do something. The first to come to the scene of action was Kerei. It was only then that Janybek let go of Sarybai.

— This time I forgive you because you are not the main culprit here! - said he through clenched teeth and gave Abulkhair a look which chilled his heart.

   Meanwhile the saiga was still alive. Janybek glanced at it and waved his hand.

— Since I forgave the one who attempted to take my life why not forgive the innocent beast! — said he to Kerei, fastened his bludgeon to his belt and mounted his horse. They gallopped off to join their men and Khan Abulkhair followed them silently with his eyes...

   Sarybai was already up and about to mount his horse. The khan looked away.

— Why did you not hit him from behind, my sovereign? — the hangman’s brother whispered to the Khan’s back.— If he had fallen I would have straightway broken his jugular vertebra. This is what always happens when one falls from his horse, so nobody would have found out the truth...

No sooner did he say that than the man’s head rolled off his shoulders. With a feeling of disgust Abulkhair wiped his blade on the hem of Sarybai’s coat and gave an order to sound the assembly. Janybek and Kerei, who were the first to arrive, saw a cut-off head lying in the grass its eyes bulging with terror.

— This is what awaits all those attempting to take the life of my loyal sul-tans, — said Khan Abulkhair.

However, Janybek and Kerei hardly believed in the sincerity of the khan’s words. Both sultans silently accompanied Khan Abulkhair as far as headquarters and shortly left for their camps. Ever since then the khan lost his peace of mind completely and day after day lay idly on the leopard skin thinking of the situation he wound up in. There was no way back and the bitter feeling that he had not finished off Janybek was eating his heart. He could not expect that such a chance would present itself in the near future...

— At the age of sixteen I stabbed the son of Yedigeh himself, the hard-headed Kazy-Biy, with my own hands,— Abulkhair recalled curving his lips with pride. - At seventeen I had my famous duel with Khan Zhumadek, the ruler of the Desht-and-Kipchak steppe. He loved me as his own son bringing me up since younghood like a father. Did my hand shake when I slaughtered him after knocking him down from his horse? And he himself took his death light-heartedly being aware that such was the law of life and that I would dispose of my enemies in the same way. He gave his throne into trustworthy hands. And now these hands could not slay the most hateful foe Janybek!

— Those ruling people and taking on responsibility to God for them have to have the heart of a lion. Why then did it turn out so weak now? Just one blow on the head of the hateful sultan and there would be no problems. The murdered slave was right. No-one would dare express whatever doubts as to Janybek’s falling from his horse during a hunt. People would have known then that if Janybek could fall, anyone could crumble down in the same way. Fear is the most reliable lock for those excessively talkative!..

— Rumour has it my ancestor Genghiz Khan used to say the following to his loyal subjects: if you raised your hand at your foe you must hit to kill him for there is no man more dangerous than the one you did not kill. Whereas to forgive your enemy is the same as a crime for which you will have to pay all your life. The enemy will think of your generosity as of your weakness and will redouble his efforts against you!..

II

Juchi was born by Borteh-Fudzhin from the kin of Konurat and himself was married to Konurat women. His second wife Ukikhatun give birth to Baty.

Juchi firmly believed in steppe wisdom which says: «May the arms fall off of him who does not care about his relatives.» The Kazakh tribes became his support in his further policy and as a rule his retinue consisted of Kazakh sultans and great warriors. Even in the songs and legends of a people whose tales always emphasised the cruelty and treacherousness of the Genghizides, Juchi was told about in a different vein. In them he is stern but just and always ready to listen to good advice. Especially important is the fact that he never let himself be carried away by anger which for the son of Genghiz Khan was quite an unusual virtue. Just the fact that he never wished to fully exterminate the Kazakh tribes made them think of him as of their protector and good relative. They still remembered  examples of a different sort. It is not for nothing that the age-old epic «Aksak Kulan — Juchi Khan» has been preserved and is still sung in the steppe. Naturally, with the passing of centuries evil deeds become erased from people’s memory but then again this is not the case with the horrible image of Genghiz Khan they still scare childeren with in the steppe...

The Mongol conquerors who invaded the Kazakh’s lands were not numerous. To one hundred native inhabitants of the Desht-and-Kipchak steppe there was only one Mongol horseman. So they quickly dissolved among the Kazakhs like a pinch of salt does in a river. Less than a century later the Mongol sultans were already not different from the Kazakhs. The only difference between them was their status, «tyureh», which gave them the right to the title of khan and sultan. Every Kazakh kin and tribe had them which was the cause of their constant and severe strife for power and influence.

The Golden Horde’s first khan, Baty, lived in the Desht-and-Kipchak steppe almost all his life. His most loved wife Zhuldyz was from the Kipchak kin too. Besides his sons’ names, Sartak, Tukukhan, Ayukhan and Ulakchi, sounded like those of the residents of the Desht-and-Kipchak steppe. The Kazakh tribes roamed within the area of the chief route to the Great Khan’s headquarters and, suffered considerable losses from the nomads, the Mongols had for some time to count with them. For political reasons the Golden Horde’s khans married Kazakh women.

The marriage of a Mangyt warrior to a Genghizide woman resulted in the birth of the well-known Nogai, nick-named «inal», that is half-bred. He was not considered to be a Genghizide (maternal blood being of no importance with the Mongols), was not entitled to the khan,s throne but nonetheless distated his will to the Golden Horde,s khans for forty years.          

Upon Baty’s death Nogai continued commanding the Golden Horde’s troops artfully selecting and bringing the Golden Horde’s khans to the throne. It was only when the fifth son of Munkeh Tokhtagul became khan that Nogai’s power came to an end. Taking advantage of the continuous internecine strife between the clans in the Desht-and-Kipchak steppe, the inhabitants of which had supported Nogai, young Khan Tokhtagul routed his host and the aged military leader fled to the Bashkir country with seventeen loyal warriors.

Because of discord in the Golden Horde Nogai’s descendants together with closely related clans had to leave for the eastern parts of the Kazan Khanate. This land which had once belonged to the Volga Bulgars was repeatedly devastated by Baty and his successors. Finally the Kipchaks came there with a big host and founded a new khanate. The Kipchaks were followed by Nogailins who spoke a related dialect and had similar customs and therefore were easily merging with the local population.

However, upon settling down at Kazan they were continually attempting to disturb the peace in their erstwhile domains. They kept sending out their men to Kazakh clans reminding them of their blood ties and offering to separate themselves from Abulkhair. It ended up in some great warriors assembling horsemen to drive away the khan’s horses.

After one of such raids the enraged Abulkhair sent out a thirty-thousand-strong punitive troop headed by the great warrior Kara-Kipchak Kolbandy who routed the auls of the culprits and those of their neighbours in order to break them of such actions.

The emergence of Koblandy alone instilled terror in the hearts of people. He was a man of an unheard-of height, with an enormous head and sledge-hammer-like hands. The numerous songs went that his bones were larger than those of a camel and his fingers harder than those of a wild ram’s horns. Koblandy’s ancestors lived in the area of the River Turgai and he himself had been born at the confluence of the rivers Arys and Badam, at the foot of the Karaspan Mountain.

Koblandy-Batyr came back soon after scattering the ashes of Nogailins’ auls to the winds. He drove away all their cattle and at the same time took away many beautiful girls and women. And he met no resistance on account of the suddenness and daringness of his raid.

For whole three days they feasted at khan’s headquarters on the occasion of their victory as though the terrible  warrior had captured the city of Istanbul at least. Such was the custom at the steppe. Towards the end of the feast Abulkhair asked about those who had especially distinguished themselves in that raid in order to share fairly the booty, and above all the women.

Koblandy-Batyr began enumerating the warriors and horsemen who had especially distinguished themselves in the raid when all of a sudden he fell silent. He frantically twisted his long black mustach wich reached as far as his ears. His eyes as large as the palms of his hands and covered in red veins were fixed on the khan:

— I offer all warriors their full share,— said Koblandy.— And I am doubly content with the young and brave warrior Sayan. He has been at the head of a hundred men and is worthy of a reward. However, I request his death, my most honorable Khan!..

Everyone froze. Sayan’s uncle on his maternal side was the famed Akzhol-Biy. This songster and smooth-talker and the son of Kotan Zhirau was a man of great height and enormous strength. He was entitled to sitting next to the khan and the eyes of everyone were fixed on him. When he heard the words of Koblandy-Batyr he grew pale but retained his composure.

— For what? — asked Akzhol-Biy sizing up Koblandy-Batyr with a cool stare.

— For violating the law of the great Genghiz Khan. He had an argument with the glorious Kara-Batyr over a zhesreika 
....

Genghiz Khan’s descendants closely followed the instructions of his yasas. And in them a death sentence was envisioned for those getting into an argument over spoils of war. It was one of the gravest crimes and nothing could save the young warrior.

— How can you prove it? — asked Akzhol-Biy with the same sang-froid.— Did Kara-Batyr tell you that or maybe somebody else saw them quarrelling?

— As a matter of fact Koblandy-Batyr was not present during the argument. One of the khan’s associates told him about it but still the warrior was too willing to believe this lie. To tell the truth in such cases even the worthiest preferred to stand by the interests of their kin...

— Kara-Batyr fell by Sayan’s sword during that tiff. Besides warrior Sayan killed the one who saw the brawl!..

— Maybe Sayan himself will confess to his guilt? — Akzhol-Biy said thoughtfully.

— To admit one’s guilt in everybody’s presence, one has to be a true warrior! — Koblandy-Batyr said with a stern look.

— My worthy warrior, do you mean to say the good nephew of the Argyns Sayan has turned into a weak woman?

— Only a woman can kick up a row on account of some worthless captive!

— The two warriors stared at one another ready to pounce at the opponent and start rolling about in a deadly fight. However both of them had the self- restraint of true warriors and could observe the proprieties in the presence of the khan himself. They fell silent looking at Abulkhair their heads slightly inclined.

Khan Abulkhair realised very well what kind of feelings motivated Koblandy-Batyr’s behaviour. When a man is keen on denigrating another one all means are good enough. Anger and the thirst for revenge will prompt him to do things which will never enter his mind at a different time. In this situation it does not matter at all whether the young warrior is guilty or not...

The khan gave his council a searching look and sighed. Its make-up is not what it used to be once. Many years ago when they lifted him over the Desht-and-Kipchak steppe on a white felt mat he was surrounded by absolutely different people. At the very place where honourable Argyn biys are sitting now there once sat noble Naiman men. And on his left, where Kipchak nobles are sitting warriors from the Uysun tribe used to sit.

In those unforgettable days he was young and hot-headed and never cast cautious glances around which is the case now. Youth resembles flood-time and is not willing to  count with whatever river-banks. Two years after his ascending the khan’s throne he met with another aspirant, Makhmud-Hoja, on the steep bank of the river Tobol. When the two armies met the steppe shook with thunder and he cut off the enemy’s head with his own hand. He took as a wife the stunningly beautiful Aganak-Bikeh, the wife of Makhmud-Hoja. He would not give in that fourteenth moon 
 to whomever of his sultans and noble warriors. Her eyes were like a fathomless lake on a quiet windless day and her beautiful face was whiter than snow...

He was not destined to enjoy her hot lovemaking. It always seemed to him that a cold snake was lying in her bed ready to bite him at any moment. Evidently due to the fact that besides her husband he ordered her to stab her three-year old son. And what was he supposed to do? Otherwise a legitimate aspirant would have been growing ready to take revenge. Indeed, the khan’s throne is something which can lead astray even one’s own son. So how could he trust a stranger? It would have been the same as holding a sharp blade next to your throat for the rest of your life.

So the beautiful Aganak-Bikeh died without ever showing him her favour. Later he learned that her death was caused by a special kind of steppe herb. She had kept on drinking the herb’s extract in order not to conceive a child by him.

Did he ever so much as spare his enemies! He captured Khorezm, Samarkand, Bukhara, Sygnak and dozens of other towns and in each one of them he shed rivers of human blood. One by one he had to ruin many defiant Kazakh kins. Even his much loved steppe became saturated with blood where his army once was. And now he has to be on the alert looking constantly around in fear.

His right hand in the army is the one whom they respectfully call Akzhol-Biy. And behind him is all the power of the numerous and war-like Argyns. The left hand of the khan is Koblandy-Batyr who is supported by as numerous and audacious Kipchaks.
If he punishes by death the worthless horseman Sayan the Kipchaks will be overjoyed but the Argyns will feel mortally offended. So to which of them must he give preference?

And what if he forgave Sayan? Would not they think of it as of his weakness? 

Abulkhair’s entire horde is waiting for the khan’s word. Janybek and Kerei too are waiting and will begin to act depending on how this sensitive situation is settled...

For the umpteenth time does Abulkhair wipes sweat off his brow because these reflections make him feel really hot. As for his great ancestor he never used to sweat in such cases. He used to send to death thousands of people by slightly knitting his eyebrows and then not thinking of them at all. Have times changed so much that even the life of an individual person is now of some value?

With the passing of  centuries it becomes more and more difficult to govern people. What will all this end up with?..

As long as the shadow of Genghis Khan hovered over his sons and grandsons they could still feel that power was really in their hands. Take Munkeh for one. He did not spare both his close and distant relatives for self-assertion. He always kept silent and condemned to death those in disfavour merely with the expression of his eyes. He did not even have to give orders to do that...

Abulkhair remembered some instructive story of the interment of Khan Munkeh... Unlike that of other peoples the funereal custom of the Mongols has two special features. According to the first one, together with the master his most favorite and devoted slave is interred in a deep burial vault. The latter is placed under the body of his master and buried alive. Half a day later he is disentombed. They let him come to his senses, feed him some and then bury him again. They do it three times and if the slave can still breathe it means that he indeed is closest to the deceased one. Then they grant him freedom from slavery and give him whatever he might ask for since the Mongols deeply believe that he is destined to inherit all the sins of his master. As for the master he, cleared of all responsibility for his past evil deeds, leaves for the nether world...

Then the master’s body is buried for good together with a cauldron stuffed with meat, a big pitcher full of milk and a great number of gold and silver ornaments. The nobler and richer the man was the greater amount of jewellery is buried with him. When he begins to come alive in the nether world the evil sprits that were awaiting him will be distracted by the glitter of the precious things and will not harm his body nor his soul...

The other special feature of the Mongols’ funereal ritual is that no-one is to know if only vaguely where a noble man’s grave is. Immediately after the funeral all the witnesses of the burial are killed and then horse-herds are driven across the steppe to trample down all evidence of the obsequies. It is done not so much as to protect the grave from robbers and thieves but mainly from hostile relatives. Those who did not dare take vengeance during the dead one’s lifetime can do it after his death. Such cases were known not only as regards the Mongols. Not once the succeeding rulers desecrated the graves of their predecessors taking out the bodies of the dead from their tombs and setting them afire. The Mongols dreaded this kind of blasphemy more than anything else in the world...

So when Khan Munkeh died in 1259, by order of his brothers Aryk-Bugi, Khubilai and Khulagu ten thousand people who had taken part in the funeral were killed disregarding their blood and merits. Too many wished to take vengeance on the deceased one to let if only one of those knowing the burial place stay alive. Besides the Mongols believed that the greater the amount of victims during the burial the more delighted the buried one is, which was especially true in the case of such a worthy man as the great Khan Munkeh.

The funeral ritual proved to be even on a grander scale than that of Genghiz Khan himself. And that on account of the fact that by slaughtering ten thousand people the Genghizides intended to frighten to death not only their fellow-countrymen but entire humankind. They wanted to show the world it was entirely in their power to stop all life on earth...

And now the most distinguished descendant of these great rulers is shaking like a wretched sparrow fearing to take the worthless life of one single man!.. Abulkhair spat in annoyance. Has his generation really become so petty and small-minded? Indeed, not only the whole world but even the trashy sultans of the subjugated steppe make the legitimate khan count with them and thrust their will on him!

Abulkhair looked unwittingly at Urus-Khan’s great-grandsons and felt sick. The handsome black-mustachioed Janybek and the stocky rock-like Kerei were sitting motionlessly in front of their Argyns. There faces resembled cold, well-sharpened daggers...

Yes, these two are far more dangerous than all the rest taken together. They will never forgive him his conquering their ancestors’ nest Sygnak, the capital of the entire White Horde. They grew especially embittered when he took to wife the great-grand daughter of Lame Timur, the daughter of the scholar Ulugbek. In their eyes it was the betrayal of the steppe. If the opportunity arose, they would have immediately leave his headquarters and become independent khans. They kept dreaming of such a chance and to them the worst enemies are the settled Bukhara and Samarkand beks!..

However he will never let them have their intentions come true. They will have no support other than that from their kinsfolk. The silent steppe people will not support them since the khan’s power is still too strong for them to defy it. So they have to sit still at the khan’s headquarters  
and look helplessly in his direction!..
But how is one supposed to please the faceless steppe masses? What side do they side with now, the Argyns or the Kipchaks? How many times does he have to put two and two together? The forces, the authority of the khans, the limitless differences. If you so much as don’t count with Akzhol-Biy’ words the Argyns, the Naimans and the Konrads will stand up against you all together with all their branches. This is what Janybek and Kerei are looking forward to. They have long won the favour of these kins and are known as protectors of their interests. Just one little mistake and they will take to the steppe hundreds of auls like herdsmen do cows pestered by cadflies, will head numerous kins, and who knows what the rest will do under the circumstances...

However how can one deny the request of a Kipchak warrior, the more so that he refers to the unbreakable law of the ancestors? The Kipchaks are the ones who are the support of the khanate and many of those in the steppe have to count with their bludgeons. At any moment these bludgeons can be raised over the heads of Janybek and Kerei. One will just have to make use of an appropriate moment...

Yes, the case of Nogai is another instructive example for Khan Abulkhair. When the military leader of the steppe people takes too much power, the khan becomes easily a plaything in his hands. Such people are as dangerous as fire. This is why Abulkhair must beware of his own Argyn sultans on the one hand and the Kipchaks on the other. To whomf them should he offer his support to? Of course he could go on profiting from their differences, but then it could not last long enough. The discord is too far gone already...

However, there is nothing else left to do. It is well known that there is no problem as difficult as settling the Kazakhs’ internecine strife.

But why settle them? On the contrary, they will have to be strengthened. This is the only salvation and way out of the current situation. It would be best meeting the developments half way and not waiting till they take you  by surprise. Is it not due to this kind of policy that the Genghizides still retain their enormous power and influence in the steppe? What would happen if one fine day a man turned up who would manage to unite the separate Kazakh kins and lead them to the same goal? What could stand in the way of their sword then?

But this sword is a two-edged weapon and one must be very careful not to hurt oneself with it. One had better let it lie idle for the time being. So Khan Abulkhair will keep on setting the steppe kins and tribes against one another and will do that with great diligence and cunning. He has enough experience for that, besides the fire has been blazing for quite a time now. He only has to throw more dry wood on the fire to keep it going.

Altogether different thoughts were racing through the mind of Sultan Janybek who had long dreamed of separating the nomadic tribes of the Desht-and-Kipchak steppe from Abulkhair’s Horde. He fully realised the tragic situation Khan Abulkhair had found himself in. «His Horde has lost its erstwhile greatness...» thought he.— In the south-west Khorasan is gaining strength again with the people of Maverannakhr offering ever stronger resistance to his raids and the Timurides, so far secretly but with growing insistence, coming out with their own claims... In the north-west the situation is no better. The troublesome Nogai Horde too keeps on dissociating from him. The might of the Kazan and Crimean Khanates is growing and they have been hating Abulkhair from olden times. More and more often do the Astarkhanide sultans look their way... And what is going on in the Horde itself? The extremely high taxes and various duties arouse growing dissatisfaction amongst the rank-and-file nomads. In the steppe each and sundry is prepared to separate from Abulkhair’s Horde. Now is the right time to let this ripe situation fire at the desired target.»

Janybek was a wise politician and realised very well that when the wish of the impram, or the mob, coincides with that of its ambitious leader the latter’s plans come true more easily. Over the past months Janybek had been seeing the  picture he saw only recently. 

He was coming back after a hunt. Suddenly he heard a woman weeping which reminded him of the howling of a wounded she-wolf. Janybek gallopped off with his horsemen and found himself on a hillock. In front of him he saw an aul spreading in the valley below. There was no war going but still it seemed the foe had just been there. The yurtas’ frames were broken and here and there one could see the abandoned chattels of the nomads. Those still alive were standing near the killed and wounded. One could hear the crying and lamenting of those around.

When Janybek came gallopping to them a grey-bearded stooping old man came to meet him.

— What’s happened, old man? — the sultan asked forgetting to say hello to him.

— When will all this stop?! — the old man said sternly looking straight in the eye of the sultan.— We have just come here from the Yedil. The Nogai biys, the Astarkhan sultans and the Tartar and Bashkir alamans were bothering us no end. That we could understand. And now these wolves of Abulkhair... We did not want to give our horsemen to him and could not pay our unbearable taxes in time. This is why the khan sent his lashkars here. They have ruined our aul. They rob and kill us as though they were strangers. Please save us, son of Barak-Khan...

— How can I save you?

— We need to have our own khanate! — the old man said firmly.— Whyever should we, the nomads, have these duties and taxes? All this is necessary to support the Horde of Abulkhair. Can’t you see the way they treat us?...

— Yes, this was the way they behaved everywhere, both on the Chinese and the Jungar borders. The people had already realised the necessity of creating its own Kazakh khanate. The apple had already begun ripening and Sultan Janybek was prepared to act. As an old Kazakh saying goes: «Pull down an old yurta to erect a new one instead».

Abulkhair needed an inter-clan strife in order to restrain the wilful nomadic tribes in his Horde since he followed the «divide and rule» principle. On the other hand, Janybek needed the same strife in order to destroy Abulkhair’s Horde.

The door creaked in the quiet of the night and a handsome seven-year-old boy came into the khan’s yurta. It was Abulkhair’s grandson and the son of Shah-Budakh who had died a few months ago. Head high and proud he walked straight to the throne. He did not even look at the numerous courtiers, beks, sultans and emirs all clad in garments embroidered with gold. Having approached the khan he buried his close-cropped head topped by a «good-luck tuft» in his lap.

— As it turns out Tarlankok is not a very obedient horse,— he said obviously proud with his words.— It kept trying to shake me off its back but nothing came of it.  It’ll take me just a little more time to break the beast in...

— Alright, my dear boy, we are busy discussing important matters, so you’d better run along and play some! — Abulkhair stroked his grandson’s head.— When you are a grown man you yourself will have to burn in this infernal fire. Now go and enjoy yourself while you can afford it!

— What kind of infernal fire are you talking about, granddad? — the boy looked around in bewilderment.— When I grow up and become khan I will have them build a paradise on earth!

— The khan smiled good-naturedly and then frowned noticing the way Kerei’s seventeen-year-old sun Burunduk was looking at his grandson. There was so much cold hatred in Burunduk’s eyes that one could feel his blood curdle in his veins. The reason for it was the fact that after the khan’s second son Shah-Haidar this little Muhammed-Sheibani who had just said the silly words about a paradise on earth might become the only heir-apparent to the throne. There was no doubt that upon Abulkhair’s death Shah-Haidar and Muhammed-Sheibani would become the main targets for the arrows of the khan’s enemies...

— On an impulse the khan embraced his dearly loved grandson with passionate affection as though protecting him from hostile eyes. Could these wolf-skins really raise their hands at the innocent child? Did he break down someone’s shanrak 
 or stop up someone’s flue with a tunluk 
 that they hate him so? But then Abulkhair involuntarily remembered what he himself had done once to the little son of Makhsud-Hoja. The boy was only three then and could do no harm to the powerful and able-bodied Khan Abulkhair...

Only one of those sitting there had guessed why all of a sudden the khan began hugging his little grandson with such ardour. It was the Khan’s bitter enemy Janybek. «Your apprehensions are well-grounded, khan,» he thought. «After all this child is your last heir and after his death your kin will stop existing. He will be like the last tuft of meadow-sweet thrown on the dying fire of your hearth... Well, for a seven-year kid he is bright enough and promises to become a true khan. However everybody’s fate is in the hands of God while we are mere executors of His will...»

Despite his inborn intelligence and shrewdness Sultan Janybek could not know that it was due to this boy that the flame would go on burning in the patrimonial hearth of Abulkhair.

— Now go, my dear boy! — Abulkhair repeated affectionately.— The tetchy Tarlankok ran away from you, you say? So what? Don’t you have many fine horses in your herds? Pick whichever catches your eye...

Abulkhair had already made up his mind. The decision came naturally to him. Whatever the circumstances now was no time for an open inter-clan strife. A poor peace is better than a good quarrel. However, should this happen the khan had better come out only as a go-between. Let the Argyns and Kipchaks themselves sentence one another to death. He will take upon himself the part of an executioner. The more heads he will cut off with them held responsible for all that the better!..

— Is it not that since the time of the great Maikhi-Bey of the Uysun kin the people has been entitled to deciding on the life and death of free-born warriors? — he asked giving his council a stern look.— Even Genghiz Khan did not violate this tradition. So how can I, his decendant, infringe on this sacred right of my people? Let the noblest and most worthy of the Argyns and Kipchaks gather together and pass their sentence on warrior Sayan. Your decision will be your order for me!

Everyone nodded in agreement since the will of a khan is law..

— May it be as you say, Your Grace. We will assemble one more time.

For three whole days the biys and elders of the Argyns and Kipchaks debated that issue. The smooth talkers of both parties make well-reasoned and very eloquent speeches in the manner of the best sages and prophets of the steppe but there was no unanimity between them. And then, as was to be expected, they began showing sharp knives to each other, at first covertly and then quite openly. They were only restrained by the fact that both camps’ forces at the khan’s headquarters were about the same in number and the elders did not advise them to start an open fight.

It all ended in their deciding to turn to the khan again. The former did not interfere in anything and looked withdrawn and absolutely uninterested in the outcome of the whole matter. The khan’s council assembled again. There seemed to be no way out. All realized very well that once two wolf-hounds started a fight the master had to cast a spear at one of them to settle the «argument». Otherwise he might lose both of them. But who of the fighting two would be hit by the spear thrown at random? During such a scuffle one could hit the wrong one...

Abulkhair’s cool stare was fixed on something in the distance. Now it was absolutely impossible for him to cast this spear at the Kipchaks.

The sovereign khan had to pass his sentence on common Kazakh Sayan. But was it not a low-born of the Barlas branch of the steppe clan of Mangyts, the famed Timur, who had recently turned nearly the whole world inside out? The name alone made Abulkhair’ flesh creep...

Contradictions were tearing apart the Golden Horde. The khans themselves were undermining its power and in 1380 Dimitry of the Don turned the pitch they had dugged out into a yawning chasm.  But the Golden Horde had not yet fallen into it and continued attacking its neighbours. Timur the Lame uttered a funeral prayer over the grave of the Golden Horde...

It was Timur who supported the kin of Jagatais against the rest of the Genghizides, the descendants of Jutchi. In 1392 he ruined the base of the Golden Horde and in 1395 Timur’s hordes advanced on it, now from the Caucasus, and entered Serai, a fabulous capital founded by Khan Baty in the lower reaches of the Yedil. Khan Tokhtamysh ran for his dear life and thus ended the power of the Golden Horde...

Timur of Barlas extraction had found some certain key to history. Perhaps it was due to his belonging in the brave steppe people that he knew how to govern them. Well, the impram, the steppe mob, had always been an enigma for the steppe rulers! Upon curbing it like they do a wild horse the Iron Lame gallopped off towards glory and many lands were subjugated by him. Thus it was now not the life of one man Abulkhair had to decide upon. The problem he was facing was far more important. Abulkhair would have to win the heart of this mob and then, who knows, he might be the one destined to travel the glorious route of Timur again...

The khan’s policy resembles a fickle springtime wind and its course depends on concrete circumstances. Suddenly Abulkhair’s eyes lit up warmly. «What if I settle this problem in a simple human way?» — thought he. «The commoners might truly like it. To all intents and purposes any ruler wishes to win their trust. After all the fate of the khanate depends on them...»

For thirty years Khan Abulkhair ruled this huge land and it was only now that this simple truth entered his mind. First of all he decided to question the criminal himself and form his own opinion on the culprit’s crime. He made a languid gesture dismissing his council...

Abulkhair picked up a little silver bell and shook it lightly. The bell uttered a soft tuneful sound and an old scrawny and pale-faced man immediately appeared before Abulkhair. It was the khan’s confidant Ospan-Hoja. He silently laid his hands on his chest and inclined his head reverently in expectation of orders.

— Have them bring the convict to me!

— Which convict, my Sovereign?

   There was a puzzled expression in Ospan-Hoja’s eyes... «Indeed, which of them?» Abulkhair thought meanly. Quite a few had been jailed in zindans over the past thirty years. He had already forgotten many and did not even know whether if only some of them were alive in their underground dungeons for it is better to be dead than alive in the grave. And a zindan is nothing but a cold and wet grave, let alone the heavy rusty chains on convicts’ arms and around their necks.

Well, so far he still remembers the name of the warrior in question. They call him Sayan and for him the most treasured thing in the world is his life and freedom. As for the khan, to him this life is as worthless as that of the mosquito singing by his ear.

Sayan... Where did he hear this sonorous name for the last time?.. Yes, that’s how it really was. It was Rabia-Sultan-Begim who mentioned it to him. She asked the khan to make the young horseman an alkhalyk, that is the tutor and executor of his second son Suyunchik. Why did she implore him so zealously?..

He did not fulfil her request then saying that as long as he lived there was no need bothering about whatever executors for his sons.

But why was he not willing to meet the woman’s request then? Was it because of the gossip he heard in his palace? But then there was nothing unusual about it. Khan’s palaces were always full of gossip. Still, although he was absolutely sure of his beloved wife’s crystal-clear purity the gossip left a certain mark in his soul.

What kind of man is this Sayan?

Once, during one of his campaigns he caught a glimpse of the man, from afar, besides the warrior’s iron helmet prevented the khan seeing his face clearly. After that first case his wife never bothered him with this request and he forgot about that man. Seven years had passed since that time... Abulkhair turned his head to one of his men.

— Let them bring here the horseman who caused the argument between the Argyns and the Kipchaks! — he ordered, for some reason not pronouncing the name of warrior Sayan.

— Ay, My Khan!

Was it because of his old age that he kept bringing to mind the events of the past? Now too, while they were dragging out from the pitch and taking to him this horseman with an impressive name, all his brilliant yet uneasy life was coming alive in his memory... «The Throne of Sayin», «The Throne of Jutchi», «The Throne of Baty» — such were the names by which the throne he came to at the age of seventeen had been known. Then khan’s headquarters was situated by the mouth of the River Irtysh in the city of Chinga-Tura-Tyumen, where one’s spit congeals before it hits the ground. From there he began his victorious campaigns conquering the separate Kazakh khanates one by one. He subjugated the whole area of the Ishym and the banks of the Tobol and Nura rivers. Nobody could stop him and he went as far as the mountain Ulytau the top of which was once graced by the banner of Jutchi...

Later he made his headquarters in the city of Orda-Bazar which was the assembly point of Baty’s army before his march to the west. The entire Desht-and-Kipchak steppe submitted to him and his domain was overlooking the four cardinal points: beyond the Irtysh in the east, beyond the Yesil in the north, beyond the Zhaik and the Yedil in the west and beyond the Syr-Darya in the south. The richest of all was Mezhdurechye, or Maverrannakhr. Timur’s descendants could not devide between themselves their grandfather’s inheritance and he decided to help them settle that difficult problem. Too vast was the territory the Iron Lame crushed down once. The khan took away from them Sygnak, Suzak, Arkuk, Akkurgan and other cities thereby considerably lessening the burden of their problems. This was how Central Asia turned out to be divided among the descendants of Jutchiide Sheibani and Timur. In any case he himself got not the worst part of it...

So what else was he to do in the time left him by his fate?.. Mogolistan!.. It takes whole six days to cross this  land of plenty from north to south and from east to west.  From the Jungars in the east to Tashkent and Turkestan in the west, from the blue Balkhash Sea in the north to the green valeys of Kashgaria in the south... Kashgaria, Semirechye, the fabulous Turfan — are there richer lands! They are governed by khans from the kin of Jagatai and most of their subjects are Kazakhs.

He must not forget that for the Argyn biys and sultans at his headquarters, in particular for Janybek and Kerei, Mogolistan means a secure rear and support. If Uruskhan’s descendants Janybek and Kerei decided on founding an independent Kazakh khanate and leaving his camp they would doubtless come to Mogolistan. What would they do when Mogolistan became a part of his great power? Yes, it would be a good and strong muzzle for those keen on dissociating themselves from him!

Nearly inaudibly did the intricately carved door creak and in came the pale-looking Ospan-Hoja accompanied by two henchmen with drawn swords who were bringing in the arrested warrior.

— Your command is fulfilled, Your Grace!

Abulkhair was still looking somewhere into the distance. He turned his head slowly and suddenly went pale as though he were a dead man...

Before him was standing a man who was the spitting image of his son Suyunchik. The same thick eyebrows, the acquiline nose, the almond-shaped eyes. And the natural feline movements of a leopard. The only difference was that his son Suyunchik had no moustache yet. Otherwise they would look like two brothers.
So this was why his beautiful wife Rabia-Sultan-Begim was so insistent asking him to make this robust lad the altalyk of his little Suyunchik!.. He felt wild rage surging inside. All his suspicions immediately awoke and turned into confidence. Only a blind one would not understand what it meant. This warrior must die immediately. Today! Now! Right on the spot in front of him!..

As if of its own free will Abulkhair’s hand reached for the handle of his long Khorasan dagger fastened onto his belt. The deadly blade came out of its sheath effortlessly and smoothly.

Seeing the expression on the khan’s face Sayan became immediately aware of what awaited him. His eyes were fixed on Abulkhair’s hand which was unsheathing the dagger. The young warrior bit his lip looking straight into the khan’s eyes.

Abulkhair was also staring at him with a glum look. He recalled an ancient law. «You have the right to cut off a convict’s head but first you must listen to what his tongue has to say!» This was what the ancestors said and who else is one supposed to take wisdom from but them?

— Do you acknowledge the charges brought against you?

— Khan Abulkhair did not recognise his own voice. It sounded weak and tremulous and he could hardly squeeze the  words out of his throat. At the same time the warrior kept silent as though the khan was addressing somebody else. And again the khan flew into a rage.

— Speak up, man!

—Now the khan was bellowing and his eyes grew red with blood. The warrior inclined his head a little.

— No! I may be guilty of something but not of what Koblandy-Batyr keeps talking about. I remember the precepts for the warriors and have never committed anything like that...

Sayan was speaking softly but with dignity. His voice made Abulkhair regain his self-control. «I may be guilty of something...» Well, Abulkhair could well understand the venomous meaning of his words. His dignity of a man was injured. And if he ordered the tongue of this sausy fellow seared with a hot iron, the rogue could tell quite a lot...

— Do you think Karakipchak Koblandy-Batyr could stain himself with a lie?

The warrior looked right into his eyes again.

— You, My Khan, must know better why Koblandy-Batyr does it...

«What is that supposed to mean?..» — Abulkhair stared hard at the tied-up warrior. Looks like this one is not a simpleton. He knows well why the enemies have slandered him and not somebody else. And it is only natural that the whole steppe is in the know that there is a warrior at the khan’s headquarters who bears greater physical resemblance to Abulkhair’s son than the khan himself does.

«And how do you like that fox Koblandy-Batyr! He knows how my relationship with the Argyn sultans have worsened and foists this warrior on me like one puts a slow-match to dry wood ready to catch fire. It is not accidental that the Argyns stood up unanimously for this fine fellow. And the smug smiles of Janybek and Kerei!..

No, rage is a bad adviser, it is like a turbulent river washing down everything in its way. The greater its rage the slower its run after that. A rash decision, besides in a state of rage is a sovereign’s worst enemy.»

Abulkhair slowly removed his hand from the dagger.

— What tribe and kin do you come from?

— Mangyt, of the Barlas kin.

And again did the khan fix his eyes on the face of the young warrior. His eyes lit up with some secret fire the meaning of which only the khan himself knew... After all, this cannot be excluded either. Rabia-Sultan-Begim once told him that the little Suyunchik resembled her relatives on the maternal side. They are all Mangyts. And usually the warriors of the Barlas kin have thick bushy eyebrows. Is this warrior to blame for his eyebrows being exactly like those of his son? Doesn’t he, Khan Abulkhair, resemble the settled Uzbeks, his mother’s relatives?

Why did he not check out the truthfulness of the gossip when he first heard of it? What was it his wise old vizier Sarygyp-Shiman of the Mangyt kin told him then? «The spouse of Sovereign Khan Abulkhair who is like a sea of joy and the sun of virtue, is herself the granddaughter of the great and unforgettable Timur and also the daughter of the scholar Ulugbek, and therefore she is beyond suspicion!» Then the old man paused and added quietly: «This is what both sides need to know. Especially now when it is absolutely necessary that your son Shah-Haidar, my Khan, come to the throne at Samarkand...»

What use will it be if he lets them spread this gossip again? Has his relationship with the descendants of Lame Timur improved since then? And what will they say in the steppe if he orders the execution of this warrior? They will certainly say that because of his suspicions on account of his wife he killed an innocent man. The mob never forgives this. People’s Rumour is worse than soot. Even if they are not bold enough to tell the truth to his face they will still think so. Songs will be sung about it by every bonfire. They will defame and make a laughing stock of him for all time. Can a khan let his subjects ridicule him?!

But how can he forgive this warrior, the more so that Koblandy-Batyr expects satisfaction? He cannot afford to say nothing as though he did not understand anything. In that case he will look a dolt in the eyes of his people. And which is even worse, they will consider him a coward who lets any low-born stable-man sneak into his conjugal bed!..

Yes, this warrior shall die! But it will happen in such a way that nobody will suspect the khan and his honour will be saved. Besides they will fear him more. Let them talk about it in every house. Then their wispers will be absolutely different, timid, fearful, without a trace of a sneer. Such whispers will never do any harm to the ruler!..

Why did this simple decision not occur to him earlier? After all it was not once that he resorted to this useful means. Khan Abulkhair’s face brightened visibly and he looked at the warrior with paternal affection.

— All right, we’ll seal his fate after the funeral repast in honour of Sultan Shah-Budakh,— Abulkhair said.— Why cloud these days of mourning with another woe? Take him away. We’ll see what we can do about him!..

Without saying a word the warrior turned to the door and the khan’s guards took him out. But before they left the khan said loudly and distinctly:

— Make sure nothing happens to him. Otherwise it will cost you your heads!..

— Yes, My Sovereign! — said the khan’s retainer.

The funeral repast on his first-born Shah-Budakh was to be held three days later. According to steppe custom  funeral repasts had nothing in common with obsequies. They were conducted by the so-called big toi, or assembly, at which the deceased one was thought to be present. At the same time no grieving was allowed. Instead they had games on horseback and horse-races and held wrestling and singing contests.

This time all the famous persons were invited again. The talks were focused on the coming contest of narrator-songsters: the Kipchak Kaztugan-Zhyrau with the Argyn improviser Kotan-Zhyrau, the father of Akzhol-Biy himself. Kazgutan-Zhyrau’s tongue was made of flaming red calico and his teeth were sharper than a sword, whereas according to the Kazakhs he himself was less than a rook in size. Kotan-Zhyrau was over ninety but his voice was as sonorous as fifty years ago. The great hundred-year-old sage and soothsayer Asan-Kaigy whose fame has remained in ages was to judge the contest. He was the sixth generation descendant of the great law-giver Maikhi-Biy himself and they honoured him as a saint already during his lifetime...

Pondering on the forthcoming funeral repast Abulkhair again sent for Ospan-Hoja, gave him a few important instructions and it was only towards the end of the conference that he said as though in passing:

— As for this warrior, we will decide on him the day after the funeral repast, unless...

Ospan-Hoja tensed up. He knew very well what the khan’s tone meant.

— Unless this warrior kills himself with his own hands. It often happens that culprits take their own life for fear of the oncoming trial. He is a proud-looking fellow and will hardly wish to become disgraced in public...

Ospan-Hoja’s lips moved barely visibly:

— Yes, this may well happen, My Khan...

III

According to custom funeral repasts had to be held in the vast expanses of the steppe where the soul of the deceased one would be cheerful and peaceful. Besides the coming games on horseback and horse-races required much space. This is why Khan Abulkhair decided to invite his guests to the shore of Lake Akkol, west of the Ulytau Mountains. All the beks and sultans of the great Desht-and-Kipchak steppe and the settled Maverannakhr were to take part in the funeral repast.

As far as the horizon does the grass rock gently in the emerald-silvery waves of the steppe, the surface of its spicy breathing sea reaching as high as a horseman’s breast. Only in the distance one can see the greyish blue outlines of the Ulytau and Kichitau Mountains where the remains of the famed Yedighe-Batyr and Khan Tokhtamysh repose. Now and then there flare up flaming-red clusters of steppe strawberries and stone berries with necklaces of ripe black currants hiding in the leaves. The sun-scorched huge peonies, trumpet-pitchers, bluebells, water-lilies, roses and tulips of various tints and colours intoxicate one with their strong aroma. And in the very middle of this inimitable boundless carpet Lake Akkol stands still like a moulded silver bowl...

There is not one living soul around the lake and to all sides of it, just wild beasts scouring about and birds of passage way up in the sky. Day and night the joyful anxious voices of all kinds of game are heard while in the very middle of the magic mirror-like surface of the lake there  glides a pack of swans with their little fledgelings and from time to time the delicate flute-like sound of their calls rings out in the air...

A blue hill looms far off in the west and at the very top of it an idol-shaped tombstone stands motionlessly. This idol, or obatas, resembles a bizarre human-looking creature with drooping moustache and a cup in its right hand. In the steppe they have been drinking koumiss from such cups from time immemorial...

Different stories are told about these idols. One of them says that the Kipchaks once had a custom according to which on the seventh and fortieth day after the death of a worthy man a dummy was made from wood which was very much like the deceased one. Then they clothed it in the dead one’s most favourite festive clothes and placed it amongst the feasting. The Kipchaks knew that the human soul is immortal and is always near the close relatives of the late. It would certainly be pleased to know that the living had not forgotten about it. Settling in the image of the late the soul feasts with the guests and the relatives must pay all the last respects to it. They hand it a cup filled with koumiss and set before it various viands.

Depending on the late’s age and position sacrifices were made, from one to three heads of different cattle apiece, nine times in all, which amounted to twenty-seven head of sheep and horses.

In memory of the funeral and the ritual repast obatases and balbals were carved of stone and erected. The idol, or obatas, cup in hand, was meant to be the late himself and the idols of a lesser size, or balbals, which surrounded the obatas were supposed to be his close relatives and associates...

One morning, as if by magic, three hundred big snow-white yurtas grew up on the lake’s northern shore. Each one had twelve wings and inside everything was ready for receiving guests: felt mats covered with silk carpets, plenty of soft eider-down cushions and silk quilts piled up along the walls. The day before nine big caravans loaded with different provisions arrived here from Samarkand and Bukhara.

And on the most beautiful western shore, at the foot of the hill topped by the ancient idols the Horde was stationed, with the khan’s headquarters and a great deal of different-sized white yurtas seeming to bathe in the blue water. Farther to the south stood the yurtas of the khan’s viziers and the Genghizide sultans. Among them especially conspicuous was the huge yurta of Janybek and Kerei, as big as the khan’s one. It was crowned by a white banner with a white horse-tail at its top.

All along the eastern shore there was stretching a chain of black yurtas intended for numerous cooks and servants who were specially brought here from Maverannakhr and also for hunting birds. Behind them there were twenty rows of strong tight-stretched lassos twined from horse-hair to which colts were tethered. Three thousand milk mares were driven here for all the guests to have enough koumiss. Whole herds of well-fed shiny horses and overly fattened sheep were slaughtered every day.

The feasting was going on for a whole week now. On the very first day three hundred choice chargers started their race, or baiga, from Lake Shoindy-Kol situated at the remotest spur of the Argynaty Mountain. First prize went to the famous racer Tarlankok of Khan Abulkhair its rider being the khan’s seven-year-old grandson Muhammed-Sheibani. The moved khan promised to arrange for a special toi to celebrate the important event. After that a wrestling competition began at which Karazhan-Batyr with arms thicker than an old camel’s legs beat all the famed palvans-wrestlers. As was the custom he was given nine presents three times the main present being a long-legged red Arabian camel from head to tail covered in an expensive Khorasan carpet.

However, at the equestrian competitions no-one was able to pull down the Karakipchak Koblandy-Batyr. For some time, equal to the period between two milkings of a mare, the famous Argyn military leader Akzhol-Biy was offering resistance to him. But in the end his horse could not stand Koblandy-Batyr’s onslaught, settled on its knees and the referees recorded a defeat.

Besides the horse-races they had camel’s races, women’s wrestling and boys’ competitions and it was only after these events that the most exciting and grand moment came — a competition of akyns, or narrator-songsters. It was fraught with many perils for the powerful and the strong, since from olden times in the steppe akyns were allowed to ridicule the weaknesses and vices of all people without taking into account their genealogy and riches, and true akyns enjoyed their right in full measure. This time the competition promised to be especially poignant because Asan-Kaigy was to judge it.

The hundred-year old Asan-Kaigy had just arrived after his journey to the shores of the Blue Sea, or Balkhash, as the Kazakhs had long been calling it. He quickly got down from his fleet-footed and smooth-haired female camel and walked right into the khan’s yurta.

— Tell us, Asan-Ata, is it possible to station our Horde on the shore of the Blue Sea? — asked Abulkhair after the the necessary greetings.— This is what we are now pondering on...

The old man gave an immediate answer, besides in his well-known habitual manner.

— Who would dare stand in the way of the wise khan if instead of rich pastures he would prefer some barren saline land? As for me I can sing you a song about the shores of the Blue Sea:

Only a camel will be able to cross this desert

In case the excrescences on its knees

are four fingers thick.

And the land you are asking about is only good

For an old barren man to live out his days!

Before taking up the duties of the referee of so important a competition the songster turned to the khan saying:

— Ever since the time of your ancestor Maikhi-Biy’s rule it has always happened that first prize inevitably went to the one who would glorify the Horde best. Well, I have turned one hundred and intend to break the habits of our ancestors. As a matter of fact a man of my age is supposed to have joined them already. Thus my right is indisputable and I will only agree to judge the competition on the following terms...

— Even the khan could not deny something to the man who was honoured by the whole steppe. 

— May your wish come true, Asan-Ata! — said Abulkhair.

— And then Asan-Kaigy submitted his terms. First prize was to be awarded to him who would be the most truthful in his songs and would be able to glorify in full measure the valiance and audacity, the wisdom and generosity, the joys and sorrows of his kin. Second prize would go to the akyn who would be truthful with regard to the ruling khan and the sultans shouldering the burden of power over people. And third prize would be won by the one who would be able to foresee the future of the Desht-and-Kipchak land...

However, the essential novelty about it was the dividing of the competing akyns into pairs. If one would sing the gallant deeds and feats of arms of his tribe or kin the other one would have to tell of the shadowy aspects of those deeds regarding other tribes and kins. The same terms applied to those competing for second and third prizes. The statements of one zhyrau-songster were to be disproved by the other one and he who would win the acclaim of most listeners would get an award...

Compared with the other steppe kins the Kipchaks seemed to have suffered most from the invasion of the Mongols and still more from the unending strife for power in the Golden Horde. Finally the once united tribe disintegrated. Part of it travelled west of the lower Yedil and the rest retreated to the east. A great weeping was heard in the steppe during the parting and Kaztugan-Zhyrau became famous among people for the song he sang sitting on his beautiful horse about the Kipchaks’ parting with the Yedil:

By three beautiful rivers resembling

Precious women’s pendants

There once towered a majestic palace.

By these rivers a scraggy and shabby little camel

Was growing to become a strong and mighty atan.

And if a young ewe was lost in the riverside meadows

A thousand-head heard was found there the following 

year.

The songster was now to sing the praise of the might and riches of the Kipchak kin. His opponent was the venerable old Kotan-Zhyrau of the Argyns which fact lent the competition special importance. Kotan-Zyrau came from an old clan of songsters and prophets. Already his father Sypary-Zhyrau grieved over the lot of his people who was suffering from unheard-of disasters:

How can a snake live

Without arms and legs,

How can a wild horse live

Without a tail and a mane?

While each of them wanted to show in a more favorable light his own kin the wise Asan-Kaigy was a head taller than those distinguished songsters. Fathomless and sad were his songs and like a deep river taking in numberless streams they absorвed the hopes and aspirations of all the Kazakh kins and tribes.

Thousands of people were seated around the khan’s Horde. Those closer sat on carpets and embroidered felt mats, those farther on plain felt cloths and those farthest settled right on the cool green grass. The old Asan-Kaigy took a long heartfelt look at the audience, looked over his dear steppe as far as the horizon and started singing:

True riches and jewels

Are kept on the bottom of the deepest seas.

True generosity and wisdom

Are kept deep down in one’s soul...

The pearls watched over by the sea

Are cast ashore by hurricanes.

Wisdom is laid bare in grief,

When the heart is overburdened with wounds...

It was his famous contemplation-song on the lot of his homeland which has been preserved in the noble memory of the people for ages. Upon singing it as an introduction to the competition Asan-Kaigy wiped his weathered sun- and age-tanned brow with a handkerchief and turned to the akyns.

Silence fell on the steppe, only a lark was heard high in the sky. Asan-Kaigy nodded his head.

— Start singing, glorious Kazgutan-Zhyrau!

And the small akyn began to sing about the free Kipchaks... After crossing the Yedil in the tenth century the Kipchaks encountered the Pechenegs, the distant ancestors of the Kara-Kalpaks and the related Turki. They were ruthlessly pressing their weakened cousins advancing as far as the lower Don and the Dnieper. There Russian cities stood up in their way and an uninterrupted war of many years began with sudden raids, reconciliations, alliances and new raids.

Due to toughness, endurance and their excellent horsemanship skills acquired from early childhood and also due to their natural mobility of nomads the Kipchaks, despite their relatively small number were a serious threat to frontier fortresses and at times even to Kiev. Kazgutan-Zhyrau recalled the old songs about these raids and united them into one martial epic on times past...

Any Kipchak boy learned to sit on horseback holding fas onto its mane even before he began to walk. And when his legs got accustomed to brace the horse’s flanks by themselves his hands were free to draw the bow or throw the lasso at anything turning up in his way.

Right from the saddle, without taking aim could he hit a barely visible bird flying high in the sky and catch a running deer with his lasso at a distance of one hundred paces within one moment...

He hardly grew up when the curved sword of his granddad was handed to him. Now he was a warrior. His eyesight was a sharp as that of a steppe eagle so he could see a prey from far away in the field and smell danger for miles around. Very few could sneak up imperceptibly to a Kipchak camp.

The military strategy and tactics of the Kipchaks went down in antiquity. Like a formidable cavalry avalanche did they charge the enemy showering it with arrows. If the opponent stood their onset they immediately turned back their well-trained horses and disappeared in the haze of the steppe. Sometimes, encouraged by success the enemies rushed in their pursuit. And then, all of a sudden clouds of arrows came down on them from all the surrounding gullies and ravines. The returning horsemen completed the rout and nothing was more fearsome for the running enemy than the famous Kipchak aldaspan-sabres of blue damask steel...

The Kipchaks had another trick up their sleeve. When the main forces lined up opposite one another the Kipchaks formed their famous steppe «wedge». Several lines of the Kipchaks’ host tapered off making a spearhead. The point of the spearhead was made up of the strongest and most experienced warriors while between the files huge steppe wagons which could stop the onslaught of the counterattacking enemy were positioned side by side. Behind these lines the reserves were hiding ready at any moment to dash out and pounce on the enemy...

The Kipchaks were even more resourceful in defence. When the enemy outnumbered them they formed with the same wagons several lines of circular defence leaving narrow curved passages for their own counterattack. When the first line of the attackers was broken up crashing into the wagons and everything got mixed in the ensuing mess there jumped out warriors armed with sharp narkesken-broadswords, which were called so because with them one could cut off the head of a huge camel with one stroke. The overwhelmed foe retreated hastily from such a stronghold and the cavalry went back into the passages whith the specially trained mounts slipping from behind the wagons like pikes do out of the rush in a virgin steppe lake. Between the wagons they felt as free as though they were in the broad steppe whereas the enemy’s horses broke their legs and crashed down together with their riders. Towards the end of the battle the Kipchaks finished the remaining opponents with long arrows tipped with heavy heads which ran through the armoured body of the enemy and easily pulled down any rider.

Among other things of great importance was the place chosen for defence. If for some reason the Kipchak military leaders found it not good enough, then, following a short signal, well-trained horsemen fastened the wagons’ shafts onto thir stirrups and within a moment the whole «fort» moved to a more suitable hill. It was done during a lull or in the twilight, so while the enemy soldiers were still rubbing their eyes, everything was prepared for the meeting.

It should be noted that as a rule experienced opponents knowing the ways of the Kipchaks, did not attempt to break through such mobile forts. Seeing the circular lines of wagons covered in ox- and camel hides they would retreat until a more appropriate moment came...

Making use of their mobility and relative invulnerability the Kipchaks made yearly raids on their neighbours and first of all on Russia.

The internecine wars waged by the numerous Russian princes against one another helped the Kipchaks in their raids. On the other hand there was no less disunity and enmity in the steppe which helped the Russian princes make successful raids on the Kipchaks. When the Russian princes united their forces they delivered the steppe tribes very damaging blows which was the case during the rule of Vladimir Monomakh who ruthlessly disposed of the Kipchak khans trespassing the established borders.

After Monomakh’s death the unending war between the eternal nomads and Russians broke out with even greater violence. Soon afterwards the steppe thundered under the hooves of  shaggy Mongol horses and the ex-enemies stood together in their way...

In his time the one-hundred-year-old Asan-Kaigy saw a great deal of bloodshed. He new about the bold raids of the Kipchaks not less than did the miniature, rook-sized songster Kaztugan-Yhyrau who was now singing of them fidgeting on a horse-hide. His heart was aching because it was not what his homeland needed...

And what will the other singer, Kotan-Yhyrau, come up with against this unbridled spontaneous force? Will he be able to find a weak spot in the age-old respect for valour and courage which have always been highly esteemed in the steppe? Will the people understand his reasons in this accursed time of trouble when all are going crazy with bloodshed and uninterrupted strife, their wisdom sleeping in their souls and giving way to wild passions?

Yes, Kaztugan-Yhyrau glorified bloodshed and military raids seeing in them the meaning of life. Tossing up over his head his old pinewood domra he sang calling in his strong beautiful voice for new battles, for wars for the sake of wars. In his view a man could assert himself only as a warrior. He seemed to be racing along astride a horse in battle ectasy, jumping, leaping, spinning like a top and again coming back to the initial position. «Those were lions defying death itself... Those were people not knowing the meaning of mercy... What other people can excel the proud Kipchaks? Where else on earth can you find such brave warriors?!»

Listening to the songster, the people sitting around seemed to be dancing with him. It looked like they were all set to start wielding their swords right and left ruthlessly crushing their neighbours. Seeing it the formidable warrior Koblandy-Batyr was on the seventh heaven with unrestrained joy, his nostrils flaring every time Kaztugan-Zhyrau called for war. The other Kipchak warriors looked about with proud condescendence. They all hummed approvingly when the singer finished the introductory part. 

Asan-Kaigy turned to the other songster.

— Now is your turn, Kotan-Zhyrau.

Awakening from his thoughts the old man tossed up his head like a charger hearing a battle call. And immediately a sad heart-rending tune rang out from under his fingers  touching the dombra’s plain horse-hair strings. The melody was lofty and solemn and full of compassion for people. Asan-Kaigy could not help nodding his head as if confirming his expectations.

In the mean time the wise old Kotan-Zhyrau started singing in a soft and trifle husky voice the people last heard a long time ago. The voice was not what it used to be, but the words were the same. «Raids have nothing to do with human happiness, - he sang. - And no hero is he who will bring from a raid more spoils and women. Somewhere there are mothers crying over their children and there will come a time when a warrior returns from a raid to find his home in ruins and his mother crying in grief... Yes, a true hero is he who is ready to defend his home and dear ones at the cost of his life!»

Hearing this the faces of the Kipchak warriors who had just returned from another raid grew immediately gloomy. Their glory faded before the very eyes of the listeners. Kotan-Zhyrau found the most vulnerable spot in their deeds. Whatever wrong they had done Khan Abulkhair the revenge on their fellow-countrymen who had gone to strange lands was too horrible. Now they saw the young Sayan’s offence, that is his sticking up for a woman-captive, in an altogether different light...

Kotan-Zhyrau went on singing recognising the bravery of the Kipchaks who not once defeated the enemy which considerably outnumbered them. However anything can happen during a war. There were times when they too fled pursued by a stronger enemy.

— Where?.. When?! — cried out the roused Kipchak warriors and Koblandy-Batyr knitted his eyebrows menacingly.

— Kotan-Zhyrau raised his hand in a calming gesture and started singing, first of the Kipchaks’ great victory over the Russian princes during the rule of Izyaslav, the son of Yaroslav the Wise. Only recently had the quarrel between the sons of Yaroslav and the Polotsk Prince Vseslav quietened down. No sooner had Yaroslav’s sons incarcerated Vseslav and his children in a dungeon than a huge army of Kipchaks set out for Rus. On the River Alma Kipchak commander Sherukhan had routed the Russian army. The people had risen in rebellion, freed Vseslav and saved Kiev from an ultimate defeat...

However, ten years later, when the Kipchaks invaded Rus again the situation turned out to be different. A twenty-thousand-strong cavalry laid siege to Chernigov with only a three-thousand strong Russian armed force coming out against it. Still, on the River Sinyava the Kipchaks fled unable to withstand the onset of the Russian warriors. They fell through the ice together with their horses, froze to death on the way back home and many could not make it to their native land. This defeat remained in the Kipchaks’ memory in the form of a wail-song. Every people have such songs and they must be sung often. Does not the defeat of the Russians on the Alma prove that a disunited country is weak and its people miserable? At the same time the  victory of the Russians on the Sinyava testifies to the fact that however brave the enemy, those defending their homeland are braver by far.

The Kipchak warriors sat in thoughtful silence, whereas the Argyns began praising their songster to the skies: «That’s it! That is our great Kotan-Zhyrau! Who else can be wiser than him?»

The proud and hot-hearted Kaztugan-Zhyrau could not reconcile himself with it. He looked like a spirited steed which was suddenly struck with a scourge and was bursting to go into action. He tossed his domra up in the air again and again war-like, fiery tunes flew across the steppe.

— It is good that you have reminded us of Sherukhan, my old teacher and friend! — he exclaimed.— His enemies called him Sherukhan the Giant and he is worthy of a song!..

— The small songster started singing for all he was worth of the numerous victories of Sherukhan. Then he enumerated the names of many of the other khans who became famous due to their raids on Russian principalities, the Volga Bulgars and Byzantium.

Again the listeners began humming with Janybek alone falling to thinking: «What if we stopped quarrelling and made an alliance with those infidels? What a great Kazakh state we could create then! There would be no need for us to fear the Nogai Horde, the same as the Astarkhan and Kazan Khanates...»

In the mean time Kaztugan-Zhyrau shouted:

— Who can be so insolent as to dare accuse them of cowardice when even the enemies do credit to their valour in their songs?! — and he looked over the listeners keeping his inflamed eyes on Kotan-Zhyrau a little longer than on the others.

— Now you speak, my Kotan-Zhyrau! — Asan-Kaigy said and again all fell silent.

— True, they sing of them in foreign lands but those songs are full of sor-
row! — said the old singer.— Those were brave people but they all died far from their homeland. Was there too little space in the steppe for them? The thurst for riches drove them and what can be worse than an insatiable belly! Easy spoils degrade even the worthiest men. They indulge in idleness and all manner of vice. In  time of trial they rush about like alarmed rams not knowing where to run...

So let’s not sing the praise of those who were brave in raids! — the old man’s voice suddenly grew firm and one could hear some young intonations in it. Let us glorify true manhood and valour which manifest themselves when people defend their native land! Were there few examples of it with the Kipchaks?

They kept silent again.

Koblandy-Batyr was looking around nervously pulling on his moustache. Each new reminder that true valour was not a matter of raids destroyed the impression of his recent feats. Worst of all was the fact that his latest raid was made against his fellow-countrymen.

Meanwhile the old Asan-Kaigy seemed to be in no hurry as if giving the people time to think over what Kotan-Zhyrau had said. Indeed, the raids were first of all against the Kazakh tribes themselves. Not one year passed without the steppe tribes driving away one another’s horses and cattle. What unity could there be with the closest neighbours attacking each other at nightfall? No one could sleep peacefully in the steppe with Khan Abulkhair encouraging it since that way it was easier for him to cope with the rebellious sultans...

At last Asan-Kaigy broke the silence. He stroked his long white beard unhurriedly, screwed up his old yet sharp-sighted eyes and addressed Kotan-Zhyrau:

— Now, highly esteemed zhyrau, tell us about your ancestors and their glorious deeds so that we can find out who the winner is...

— Kotan-Zhyrau took a sip of strong koumiss, set the painted wooden cup back in place and again took his kobyz. Beautiful, pure, heart-soothing sounds flowed over the steppe. It seemed the steppe itself was speaking with all its grasses, lakes and streams and suddenly the people felt as though a soft peaceful breeze was stroking their flushed faces. They seemed to be relieved of some unbearable burden weighing down their hearts and felt the joy of living coming back to them...

When the old singer started singing all of a sudden everyone realised that his voice was not cracked but full of wise restraint.  Perhaps it was due to the wholesome effect of the koumiss or maybe because the singer was not willing to offend anybody but the fact was everyone liked his voice now, both the Argyns and the Kipchaks.

— The Argyns, the same as the Kipchaks, have a long history. It is not their martial skills that I wish to sing of now but their unquenchable thurst for unity and a life of peace with all Kazakhs. What could be of greater importance for us now? Who could oppose this natural wish? So I call on everybody: let us stop shedding the blood of our brothers and may our wives and children sleep peacefully without fearing night plunderings of which some now think as of heroic deeds worthy of a real man. And remember that a disunited people has never lived in happiness. Woe will await us all if we do not realise our deplorable state in time!..

The old singer’s voice flew up to its highest pitch and could be heard all over the steppe. The people sat motionless and it seemed to them the old Kotan-Zhyrau saw through the ages to come.

Suddenly his voice grew calm and quiet again.

— From olden times the Argyns have had the reputation of being wise and reasonable people. Holding in respect the fighting spirit they have also honoured the lofty human mind. They have been the guardians of our age-old music, songs and good customs. In our yurtas one can find old books dealing with the history of our entire people. Is it not of utmost importance for a people which is going to unite itself into one integral whole?!

O Asan-Kaigy! You are a representative of the oldest of our tribes. Kindly tell us if I am right glorifying my kin for these very qualities and not for our mutual raids. What does our people need most now?

The old man slowly put his hand on the still quivering strings of his old kobyz. The people sat in thoughtful silence. Suddenly they heard a young excited voice.

— May you live a thousand years, our dear zhyrau!.. It is possible for one man to pick open a crack in a weir. An age-old forest can be set afire even by a weak child. And how many people will it take to return a river to its mouth or  put out a fire!.. The same is with us. One unwise step would be enough to break the peace between the tribes... You are right and we Argyns will do as you say, our prophetic songster!..

There was so much passion and good human faith in this voice that the people forgave the speaker even his extremely young age. It was Kasym, the son of Sultan Janybek, and the words he said even before the elders started speaking remained in the memory of the steppe tribes for ever. Still this hook-nosed youth with a dark-skinned face and almond-shaped eyes was not confused at all seeing thousands of eyes staring at him. Only the passionate light in the black pupils of his eyes and the twitching fine nostrils betrayed his inner state.

Most of the people approved of his bold speech pronounced in the presence of the khan himself. They liked the fact that, notwithstanding his young age, the youth looked upon life as a mature man. There were some who disapproved his words, yet no-one dared to cut him short because he was a Tyureh-Genghizide...

Khan Abulkhair fixed his eyes on him. «So this is the kind of man you are, son of Sultan Janybek! — he thought.— Looks like you will go even farther in your aspirations than your father did. Of course if the other sultans allow you to...»

This thought made Khan Abulkhair smile in his heart although his face remained unperturbed. All power now belonged to Asan-Kaigy. The songster held up his head.

— People have always longed for peace,— he said softly but everyone heard him.— You have sung of this great aspiration of your people and first prize is yours by right!..

A subdued hum of approval rolled from the khan’s carpet and out to the steppe, and the farther it carried the stronger it echoed.

— Your art is great, Kaztugan-Zhyrau! — said the grey-bearded elder turning to the small songster with his whole body.— You were right to glorify the manhood and valiance of the warriors of your kin and your songs were like the troubled waters of the Jeikhun. You have proven yourself truly unsurpassed in your art, but then you have made one mistake. A songster, the same as a warrior, must know firmly on behalf of what one performs a feat of valour. Bravery and audacity as such mean nothing and there are cases when they serve an unjust cause. The Kipchaks have shown so many remarkable examples of self-sacrifice for the sake of their homeland but for some reason you dwelled only on how they made raids on their neighbours. Are we destined to sing this wolf song for ever?

Today our steppe needs peace and quiet. Only this way we can grow in number, become strong and repulse our enemies who look on everything as on a beaten track. Only for the sake of unity and the defence of the land of our fathers must we unsheathe our swords. And then let the best singers glorify the worthy!..

I believe in you, my Kaztugan-Zhyrau! It seems to me you have not yet shown us even the least bit of your great skills. Why not hear songs about other legendary battles for our native land and then award second prize?..

Nothing in the steppe was valued more than these awards and the Argyns were exulting. As a matter of fact all were satisfied with the verdict of the wise Asan-Kaigy. Even Kaztugan-Zhyrau, a true songster and a noble man, took no offence since the famed Kotan-Zhyrau was older and more experienced than he. Only Koblandy-Batyr kept on twirling his long moustache. His enmity with Akzhol-Biy had come to a head and granting the Argyn singer first prize seemed to him just another underhand plotting of the enemy.

Asan-Kaigy, who was holding fast the reins of the competition, made an inviting gesture to Kaztugan-Zhyrau and handed him the dombra himself.

— Now you, zhyrau!..

Kaztugan-Zhyrau did not make them wait long. He immediately started singing the necessary introduction. But since he wished to sing of times long past and it concerned Genghiz Khan’s invasion of the steppe he turned to the khan at first.

— This song is not my invention, Great Khan, but a truthful historical narration. Everything in it is as it was in reality. Should you not like something concerning your ancestors I trust you’ll forgive me that!..

«When one has power one can do without wisdom.» This saying became known in the steppe much later whereas in those times, after making an artful excuse, one could speak freely of how it was in real life. It was only later that various punishments were invented for those recalling the historical events which, for this or that reason, the rulers did not wish to remember. Such unwise rulers thought that if the real historical events were rewritten or suppressed everything would be alright. However, sooner or later history itself ruthlessly punished them for their arbitrariness...

In those times even the khan himself had to count with the free-thinking steppe people because he needed the support of the sultans. And there was an unwritten law saying: «You can cut off a man’s head but you cannot cut off his tongue.»

So, although Khan Abulkhair had a feeling that he would hardly like Kaztugan-Zhyrau’s song he did not show it in whatever way and waved his hand in a gracious gesture.

— With us a poet is freer than a bird!..

After these words the small songster started singing in an altogether different manner. Like a well-trained ambler did he begin his race through ages and events gradually gathering speed. There, on the remote banks of the Orkhon and the Kerulen, the tragedy started which was destined to spread all over the world. It was still echoing in the native steppe and people kept remembering each event...

Temuchin, the forefather of Khan Abulkhair, proclaimed himself Genghiz Khan and he had already conquered the Kazakh kins of Kerei, Alshyn and Naiman. The Mongols covered the neighbouring small tribes and nationalities like a boiling lava-flow. All that which was not melting in that pot into an integral whole turned into smoke and ashes. The Kirghiz, the Buryats and the Oirots had shared the lot of the Kazakhs. The best iron ore was extracted then in the upper reaches of the Selenga and the Yenisei. Genghiz Khan armed the captive peoples with swords made of this iron and sent them to all parts of the world to conquer new lands. In the case of the least disobedience the peoples were destroyed and people were inclined to think there was some inherent sense in all that. Death is always sacred. So Genghiz Khan was thought to be the Son of the Heavens.

The Tungus realm Si-Si was destroyed by Genghiz Khan. He shed a sea of blood there yet it was those very Si-Si horsemen who were the best and most devoted horsemen in his host. The same happened to the Ta-Ta tribes and the Kazakhs travelling along with the Mongols. When, upon conquering China within three years, Genghiz Khan moved his united one-tribe army towards the west, his Kazakh warriors cut down ruthlessly their brotherly kins which stood in the way of the Mongols. The «Shaker of the Universe» turned out to be the true hand of God.

The dissociated steppe could not oppose this force and the great Khorezm was on the verge of disintegration. One by one Urgench, Samarkand, Bukhara and Merv were falling leaving black ashes where life was once thriving...

The horsemen of Jutchi kept advancing onto the Kazakh steppe. After crossing the Irtysh, Ishym, Tobol and Nuru rivers they hoisted the banner of their ulus in the very centre of it, at the top of the Ulytau Mountain. All those trying to offer resistence were destroyed. Those surviving became the warriors of Jutchi and soon there appeared Tyureh-Genghizides in every Kazakh tribe...

However, it was only a half of the universe. After skirting the Caspian Sea a multi-thousand-strong army headed by the great warriors Jebeh and Subudai entered the territory of the Caucasus. And every time the Mongols treacherously broke their oaths since there was nothing sacred to them except death. The were fraudulently killing thirty thousand Georgian warriors a day. Capturing the envoys of Shirvan Shah, under the threat of death they made them show the way to circumvent Derbent. And when the Alans united their forces with the Kipchaks to repulse the Mongols and the latter saw there was no way for them to defeat the united army they sent their scouts to the Kipchaks. «We are your blood brothers and the Alans are strangers!» — said they and the Kipchaks believed them. The whole brave Alan troup was destroyed because their allies left them...

The Kipchaks paid dearly for their gullibility. When they disbanded their host the Mongols suddenly turned to the Kipchak steppe and stormed through it in a round-up. The surviving Kipchaks fled to the Russian lands and the Crimea and it was only there that they began reconsidering their habitual ways. When death itself advances on one, blood means nothing. The Alans and the Russian appeared to be more close to them in spirit in spite of the Kipchaks having fought against them for about one hundred and fifty years. Only recently did Kaztugan-Zhyrau sing of their raids on the Russian lands and now he seemed to be giving a meaning to his songs...

Kaztugan-Zhyrau began to sing of the glorious warrior Boshman and his eyes radiated lofty pride... «All those not cut down by the curved sabres worshipped fate!» — a Persian historian wrote of the times of the Mongol invasion. All but the warrior Boshman. He called on those escaping the grips of death to join him and started a war with unequal forces. The disunited Kipchak horsemen were joining him by whole hundreds with Bashkirs, Alans and Bulgars following their example. He welcomed all of them and before long people began talking of his detachment all over the Yedil territory. Day and night Baty’s troups chased him all over the steppe but he escaped their traps. The rebels found refuge in the thick rush of the Volga banks and from there attacked individual Mongol detachments routing them one by one. Finally, one of Baty’s commanders, the future khan of the Golden Horde Munkeh, fitted out two hundred boats, manned each of them with a hundred warriors, and combed the riverside rush. No sooner did they start their sailing than the men of the warrior Boshman assaulted the tail-end of the caravan and slaughtered a great deal of Mongols. Only after the warrior Boshman was ambushed on one of the isles they managed to overpower him. Besides, the Mongols took advantage of a sudden storm which laid bare the river bottom on the approaches to the isle. Baty’s men cut the wounded Boshman in two.

However, other warriors were already rising in arms. The names of Bayan and Zhyku who headed the struggle of the other Kipchaks for independence and against Mongol oppression have remained in songs...

Some disquieting thought kept on haunting Kazgutan-Zhyrau. He started a song on the terrors of the Mongol aggression the tales of which were passed on from kin to kin. People were skinned alive and children thrown into fires. In those times they had not yet thought up the word for such atrocious deeds and the small Kaztugan-Zhyrau fell silent unable to give a name to it...

He touched the strings again and looked around hesitantly... Yes, the Mongol khans did it for the noble purpose of conquering the world. By why did they want to conquer the world?.. And what came of it in the end? Did not the universal empire disintegrate into a thousand pieces the day after Genghiz Khan’s death? Can the great conqueror be happy with his descendants slaughtering one another with just a few of them remaining alive?..

Kaztugan-Zhyrau never finished his song. His mouth open, he was looking at Khan Abulkhair with an air of utter confusion. And the people around were looking at him. Asan-Kaigy alone was staring far into the steppe shaking his head thoughtfully...

From the very beginning of the songster’s historical narration Khan Abulkhair sat motionless like a stone idol. Only his outwardly impassive dark-skinned face looked a trifle drawn and pinched which was noticed only by those who knew him well enough. However, there were few of them in his retinue because as regards the selection of retainers he followed the well-known precept of Genghiz Khan.

Suddenly Kaztugan-Zhyrau saw the expression in the khan’s eyes.

Abulkhair raised his hand imperiously. Those around who had been encouraging the singer with their cheerful “Come on! Hot it up!” cut themselves short immediately and quietened down like fire does when it clashes with water. The singer himself looked overwhelmed as if he was hit over the head with a heavy stick.

— It is time we said our prayer...— Abulkhair said softly.— Later we will hear the rest of this merry story-teller’s fables!

Although the khan was considered to be a true Moslem yet no-one had ever known him as being excessively pious. Suddenly he quickly rose to his feet with all the rest following suit.

Seeing the embarrasment, Kaptagai-Batyr quietly broke away from the crowd, walked up to his big white yurta and spoke in a subdued voice with a tall red-haired horseman standing guard at the entrance. Head crowned with a malakhai and body dressed in warrior’s clothes his hand was gripping a heavy battle spear.

— Has he not come yet? - Kaptagai-Batyr asked about someone.

— No, he hasn’t...

   The main warrior of the Naimans felt worried. He strolled noiselessly about the yurta and looked outside.

— I fear something might have happened to him on his way here... In my opinion he is due and overdue!

— Perhaps I’d better go and find out about it? — said the guardsman.

— Go!..

Kaptagai-Batyr had nothing to worry about. He was a true warrior, built of camel’s bones, as they used to say in the steppe. Besides, as they said in the steppe, such people know no fear and catch a cobra with naked hands. His clothes were quite good, but, frankly speaking, that famous warrior was what they call a pauper.

Kaptagai-Batyr supported with his booty and bag fifteen nomad tents of his poor kinsfolk-associates. During the unfrequent peaceful years he pastured the cattle of his richer relatives as a plain herdsman.

Two years back, setting out hunting wild rams in the Ulytau Mountains he got into a strong storm and had to spend three days in the camp of the herdsmen who pastured the mares of Khan Abulkhair. There he met the famed hunter Orak of the Kerei kin. That Orak was known throughout the steppe as a connoisseur of horses and skillful wolf-hunter who brought the beasts to bay till they were absolutely exhausted.

Bound by the same fate the two indigent warriors made friends and swore the oath of faithfulness to each other. Only three days ago was Orak supposed to come here. He wanted his stallion Akbakai, or «White-Legged», to take part in the coming horse-race and win a prize.

It was Kaptagai-Batyr who prompted him the idea. When he saw Orak running down a wolf in the wide field he said:

— Why don’t you try your luck in the coming competition? If I know if only a bit about horses your Akbakai is no worse than the steeds of the khan himself!

Orak agreed although he didn’t sound very confident.

— All right, I will come, but I’m afraid lest somebody should play some dirty trick on me...

Kaptagai-Batyr did not pay attention to his friend’s misgivings then but now that Orak was late for some unknown reason, the warrior suddenly recalled his words.  A premonition of disaster weighed down on his mind. «Why was he telling of some people who might play dirty tricks on him?» — Kaptai-Batyr thought to himself. Haunted by disturbing thoughts he decided to send one of his men to Orak who was pasturing horse-herds not far away from the place.

There was another one who was looking forward to the arrival of the herder. She too knew that Orak was going to have his remarkable steed compete in the horse-race. It was Akkozy, the daughter-in-law of Khan Abulkhair himself and widow of Sultan Shah-Budakh for whom they were having the funereal repast. Dressed in black, she was sitting on a hillock staring anxiously into the steppe from where the warrior Orak was supposed to be coming... 

There was nothing sinful between them, nothing which could arouse all kind of gossip among people. Everything was as it often is in the steppe. They knew each other from childhood but never thought of love between them. Then, all of a sudden, Akkozy had found herself at the foot of the khan’s throne and Orak calmly accepted it as a fact. He had never thought it could have turned out differently.  Then Akkozy’s high spouse Shah-Budakh died and when several days earlier she came to pick for the funereal repast a steed from the khan’s herds she met there with the warrior Orak. And Orak told her simply, as had always been the way in the steppe, of his wishing to take her to wife. In spite of his poverty he came from a good and worthy kin and had a right to it...

— I do not want to be sinful before God and spot my honour before the people,—she said.— After the funereal repast for my husband is over I will ask for his parents’ permission to let me live with you. If they agree we will bind our lives by law...

— What if they don’t? — the warrior Orak asked worriedly.— After all Khan Abulkhair is the master of one half of the world, and although I am a free warrior I am still his slave. Will he agree to let you marry a common warrior who is not at all rich in the bargain?

— Whyever should he refuse you? — Akkozy said knitting her fine arched eyebrows.— If he does... Well, in any case I will become engaged to you. No-one can be born twice. I swear that I will marry only you, my warrior!..

— So great was Orak-Batyr’s joy that it seemed every muscle of his powerful body broke into a song. He felt as though he were a light-winged bird soaring up into the blueness of the sky.

— I am ready to grant you every minute of my life, my Akkozy! — he said in a soft voice.— And I will attend the funereal repast for your late husband so that the people would not say I am not willing to honour his memory. Besides I’ll try my luck in the horse-race on my nurseling Akbakai!..

— And now Orak-Batyr did not come for the funeral repast which meant that something bad had happened to him for there were few who could stop the strong warrior on his way. This was why the lonely Akkozy left the competition and was standing on top of the hillock staring hard into the distance. Nobody paid the least attention to it thinking that she was yearning for her late husband...

Khan Abulkhair stopped the erratic songster not because he had unwittingly exposed the evil nature of the Genghizides’ deeds. The numerous descendants of the Shaker of the Universe had long forgotten their native Mongol land. 

Khan Abulkhair was quite a wise man and immediately sensed the general mood that had been skilfully created by the old Asan-Kaigy and Kotan-Zhyrau and was now expressed by the Kipchak singer Kaztugan-Zhyrau. In his policy the khan relied mostly on the Kipchaks and now, all of a sudden, one of them also called for unification, and not for new conquests under the powerful hand of Khan Abulkhair but for the defence of their homeland. Actually it was the only way for the Kazakhs to win independence which was unacceptable for Khan Abulkhair...

Yes, they have already began establishing closer relationships. At the same time not only the Juchiides are playing this game. It is apparent that Janybek and Kerei have found a common language with the Jagatai rulers of Mogolistan which means their rear will always be secured. It is not accidental that more and more auls have left for Mogolistan to live closer to their cousins. This is why the eyes of Janybek and Kerei radiate such a triumphant joy...

It was only at this moment, after the competition between the two songsters, an Argyn and a Kipchak, that khan Abulkhair saw the gaping fathomless abyss before him and realised that procrastination meant death.

Each day of life granted by the enemy is bringing the khan himself to perdition. Yes, they are already here and have already taken up with all his enemies, both secret and obvious ones. He knows well all of them and tolerates them only because a strong ruler cannot afford living without enemies. Their presence only emphasises his might and contempt for them. However, when they stick together and besides “cling” to their neighbours he must act determinedly and ruthlessly!

There they are, keeping close to one another, these steppe warriors from different tribes. Great is their number and they look as though they were made of granite. It is not accidental that Sultan Janybek looks their way from time to time... He must forestall them!

His guards standing on both sides of him Khan Abulkhair was about to go to the yurta of his fourth wife Rabia-Sultan-Begim when the old Asan-Kaigy addressed him. Still sitting on the cushion of honour the chief judge of the competition looked the khan’s way and said:

A goose, the darling of the lakes,

Will not appreciate the charm of the desert,

Whereas a bastard living at one with wilderness

Will die of unbearable agony

In the lakeside country!..

It was the singer’s wisely expressed discontent with the khan’s disregard for the people’s favourite competition. Khan Abulkhair was compelled to linger on, but since the prophetic songster did not address him directl, he did not give a direct answer and just took a concerned look at the sun.

— We have all been longing for a good story about our forebearers, my Sove-reign, — Asan-Kaigy said seeing that the khan was not going to speak.— Nowadays we gather together for such competitions only rarely. If today’s noon prayer is necessary for you permit us to stay and enjoy this lofty art...

Khan Abulkhair felt at a loss. On the one hand he had to hurry because Grand Vizier Bakhty-Hoja with whom he consulted on all matters of importance was waiting in his wife’s yurta. On the other hand, this white-bearded elder was held in such esteem in the steppe that the least disrespect for him could end up in big trouble for any ruler. It was this singer who had had the better of the Golden Horde’s cruellest khan, Berdibek, with one strophe:

I recognised you by your formidable brow,

Berdibek-Khan!..

Whither are you bound with your caravan?

Are you going to pitch your yurtas on the 

Yedil?

You swim in people’s tears,

Yet you will not avoid your fate...

There is no such land 

Which could give refuge to the murderer

of his own father!

Khan Abulkhair stood silent before the elder not knowing what to do. Asan-Kaigy detected something ominous in the eyes of Abulkhair. Suddenly the songster raised himself a little from his cushion and fixed his eyes on the khan’s face. For the first time in his life Abulkhair could not help looking away. All those around froze in silence.

— So this is why you stopped the songster...— the shrewd Asan-Kaigy said.— You intended to say bloody prayers, my Sovereign Khan!..

All of a sudden, an avalanche of wrathful words issued forth from the mouth of Asan-Kaigy as if the songster was no longer able to stop the flood of water storming through a crack in the dam. He threw in the conceited khan’s face all that had been stored in the souls of people during all these past years.

Even the khan who has renounced justice

Will not be honoured by a grave!

My ribs are ready to come apart

And my death is near...

Pray, put down my anguish, khan,

And do not rush to absolve your sins!

You are going to do the greatest sin of all:

To set your own home afire!..

You want to cut in two

An integral living foetus.

Woe and loneliness awaits him

Who no longer believes his friends...

You’ve forgotten your native steppe

And the heart of the old songster is aching...

So don’t bring trouble and fratricide

To a united family!..

Crooked ways, my Khan, 

Lead one to gloom and darkness...

On you alone does it depend now

Whether a bright dawn or a black storm is in store  

for all of us!

What was the khan supposed to do!.. Would he be able to bill the crack in the dam he himself had created, with an all-crushing wild wave of history breaking through it and ready to shatter the dam to smithereens!?..

The only thing to do was make sure he was not washed away with the very first wave. It was absolutely necessary to immediately get on to the bank out of the terrible roaring stream. How was he to answer the words the elder had said right in his face, the words expressing the secret thoughts of all these people that had filled the entire space between the khan’s hill and the horizon and were now waiting for what he had to say?..

No sooner did the khan have time to think of something than he heard someone’s excited voice:

— Who is that?.. May our Horde escape trouble!..

— In those terrible times of endless intestine wars and impetuous raids even the khans could not feel safe from the sudden aggression of their enemies. Very often, making use of the absence of the ruler and his troups some bothersome neighbours or even large bands of robbers raided the abandoned headquarters of the Horde and looted everything they could take away with them. This was why everyone fixed his disturbed eyes to where the shouting horsemen was pointing out.

A galloping rider showed up in the distance with a change horse racing along at his side. The bluish-green steppe had immediately acquired an alarming look.

The rider galloped up to the khan himself, jumped off his horse, ran up to Abulkhair and sprawled at his feet face down to the ground. Only then did he hold up his head and started talking excitedly:

— My Sovereign Khan, here is my tongue, cut it off! Here is my head, slice it off my shoulders!.. It is I who is to blame for failing to take proper care of the prisoner. The warrior Sayan who was kept under arrest has fled together with two guards...

— It was that very Osman-Hoja whom the day before the khan had ordered to keep a watchful eye on the convict day and night. 

—Finally Khan Abulkhair managed to choke down the lump in his throat.

— Who were his guards?

— Argyn horsemen, my Sovereign Khan!

Koblandy-Batyr jerked his shoulders angrily. Gripping the handle of his dagger he cast a morose glance at Akzhol-Biy. The warrior seemed unperturbed and did not even look at his enemy. He only adjusted the curved sabre fastened onto his belt.                                                                             

Khan Abulkhair was looking at them. Asan-Kaigy shifted his eyes from Koblandy-Batyr’s dagger to the sabre of Akzhol-Biy. All those around were staring at them... At that very moment, as if the wise Asan-Kaigy’s terrible prophecy was coming true, a thunder crashed out over the steppe and it seemed the earth itself had broken in two. The clear blueness of the sky began to be quickly overcast with dark clowds. Fiery arrows were blazing in them uninterruptedly and the grass was bending down as if begging the sky for mercy.

Khan Abulkhair cast a worried glance in the direction of the precipitously approaching storm and silently walked down to the yurta of Rabia-Sultan-Begim. His retinue followed suit. He did not even look at the remaining Asan-Kaigy and the other songsters who were standing with bare heads awaiting the storm.

— Today’s feast was a feast of grief...— said Asan-Kaigy.— May all this be crowned with a fortunate  outcome!

The people raised their hands towards the sky.

IV

On the southern slope of the Ulytau Mountain, in the very heart of the Desht-and-Kipchak steppe there stretched out the town of Orda-Bazar, the headquarters of Khan Abulkhair. But for the not very high mountains Ulytau and Kichitau, a boundless steppe spread out to the south, to the north, to the west and to the east where only wild rams and deer lived. In the south the nearest town was Turkestan, or Yassy, the ancient name given to it by the inhabitants of the steppe, and in the north Tumen (Tyumen) called Tara from olden times. It took one not less than ten days and nights to get to the nearest of them on horseback...

Orda-Bazar had once been a point of defence for the numerous forces of Baty before he started out for Rus. Just like ants did the Tumens crawl there from all parts of the steppe and then streamed to where the blood-red sun set. All around there stretched out the green steppe with lush meadow grasses which could feed hundreds of thousands of horses at the same time. Even now amidst this steppe paradise one can see towering hills beneath which the «Baty Mound» is...

The town was called Orda-Bazar for the only reason that khan’s headquarters had once been there. Orda-Bazar had no streets and squares most true towns had, besides it could not boast many buildings. Inasmuch as Khan Abulkhair governed mostly nomadic and semi-nomadic tribes he could not make up his mind to leave the steppe forever and move to some of the ancient cities of Maverannakhr. The khan’s horde  was made up of five large auls and by age-old tradition spent all summer travelling in the Desht-and-Kipchak steppe returning to Orda-Bazar only towards autumn. In the summer it travelled as far as the Zhem and Uil rivers in the west and the Tobol, Ishim and Nura in the east. Not once did Khan Abulkhair pitch white yurtas on the sandy banks of the River Seikhun and the following summer they already saw them by the Blue, or Balkhash Sea. The departure of the khan’s auls did not depend on the weather alone as was the case with ordinary nomads. Each spring the khan’s council held a conference deciding on where and when the presence of the khan and his host would be especially necessary in the coming summer. In one place it was necessary to become the father-in-law of some influential sultan’s daughter or son in order to secure his support, while in another the khan’s yurtas were set up in the closest proximity to the kin which excited his biggest apprehensions. One fine night all the auls of that kin would be destroyed «down to the last hooves» as they say in the steppe. Thus the khan’s ways were inscrutable and only the most trusted ones were in the know...

Evidently this was the reason why Orda-Bazar never became a big city like Samarkand, Bukhara or Gerat. In all, it had  about two hundred stone and adobe houses, let alone the numberless yurtas and tents which would spring up and disappear overnight. In the centre there were several relatively small palaces built by the best architects of the Orient from the famous time-resistant red bricks and the most beautifull of them all was a white stone mosque crowned with a golden crescent which could be compared in beauty with the best mosques of Istanbul and Baghdad. It differed from the famous mosque erected by Timur the Lame in Turkestan over the sepulchre of Sheik Hoja-Ahmed-Yasavi with its finely carved lacy patterns reflecting the age-old steppe embroidery. There were no such patterns even in the mosque erected by Uzbek-Khan in the Crimea, not far from Theodosia. Yet no-one knew the name of the great folk craftsman who had executed that stone miracle...

But in all likelihood the real reason behind Orda-Bazar’s not growing to become a big city was Khan Abulkhair’s unwillingness to transfer his capital to one of the conquered cities, following the example of his victorious forbears. So far he could not bring himself to do that for fear of leaving the steppe without a watchful eye. Besides, he secretly hoped that the strife and opposition in the steppe would gradually subside, the mutinous sultans suppressed, and he would cede his power over the Kazakhs to one of his grown sons and himself would move to Otrar or Syghnak to live out his days there. Then the Desht-and-Kipchak steppe would become a reliable support for his huge empire providing for brave and devoted warriors...

After the sudden storm was over, an unusual drizzling rain was pouring a whole week. Not waiting for the completion of the funeral repast for his son, Khan Abulkhair returned to Orda-Bazar. The distinguished Kipchaks and Argyns, as well as the Genghizide-sultans from other Kazakh kins and tribes followed him to live closer to the capital.

Deep in sombre thoughts did Khan Abulkhair arrive at  headquarters with lightning flashing in his eyes. He grew even darker when he found out about the details of the warrior Sayan’s flight.

All the retainers knew something terrible was brewing. Many would have been surprised to know that it was not the escape of the warrior Sayan which caused the khan’s anger...

For the inhabitants of the steppe there was nothing more important than horse-races and competitions. Sometimes all the steppe politics pivoted upon them and the slightest deviation from the rules had a deep meaning. Afterwards they would discuss some interesting details of a past race for many years running and make prognoses for the future. Now a well-thought-out venture was about to fall to the ground because of some ragamuffin living on raising horse-tending and hunting like a hungry wolf.

At the very beginning of preparations for the funeral repast there was rumour that the warrior Orak, who grazed Abulkhair’s herds, was going to have his racer Akbakai included in the khan’s horse-race. Only the noble and the rich were allowed to take part in the horse-races and games of the khan’s court whereas in this case it had to do with a low-born and the mere slave of the khan.

The nobles of the entire Desht-and-Kipchak steppe had come to take part in the funeral repast for the khan’s son. How could some worthless Orak dare butt in here with his only horse! The worst thing of all was that they had supplied the khan with detailed information on the horse nick-named Akbakai. According to it that same Akbakai was faster than the wind and none of the khan’s thoroughbred runners had a chance to beat it...

All the steppe would be laughing at Khan Abulkhair if Orak won the race on White-Legged. The mob would be rejoycing defaming the influence of the khan’s power. To them it would mean a real victory!..

The most important fact was that Khan Abulkhair was well aware of the strong points of the horse nick-named Akbakai. The khan had what they call a «horse memory» and could not forget what had happened two years ago. Once, while training his favourite stallion Tarlankok, Khan Abulkhair set out to inspect his herds. There all were trying to catch a wild colt Orak horse-herd. They had been chasing it already for whole three days and all for nothing. On the spur of the moment the khan dashed out after the unruly beast on his Tarlankok but after awhile turned his racer over to the best horseman. The khan’s horseman took a special lasso intended for catching wild horses and rushed towards the white-legged colt which was now grazing peacefully aside from the herds.

Alas!.. The moment the colt heard the clattering hooves of Tarlankok it pricked its ears and vanished into the blue haze of the steppe. The khan’s specially trained sinewy  racer was tearing along after the colt like the wind and Akbakai, exhausted by the uninterrupted three-day chase, was leaving Tarlankok behind easily and freely. That day with great difficulty they finally managed to lasso the colt...

Akbakai must have been seven at the time. It is the age when a horse has grown a full tail and mane and is hardiest and swiftest. Then Orak-Batyr was standing modestly aside and now he was challenging the khan himself!..

There was another and more astounding piece of news: the Khan Abulkhair’s faithful men had broken the sovereign of half of the world. Orak-Batyr, a man who did not even have a white yurta worthy of a true warrior, had become intimate with the khan’s daughter-in-law, the beautiful widow Akkozy, and was going to bind himself in marriage with her right after the funereal repast. Akkozy hersef had already given her consent to this unheard-of proposal!..

On the eve of the feast Khan Abulkhair sent for his loyal vezier Bakhty-Hoja. By nightfall seven men wrapped up in dark robes had already been looming on the road in expectation of Orak-Batyr...

That same night they took Orak unaware. He did not even have time to scream when they fell on him, gagged him and bound him hand and foot. Akbakai was standing nearby tied to a peg. The khan’s servants fastened the helpless warrior to Akbakai’s tail and started striking the horse with a whip. The poor creature began to clatter a crazed tattoo with his hooves in a futile attempt to break loose. The following morning they reported to Khan Abulkhair that Orak had joined the majority...

«Boasting is the source of all your troubles, stupid warrior,— the khan thought learning the news of Orak’s death.— The daughter-in-law of a khan cannot be the wife of a low-down commoner!» But rumour spreads far and wide with lightning speed which is especially true in the steppe. Immediately after her return from the funeral repast Akkozy found out what had happened to Orak-Batyr. In spite of the furious flame raging in her breast she pretended not to know anything about this terrible deed. Yet, the agonising anguish was squeezing her heart with such a grip that she could hardly breathe.

Afraid lest she should do another fine trick the khan sent his man to see her and tell her the following:

— The Almighty and I are grateful to her for the endurance with which she awaited the end of mourning not disgracing in the least the memory of our dear son. She is still young and we do not want her to remain single for the rest of her life. Therefore let her get married. By law the junior brother is the successor of the senior one. Although our most loved son Shah-Budakh passed away prematurely we, praised be Allah, have another ten sons and each of them can satisfy a woman’s feelings. I give her the right of choice to decide whosever home she will enter...

— Very well, I will think it over and after three days  will give an answer to my sovereign myself.

— Three days later Abulkhair summoned the distinguished courtiers, biys and warriors. With them around he himself addressed Akkozy with the same question.

— Our dear and highly esteemed daughter-in-law. You must have made some decision already. Now do tell us what it is so that we could start preparing for merry celebrations!

— All ten sons were standing next to Abulkhair fixing their eyes on the beautiful widow and waiting impatiently for her answer. Their eyes shined ingratiatingly as if greased with oil. She looked their way with an indifferent air and gave a light smile:

— All ten of your sons and my brothers are like damask swords, my Sovereign Khan. Each one is as good as the other and it is impossible for me to choose between them. This is why, my Khan, I have a little request to make you...

— Speak! — consented the surprised khan.

— I will... But according to custom you must promise that you will fulfill my request!

The khan paused. There really was such a custom in the steppe.

— I believe our daughter-in-law will never ask for something which could spot the noble banner of the Sheibanide kin... I give you my word that I will fulfill your request unless it is unnatural!

— No, it will not blemish whosever honour. On the contrary, it will further glorify the khan’s kin...

— Well, let’s hear you then...— The khan gave a sigh of relief.— Speak!

I would like to swear on the Koran! — exclaimed Akkozy and swiftly took out from her bosom a small black-bound book.— Here is my Koran, my Father Khan. Holding this book of God over my head I swear to you and to everyone here to remain a widow for good!

The khan jerked up his head angrily and Akkozy fell to her knees.

— I beseech you, my Father Khan, not to make me break my pledge so that you would not bring upon yourself my malediction!..

— Khan Abulkhair realised immediately that she knew the secret of warrior Orak’s death. Utterly enraged, he was about to go back on his his promise and personally choose a husband for her out of his ten sons. He was especially annoyed with the fact that Akkozy had preferred all of them to some miserable horse-herd. However, his reckless decision would bring dishonour on the khan’s house. So he had to take a grip on himself.

— I will fulfill your request, daughter-in-law!..

— He said that without holding up his head and everyone realised what it cost him to say that.

— Akkozy jumped up to her feet her eyes sparkling. When she was giving her oath she did not know that Orak-Batyr was still alive!..

The poor warrior was saved by a miracle. Akbakai was tearing along the night steppe in great terror, feeling some monstrous creature holding on to its tail. The warrior’s head, back and shoulders were knocking against the ground his death seeming to be inevitable... Suddenly, without slowing down its pace Akbakai dashed into a lake. The warrior’s dragging body caught on a snag and the horse got stuck in the ooze unable to get out of it. The next morning the herds who had come to the lake to water their horses found the half dead warrior and dragged him out onto the shore. His face was terribly disfigured, one of his eyes had come out and he himself was hardly breathing. Realising who had ordered to do this terrible thing the fellow-herdsmen secretly took their comrade to one of the numerous caves in the Ulytau Mauntains where he got well and regained his strength...

Only five years later did Khan Abulkhair learn of Orak’s escaping death. A certain one-eyed dare-devil headed by the group of Kazakh ragamuffins who attacked only the khan’s caravans and took away only the khan’s horses and droves of rich scoundrels who had cruelly offended the poor. The khan’s servants dreaded the raids of the dashing warrior and before long Abulkhair learned his name...

However, in those days the khan did not suspect that Orak-Batyr was alive and therefore had reconciled himself to his daughter-in-law’s oath. He would not change his ten grown sons by his first three wives and a concubine-wife for his favourite little Suyunchik born by Rabia-Sultan-Begim, the daughter of Ulugbek. And all his love for his late first-born Shah-Budakh the khan gave to the two grandsons his most loved son left him after his death. The destiny and private lives of the other sons were of little importance to Khan Abulkhair.

As for his anger at Akkozy, he abated it partly because of his love for the grandsons, especially for the older one, Mukhammed-Sheibani. He could already sense in the boy a future Genghizide ruler. The grandfather was very pleased to know that his grandson knew no mercy both for his servants and those his age. Even a snake loves its young and wishes them well, so it was not worthwile hurting the kids because of a fit of short-lived anger.

Abulkhair pondered over the future still more and more often. Each time he mentally weighed the merits and flaws of his likely heirs. They are to become the support of the great Horde created by him and have to possess all the necessary virtues of a ruler.

Suyunchik seems to have the makings of a true sovereign. He inherited them from his great-grandfather on the maternal side, the terrible Timur. As for Khan Abulkhair, the descendant of Genghiz Khan himself, he gave his grandson the other half of the latter’s character. His other grandson Mukhammed-Sheibani, too, has the least inclination to listen to what his heart says. With each passing day life corroborates the correctness of Khan Abulkhair’s secret choice. Indeed, only fathers and grandfathers can best see their sons’ and grandsons’ strong and weak points and recognise in them veritable lions and leopards!.. 

However, it is not yet time for them to be on the throne. By law after Shah-Budakh the father’s throne is to be succeded by his next son Shah-Haidar. But will the sons count with the will of their father? Will he have to sober their heads himself?

Judging from the cold and hateful way the son of Sultan Kerei Burunduk looked at the little Muhammed-Sheibani it was clear what the latter would have to go through on his way to the throne. «Will Mukhammed-Sheibani be strong enough to endure all that? — the khan thought.— His blood is too hot and it may do harm to him...» Before calling its young for their first flight an old eagle must see to it that no danger awaits them outside their native nest. If there are snakes around, the mother-eagle will never let them out till the snakes are killed. The same is true with the rulers.

He could hardly forget the ominous sparkles in the eyes of stocky Burunduk. There it was, the poisonous progeny of Urus Khan which had to be uprooted before his nestlings flew out into the big wide world! If the khan did not want his grandson crushed at the first flap of his wings he must kill not only Khan Kerei but his dastardly spawn too!..

Even more dangers awaited his Suyunchik. The enemies would threaten his favourite son from all sides and his own brothers would give him no quarter!..

Khan Abulkhair jumped to his feet and started walking about the soft rug. Suudenly he remembered again the face of the runaway warrior Sayan. Now, whenever he recalled his son he could not help bringing to mind that damned face. A fit of jealousy for his beloved wife Rabia-Sultan-Begim destorted the Khan’s features. No-one could see him, yet he pulled himself together. His face grew as impassive and calm as usual...

There was another concern which kept on eating Abulkhair’s heart. The year before last he had brought from his raid on the Caspian coastal steppe three bay five-year-olds of the Turkmenian breed which amazed one with their beauty and build. People used to say about such strong and sinewy horses that they could slip through a gold engagement ring. When they divided the booty he generously presented all three horses to his beloved wife Rabia-Sultan-Begim. «When we set out for another place you will ride them together with your two sons as befits the great-granddaughter of the unforgettable Timur!» — he told her.

In spite of his once capturing Timur’s capital city, fighting against his descendants and compelling his granddaughter to marry him Khan Abulkhair honoured the memory of the great ruler who had instilled fear in all Asia. The khan married Rabia-Sultan-Begim partly out of respect for the Timur blood, although many of his associates and all his wives were against that...

The horses were now nine years old and the khan was going to include them in the competitions. The day before the funereal repast he told Rabia-Sultan-Begim:

— Will you bring your three bay horses to the competitions, my lady? I would like them to race together with Tarlankok...

The khan’s fourth wife was already thirty but looked sweet seventeen. She glanced at the khan from under her thick eye-lashes the way only she could do and answered:

— You mustn’t do that, my dear Khan. These horses are so good that there’s no doubt they will win first prize. Wouldn’ it be funny if that really happened. Then the people would lose all interest in the race... Besides, it is impossible to include them in the competitions now. One of the three has injured its leg and was examined yesterday by bone-setter Kabylbai. The other two will not be able to run either since they are used to be together like swans...

— Well, there’s nothing to be done about it! — the khan conceded.

That same night the young warrior Sayan and two Argyns who were meant to guard him escaped on these horses and galloped off in the direction of Sagnyk. As usual the opponents began to spread rumour in the steppe: «What a lucky devil warrior Sayan is!.. Not only did he enjoy the favours of the young wife of the khan but has stolen Abulkhair’s three best racers... He is smart enough to have dishonoured our khan so!»

Of course the rumour was spread in whispers. But, as they say, God hears the softest whisper and what God knows He will tell the people. Naturally the hearsay reached the khan’s ears soon enough. Besides, Abulkhair himself had already suspected something...

When the khan recalled that he clenched his fists in an impotent rage and was ready to trample underfoot the whole world. However, he took a grip on himself and set down the bell he was about to call for the executioner with.

Vezier Bakhty-Hoja told him that the khan’s bone-setter Kabylbai had not examined his bay horses the day before. To all appearances Rabia-Sutan-Begim had been lying to him for some reason. And the reason was obvious enough for the whole world except her husband.

The interesting fact was that at first the bone-setter confirmed the wife’s words and only his apprentices maintained that Kabulbai had been away at the time. After that he admitted everything himself. It looked like the khan’s wife had bribed him or promised to give him generous presents. It did not occur to the khan that his faithful vezier could have distorted everything or that the bone-setter’s students could have slandered Kobylbai for their own benefit...

In any case all that was burning the khan’s heart as if with hot iron. Now he did not have the least doubt that his wife had been unfaithful to him. Out of love for the handsome Sayan-Batyr she had stopped at nothing. She had bribed the guards, provided her lover with the khan’s best horses, and been telling her husband all sorts of lies.

And yet the khan would have forgiven her her betrayal like he had before but for some circumstance which began to become clear during the investigation of Sayan-Batyr’s flight. According to Bakhty-Hoja it was Rabia-Sultan-Begim who insisted that two Argyn horsemen guard Sayan-Batyr which meant she had already managed to somehow conspire with the rebellious Argyn sultans Janybek and Kerei!..

Well, when everything is ultimately proven his hand will be firm. His revenge will be arranged in such a way that all Timurides will end up disgraced for good. Even though they are the descendants of the Iron Lame, he, a Genghizide, will show them whose honour is dearer!..

What more disgraceful for a wife than hobnobbing with the sworn enemies of her husband!.. Such an accusation will be good enough to put to death one’s dearly loved woman, for this kind of wives are stigmatized in all legends. He will have to think of an execution no-one has ever invented before. Let the story of a khan’s revenge remain in ages to come. Then they will forget all other degrading rumours about him which are now being spread all over the Desht-and-Kipchak steppe...

Khan Abulkhair walked about the carpet looking darker than a dark cloud and thinking of an execution for his beautiful wife. The most curious thing was that his most worthy Rabia-Sultan-Begim who was rather the daughter of her great scholarly father Ulugbek than the granddaughter of ruthless Timur, even in her mind had never done what her sovereign spouse suspected her of...

True, she asked the khan to promote young warrior Sayan to altalyk the same as helped him to make a flight. But then in all that she was motivated by altogether different reasons. It was difficult for vezier Bakhty-Hoja or enraged Khan Abulkhair to understand her motives.

As for the khan, however long he was trying to think up an execution for his unfaithful wife he could come up with nothing more brilliant than decapitating her. To him the special pleasure about the decapitation was that it would be executed in accordance with the law established by her own great-grandfather Timur. A royal revenge indeed! Abulkhair even let himself smile thinking of it...

Of all the laws established by conquerors on Kazakh land the most horrible and cruel, excepting the ones passed by Genghiz Khan, was «The Code of Laws on Criminals» created by Timur. And among the Code’s clauses especially severe was the one entitled «On Punishments for Children Committing Crimes Against Their Mothers and Mothers Committing Crimes Against Their Children».

Children themselves were to choose the kind of execution for their mothers. What more refined in cruelty than that? Such a punishement looked even more monstrous if a mother was absolutely innocent and punished only because of people’s meanness and underhand intrigues.

«If my Suyunchik becomes convinced in his mother’s guilt he will immediately sentence her to death! - reflected Abulkhair. - So may he be the first to throw a stone at her... Right, may the ancient punishment befall the wanton wife!.. Let them stone her. He himself will cast stones at his wife together with his son. The mob too will be pleased to know that the khan applies the sacred age-old punishment to his own wife!..

It will be a condign revenge! All the Timurides will be forever disgraced for bringing up such an unworthy daughter. But then my Suyunchik is also a Timuride! No matter. Even if the things they say about Rabia-Sultan-Begim are true and there is not a single drop of my blood in my son it all is of little importance. What is really important is that he will no longer be influenced by his mother’s dishonoured relatives and he will rule the Golden Horde as my son. In case God is willing!..»

No, there can be no doubt as to Suyunchik being his own son. After all he knows it better than all the big mouths taken together. Rabia-Sultan-Begim will die not because of her being unfaithful to her husband as a woman. She would live happily if she were not lost in admiration for the Argyn sultans. A wife must be a part of her husband in his hatred for the enemies. So, in order to keep Sheibani’s offspring on the throne of Khan Uzbek he has to be merciless. They say one sacrifices his ears to secure his head!..

«And what if my son Suyunchik does not wish to pronounce death sentence on his own mother?.. Well, I have one more son, Kushkinchik... Yes, she will meet death sentenced to it by her most loved son Suyunchik. I, too, love my first-born more than I do the other sons. This way it will be harder on her and more pleasant for me. Besides, Suyunchik will have more influence when he ascends the throne. He must be persuaded to give sentence on his mother at all costs. The blood of Genghiz Khan and Lame Timur flows in his veins, so he must not know the meaning of mercy even in his young age. This is the wisdom of ruling weak people!..

A silver bell tinkled and in came the great Vezier Bakhty-Hoja. He made a low bow and said that the one blamed for warrior Sayan’s flight, Ospan-Hoja, was in jail waiting for the khan’s decision...

Abulkhair silently invited the vezier to a place next to himself and Bakhty-Hoja’s eyes flashed fire. This was what always happened when the khan made an important decision. Inclining his head to the vezier’s ear Abulkhair whispered a few words. To an onlooker it might seem as if two rogues were plotting just another robbery. But then the khan must have had his own reasons to talk in this manner even in his palace.

Suddenly vezier Bakhty-Hoja grew pallid. He did not make out everything the kahn had told him, but he was a real vezier and guessed at the rest reading Abulkhair’s lips and his glittering eyes.

— Ey... ey, my Sovereign Khan! — he whispered in answer.— Everything will be done as you command...

For a fleeting moment the vezier saw the blood-stained face of Rabia-Sultan-Begim being stoned by the enraged mob, and her beautiful motionless body. His heart missed a beat in joyous anticipation. Like all insignificant people Bakhty-Hoja keenly hated everything out of the ordinary, particularly beauty. Besides, that Rabia-Sultan-Begim had tried to talk the khan out of appointing Bakhty-Hoja the main vezier. «Let’s see what you will feel like now, my beauty!.. Rest assured, I’ll do my best for you to be dying long enough. You will drink the whole cup of suffering, down to the very bottom, my dear, and it will be only then that you will find your death and eternal disgrace!..»

— How am I to convince my son in his mother’s sin? — Khan Abulkhair asked barely audibly.— Only after he is finally convinced we will have him brought to the people!

— Your wish is most imperative for me, my Sovereign Khan! — Bakhty-Hoja bowed as low as the carpet. I will do everything possible and even impossible to do this. But you have not yet told me...

— What have I not told you?

The khan cast a suspicious look at his vezier. Bakhty-Hoja jerked his head and again inclined it to the khan’s ear:

— What shall we do with Akzhol-Biy?.. After all he is also guilty of his warrior’s flight. And not only he. All the Argyn sultans are to blame for it this or that way...

Yes, this Bakhty-Hoja was a good servant and could fully read the mind of his master. For a time the thirst for revenge for his beloved wife ousted all other problems from the khan’s head and he gave his adviser a puzzled look. Suddenly a terrible suspicion crossed his mind. Khan Abulkhair listened attentively to what the clever vizier was telling him while in his soul there had already coiled a dangerous snake ready to attack at any moment...

At the same time Bakhty-Hoja also sensed he had made some mistake. Perhaps he shouldn’t have mentioned openly the name of his enemy Akzhol-Biy. Like Rabia-Sultan-Begim he tried to talk the khan out of appointing Akzhol-Biy a vizier. The khan could put two and two together and prick up his ears whereas now Bakhty-Hoja especially needed to have Abulkhair’s full confidence...

Khan Abulkhair really became alerted. «Maybe I was wrong to have entrusted this sweet-voiced servant the fate of Rabia-Sultan-Begim? — thought he.— He hates her and Akzhol-Biy and may go too far. At the same time in settling such an important matter one has to act cooly and sober-mindedly...»

The coiled springy snake in the khan’s chest remained unexpanded, and not because his faithful vizier had given away too much. He seemed to be overly devoted and excessive zeal always aroused the khan’s suspicions. Now this snake would be constantly reminding him about itself until one day it wonedstine vizier Bakhty-Hoja. Then the question of his guilt would be unimportant. Such was the lot of this kind of people...

«Indeed, what is to be done about Akzhol-Biy,» — reflected the khan.— There is no doubt about his helping that warrior to escape. Besides over the past months he had become close to my fourth wife and I know what he is up to. Day and night they weave a cobweb around me. Some know why the others do it out of stupidity or meanness which is characteristic of humans. In any case all of them are guilty and it is time he tore apart the cobweb’s threads while it is not too late! 

This is the solution of Akzhol-Biy’s fate! By doing away with him this or that way he will pull out the teeth of all the Argyn sultans. And later it will be much easier for him to get at their hides!»

For a fleeting moment he again seemed to see stocky Burunduk’s spiteful eyes fixed on his grandson... «We, the sultans and khans of the kin of Jutchi, resemble one another in everything, like the nucklebones children play with. Did I myself pity anyone of the Jutchiides on the way to the white felt-mat of the khans? Some day Burunduk will do the same. He is supported by the Argyns I am going to behead... The uprooted grass will never become green again. In this matter one cannot do away with stems alone. If one starts rooting out something one must see the whole thing through. If you do not wish to see your Horde’s disintegration and the appearance on its ruins of a new White Horde you will have to be merciless. Once Akzhol-Biy is ready to fulfill the orders of Janybek and Kerei he must die! Once a woman is too benevolent to the Argyn sultans she too must die! And if I suspect you, my vizier, of something, you are fortunate enough not to be suspected of your secret sympathy for the Argyn conspirators. So far you are my watchdog for hunting them. We’ll see about your treacherous deeds later!..

It was only at the last moment that the image of a man treading on the tail-end of a sleeping snake flashed through the khan’s mind. In this case the snake immediately awakens and its bite is fatal since during the sleep the deadly reptile has already accumulated a lot of poison. Who knows how much poison has been accumulated in this Alzhol-Biy and whether he will let out all of it sinking his teeth in some vulnerable place... Everything must be done unhurriedly, step by step...

— First do everything necessary as concerns the woman! — he said coldly.— As for Akzhol-Biy, we’ll dispose of him later on.

— Yes, my Sovereign Khan!..

He retreated, moving backward and bending down more than usual. Khan Abulkhair watched him go with a pensive look. This time too the express servility of the vizier alerted the khan.

Abulkhair saw Bakhty-Hoja appear in the doorway again.

— My Sovereign Khan, the great Karakipchak warrior Koblandy-Batyr wishes to see you! He wishes to bow to you...

— All right. Let him in!

— Abulkhair waived his hand about his face as if chasing away importunate thoughts which were creeping up from all sides and attacking him like dogs do a wayfarer who perchance found himself in an aul in the dead of night. No sooner did he chase away some of them than another, still more vicious pack pounced on him...

— Now, in place of the problems with the Argyn sultans and his unfaithful wife the uncalled-for thoughts of the Ruler of Samarkand, Sultan Abdusaid and his distant relative, came to his head. Abdusaid owes him everything. Still, the other day, without even asking for advice, he set out again, now for Horasan, Mazanderan and other areas of Iran, to completely conquer them. If his campaign ends up successfully he will become stronger and try to cut the lasso Khan Abulkhair holds his neck in. 

No, he cannot admit it. Sultan Abdusaid rushed developments himself. Abulkhair will have to intervene in order to give Samarkand over to some of Timur’s offspring. That way it will be safer. As for the head of Sultan Abdusaid, it has already ripened for the axe...

Abulkhair switched his thoughts over to Mogolistan. Its ruler Isa Bugakhan will not be overjoyed to hear of the punishment awaiting the Argyn sultans and Akzhol-Biy. He has long been at one with Janybek and Kerei. He does need a good stick topped with a strong loop to bring this Mogolistan ruler to his proper place in the stable...

Sooner or later Abulkhair will inevitably clash with him. Perhaps it is already time to start a campaign against Abdusaid? Mogolistan is a country of mountains and snow. Will he endure the hardships?.. The famed dervish-healer Abdrazak Nakhchivani whose forbears had been taken from the Caucasus as slaves by Lame Timur and adopted Islam, examined him just the day before. «O Great Khan, salt is settling in your bones,— said he.— You’d better travel less and sit more in the hot springs of Maverrannakhr.»

Can he neglect his health? His heirs are not yet experienced enough.Bsides, when you die your grave will be only three steps in length. Should he keep worrying during his lifetime, wage wars, build a state and sentence people to death?

He remembered one of Genghiz Khan’s parables. «The Shaker of the Universe» had already been over forty and by the time he had begun to justify his famous nickname. Once, during a hunt young warrior Subudai-Bahatur gave a scream and pointed out to the foot of a high rock.

— Look, my Sovereign Khan!

— A murmuring stream was flowing from under the rock and a herd of deer were drinking water from it. The wind was blowing from their direction and the beasts did not notice people riding up close to them. Subudai-Bahatur swiftly lifted his bow and took aim at the leader, but Genghiz Khan raised his hand with an imperious gesture forgiving the young warrior to shoot.

As it turned out at that very moment the khan saw something which was no less amazing. He even drew a little forward to see better what was going on in front of him. Then his retinue also spotted a huge multicoloured five-sagene boa which was sneaking up to the deer from the opposite side.

The impatient Subudai-Bahatur swiftly took aim at the serpent but the khan again drew aside his bow. Sensing danger the deer became agitated and rushed off in different directions. But it was already too late. The boa’s huge body uncoiled like a hurled spring, flashed in the air and the little town gave a plaintive shriek and thrashed about in the deadly grip of the snake. It had not time to scream again. Its bones snapped and the fawn’s whole body turned into a sackful of warm meat. In the mean time the boa stretched out full length, opened its terrible jaws and prepared to have breakfast.

Subudai-Bahatur drew the bow for the third time, but Genghiz-Khan again fovbid him to shoot. The moment the boa touched the head of the deer a large shadow covered it. All of a sudden a mountain eagle dropped on the snake like a stone. It was the fight of giants since the eagle was as big as the boa.

In the tangle of the two predators one could hardly tell the eagle from the boa. It was a royal battle indeed: the king of snakes was fighting the king of the skies. They were strangling and tearing each other with pieces of their flesh flying right and left. The eagle seemed to sink its sharp talons so deep in the snake’s body that, strong as the latter was, it could not do anything about it. When at last the boa stretched out its body in mortal agony the people saw the eagle sinking its talons in the snakes’s neck and spine breaking it in two. In actual fact the eagle was only fighting the twisting part of the boa’s tail.

The bird tore apart the snake’s body with its sharp long talons and hungrily started devouring the bloody meat. Upon having its fill the eagle snatched the fawn, spread its mighty wings, soared up with a victorious scream and carried its prey off to where its young were waiting for it on a rock. The people watched the bird flying away into the distance.

When the eagle was gone they began examining the killed snake. It had to live a hundred years to become so big. One of the warriors asked Genghiz Khan:

— O Great Khan! Could you tell us why at first the eagle started devouring the tasteless flesh of an old snake and only after that turned to that of the deer which is younger and tastier?

— There is nothing more delicious than the flesh of your enemy! — answered Genghiz Khan.— And it gets even tastier when you overpower the enemy in a mortal battle...

This was not yet the end of the parable. Many years later, not long before his death Genghiz Khan went hunting again. When they were riding past that same rock Subudai-Bahatur, now an aged man, again pointed out upwards:

— Look, Great Sovereign!

— The same barren black rock towered against a background of the sky and on it, twisting its whole body a three-metre-long snake was crawling towards the top. It had almost reached the middle of the rock and they could see how much effort it took the snake to get if only an inch farther on its way to the top. If it fell nothing but bloody pulp would be left of it...

No doubt it was the baby of the very boa which had once died in the talons of the eagle. What made it crawl to the top of the steep rock?  The people took a closer look and spotted an eagle’s nest at the very top of the rock. It was mid-summer and way up there, at the dizzy height, they saw unfledged little eaglets. Now and then they gave anxious screams as though sensing their oncoming death. The people realised that the full-grown boa was up to avenging the eagle for the death of its mother by killing the eaglets...

Seeing that Subudai-Bahatur lifted his bow for the fourth time and for the fourth time Genghiz Khan stopped him...

The young boa kept on crawling, slowly and persistently. It had only to crawl another three or four sagenes to reach the nest. Just one more effort and it would drink the warm blood of the eaglets. It lifted its head over the nest, opened its jaws and at that very moment heard the swishing sound of an eagle’s wings...

However, the old eagle’s wings were not as strong as they were once. Their stroke was not as wide and there was not much strength left in the eagle’s talons. Fearless by nature, it did not give up and dashed out in an attempt to defend its nest. Gripping the young and strong boa the eagle broke it loose from the rock and the two of them fell into the precipice. The eagle tried its best to fly up with a proud triumphant scream but the snake managed to kill the bird before its own death. The irretrievably broken wing could not stand the second flap and the eagle crashed down from the rock. During its downfall it was fast its feathers and sprinkled the stones with scarlet blood. It turned over for the last time, hit the ground and bay still...

The people rode up to the dead bird in silence. All were under the impression of the tragedy which had just happened before their very eyes. Genghiz Khan looked at the eagle and exclaimed:

— This is the supreme happiness!.. In the first case, while young and strong, it beat the enemy in a mortal combat, whereas in its old age it died drinking for the last time the blood of its enemy’s baby and did not let its offspring die!.. Before new little snakes grow up to be ready for revenge its eaglets will become big and strong birds ready to defend both themselves and their young...

After that Genghiz Khan turned to his children and called on them to be like that eagle in everything, to kill ruthlessly anyone who might even in in distant future do harm to the Genghizides and to bid farewell to this perishable world sinking their talons in the enemy and giving a menacing and triumphant scream.

Khan Abulkhair was now standing looking somewhere through a narrow window. «Genghiz Khan has left many instructive parables and they all deal with the life of birds and animals,— he thought.— Everything recurs with people and the winner is always he who follows the dictates of nature. Genghiz Khan succeeded in his conquests because in all he did he imitated lions and leopards. When necessary he was like a sly fox and if need be had no scruples to act like a hyena...»

Then for some reason Khan Abulkhair remembered the past competitions of songsters. The hundred-year-old Asan-Kaigy, the old Kotan-Zhyrau and the diminutive Kaztugan-Zhyrau tried to assert something different. There was some obscure wisdom in what they said. According to them a human being must behave specifically, not the way the eagles or the wolves do. Why? Is not the nature of man the same as that of a wild beast?!

— This was what enraged him in the first place. The accursed Argyn know-alls keep on stirring trouble, all those zhyraus, musicians, singers and book-worms. Such individuals have always opposed the rulers. It is not accidental that they were his great ancestor’s main target in the captured lands. These poisonous creatures must be razed off the face of the earth!..

But why does the impram, this faceless steppe mob, accept their questionable wisdom with such a great delight? Can it be that they are right and there is power in their wisdom? They aspire for the unification of the Kazakh steppe which is fraught with the split of his Horde. Well, let’s see which is stronger, the wise parables of Genghiz Khan or the songs of the ragged zhyraus!..

How did that Kaztugan-Zhyrau, who was singing to the tune of the Argyns, ask them then?.. Where are the Mongols now? Where is the great power founded by his ancestor? Well, he, Abulkhair, is still alive and many lands are still within his domain! And this will last forever since only those are worthy of success who do not give a care about clever nitwits and are devoted to the wisdom of Genghiz Khan...

Indeed, is there any other force except the fear of death which could unite people? He, Khan Abulkhair, who is ever devoted to the behests of his ancestors, will create a state that will last a thousand years!

And man? What does he care about man!.. That same parable gave a hint on who had taught Genghiz Khan to introduce his famous execution. They would turn one upside down, press him a little and his backbone would snap even more easily than that of the snake that faught the eagle...

— Mu Sovereign Khan!..

— Abulkhair started and took hold of the knife that was hanging on his belt...

— It was Koblandy-Batyr. Entering the hall and seeing the khan lost in thought he did not dare to bother him and was standing silently for quite a time by the very threshold. In spite of his declining years the warrior was as impatient as a young man. Besides, the business which made him to come here could not be delayed. So Karakipchak Koblandy-Batyr decided to break the silence.

The warrior’s voice seemed to be coming from a huge empty pitcher in the likes of which they stored grain in Maverannakhr. The same kind of sound issues from the inflated empty stomack of a horse or an ox when kids strike it with a stick. Anyway, the khan turned away from the window and gripped his weapon unwittingly. The warrior couldn’t help noticing the gesture.

— Do not fear, I am not your enemy, my Khan! — exclaimed he.

«Yes.. yes... He’s Akzhol-Biy’s enemy,» Abulkhair thought. In is heart he bitterly regretted giving away his fear to the subordinate warrior. Such mistakes are dangerous for a ruler. A new wave of exasperation flooded his heart. «Half the world is under my foot and I keep on shaking like a scared hare in its hole always fearing anyone coming into my palace!.. Such is the fate of the powerful!..»

— Did you come just to pay me a visit, my warrior? — the khan asked in his usual expressionless voice.

— No, my Sovereign, I came on important business... It concerns the same accursed Akzhol-Biy..

«So, this daredevil seems to have guessed at what has been worrying me lately!..” Khan Abukhair looked in the warrior’s eyes. They were burning with unconcealed hatred for his eternal rival Akzhol-Biy. Well, such is life. Servants are always at one another’s throat trying to win the benevolence of their master. Let the dogs tear each other to pieces for the bone he is holding in his hands. Let them keep bullying one another and choke on their own blood. There is much use for his power from that. True, he knows that a people will never start a war against another people and a kin will never fight another kin if they are not pitted against each other. But is it not for this that khans and sultans exist?.. He only has to be shrewd and keen-sighted and not miss out on the appropriate moment... There is something about it in one of Genghiz Khan’s parables.

And what if these kin unite!? Then his Horde will be in real danger. He is afraid to even think about it!..

Proceeding from these considerations Khan Abulkhair had long been pouring oil onto the fire of contention between the two famed warriors. But so far the strife between the warriors remained their personal matter. The Argyn and Kipchak kins were living in peace and agreement. Used to the fact that this kind of scrapes rapidly turn into internecine strifes the khan felt unpleasantly surprised by the current state of affairs.

For a long time he could not do anything about it. But for horse races and contests of poets during which sometimes tiffs flaired up between Argyns and Kipchaks there had not yet been any serious clashes with bloodshed until now. And again the khan saw the intrigues of Janybek and Kerei in it. It was them who wished to unite against him the Kazakh kins and tribes. His hatred had reached its peak and no matter what detrimental developments might now break out in the state or his own family Abulkhair could not help seeing everywhere the underhanded plots of the mutinous sultans.

However, the true cause of the current peace between the kins could not be accounted for by the above factors. Cattle-breeding was the only means of subsistence of the Kazakh kins, and considering the fact that their camps were thousands of kilometres apart from one another in the boundless steppe the excessive centralisation which khan’s goverment had been trying to effect into life was simply irrealisable. Here they could not do without local self-governement which was in irreconcilable contradiction with the state knocked together by the lucky Khan Abulkhair from the wreckage of previous similar empires.

At the same time the Kazakhs could not but feel that if they would stubbornly go on being at war with each other they would become an easy prey for invaders which had already been the case during the time of Genghiz Khan and Timur. The steppe clans and tribes could not defend themselves on their own from the strengthened troups of their enemies and more and more frequently turned for brotherly help and support to one another. Khan Abulkhair did not take this fact into consideration unlike the shrewdest of the steppe sultans who were well aware of it.

So far it was not yet time to unite into an integral whole all the Kazakh kins and tribes. Only those whose camps were situated in close proximity to each other were making unions. In this historical jamble only three unions of related kins, or three zhuzes, were appearing. In these conditions especially important were the peace and friendship between the most powerful kins, those of the Argyns and Kipchaks. In spite of the opposition between Koblandy-Batyr and Akzhol-Biy the wisest of the biys and great warriors of both the kins did not allow for an inter-klan strife. An especially important peace-keeping part in it was played by recognised prophet-songsters, such as Asan-Kaigy, Kotan-Zhyrau and their numerous students and imitators. They enjoyed the great respect of all kins and their songs reflected the entire people’s striving for unification...

Whenever the opportunity arose, Abulkhair’s loyal henchmen said that it was the recalcitrant Argyn sultans and their associates who were to blame for the quarrel between the two distinguished warriors. The khan himself would take an active part in fanning the flame of enmity. This time he wouldn’t give up his habitual ways either.

— Why did you remind me of that loose-tongued biy? — Abulkhair asked sadly lowering his head.— Sometimes he vilifies not only you but me too...

The khan said that seemingly casually but Koblandy-Batyr immediately clenched his fists.

With all his information the khan did not know that, apart from some obvious reasons, there was another one which made these great warriors implacable enemies. He always fanned the fire only from one and the same side. Hoping for a favourable outcome the khan tolerated even what his two opponents thrusted on him from time to time.

— Once this bastard jeers at us he must be punished properly! — Koblandy-Batyr thundered.

— Akzhol-Biy has quite a number of men behind him... Besides his influence on the Kazakhs is enormous. There is not one warrior enjoying so much respect as he does...

— Who respects him except the Argyn half-wits!? — screamed the enfuriated Koblandy-Batyr.— And you let him do whatever he wants to. You have even forgiven him Sayan’s escape. It was him who arranged it. No mistake about it!

— And if you do and have real evidence against him, why not break his neck?

Abulkhair lifted his hands with a smile.

— Out of the question... I have already told you, my warrior, that he has a powerful support!

Koblandy-Batyr grew red in the face.

— What do you mean a powerful support? What can a crowd of Argyn horsemen do with words being more important for them than deeds? Their only joy in life is songs and tongue-wagging. Give me your permission and I and ten of my horsemen will destroy the aul of this Akzhol-Biy in broad daylight!..

— And isn’t Akzhol-Biy’s aul quite close to those of Janybek and Kerei? — the khan asked in a business-like manner showing Koblandy-Batyr that he was thinking over the warrior’s suggestion rather seriously.— The sultans will not keep silent when they see you raiding the aul of Akzhol-Biy...

— In that case they too will have a taste of my bludgeon! — the warrior said in a loud voice dismissing all restraint and waving his fist threateningly to someone in the distance.— Let them try and come here!..

But Khan Abulkhair was no longer listening to him. «No, this is not the way to act,» — he thought.— «If today you let a commoner smell a sultan’s blood then tomorrow he will want to taste a khan’s one. He must not go to extremes. «Snow falls on snow and a khan takes the place of another khan.» We are all Genghizides and there is nothing good in settling our disputes with the help of anyone from without.»

Yes, our main task is to let one another’s blood and I will dispose of the sultans myself. But what am I supposed to answer this famed warrior? After all he is waiting and his heavy bludgeon is ready to crush any head, be it the head of a noble or a commoner... No matter what is going to come of it but he must be allowed to enjoy himself!..»

— I think if Akzhol-Biy is no more, Janybek and Kerei will immediately grow calm...— The khan acted as if he was wiping non-existent sweat off his brow.— Don’t make a mistake, or else you’ll wind up in big trouble...

Khan Abulkhair looked uninterested in what he was discussing with Koblandy-Batyr as if the subject was absolutely foreign to him. It seemed he even sympathised with Akzhol-Biy a little and only agreed to take severe measures because of his friendly feelings for the Karakipchak warrior. But Koblandy-Batyr wouldn’t know the first thing about the proprieties and kept having it his own way.

— In that case I beg your permission to do away only with Akzhol-Biy. I’ll give the bastard what-for!..

— How can I give you permission? — The khan even lifted his hands in amazement.— Besides I am not at all sure it is necessary to raid a whole aul with ten horsemen. As if a true warrior could not beat that biy in a duel. True, there are few good warriors left nowadays. You yourself hinted on it when you were talking about Sayan’s escape...

Koblandy-Batyr gave the khan a glum look. He pulled himself together and did not raise his voice anymore. As was befitting those talking to the khan the Karakipchak warrior inclined his head and asked:

— What if that biy refuses to fight in a duel with me, my Sovereign Khan?

— Yes, this is a weighty argument... As a matter of fact in the good old times a warrior used to waylay his enemy on a narrow path and one of the two never came back home. But today it is impossible. I myself confirmed a capital punishment for robbery and will have no mercy for anyone breaking the law. Of course, if I am sure of the culpability of the warrior who decided to stand up for his honour. Normally I consider such things myself...

Khan Abulkhair was staring straight into Koblandy-Batyr’s eyes. At last the warrior grasped the meaning of the khan’s words and his eyes started becoming bloodshot. Dark by nature, he grew grey all over and lilac-tinged veins stood out on his forehead.

«Am I really supposed to kill a warrior by waylaying him in the steppe like a robber!? — he thought indignantly.— No, Koblandy-Batyr is neither a traitor nor a coward. He can kill or get killed only in an open combat!»

The khan understood what had gotten Koblandy-Batyr to the quick. Not giving him time to think out the situation he intoned imperiously:

— An open fight will ruin peace among our people, therefore I forbid it to you. For the khan’s Horde it is important that all live in peace and friendship. If you wish to take vengeance on your enemy it is your business. Do not pull us into your personal affairs!..

— Yes, my Sovereign Khan!..

Now the simple-minded warrior believed his khan again. Indeed, what’s so good in Argyns and Kipchaks fighting with each other because of the khan’s quarrel with Akzhol-Biy? He will certainly kill that biy if ever he meets him but he will do it without witnesses. His heart longs for vengeance and he cannot but kill him. Theirs will be a fair fight as befits true warriors...

— Your judgment is wise, my Khan... Now everything will depend on the strength of the fighters’ hands and the sharpness of their double-pointed spears!..

— And God will help him who is in the right! — Abulkhair added from himself.

The warrior made a low bow, turned and walked out.

Khan Abulkhair thought everything out in minutest detail. As soon as rumour was spread about the murder of Akzhol-Biy Janybek and Kerei would straightway mount their horses and gallop to headquarters demanding a bloody ransom for the murdered one. At that very moment, while they had not yet time to stir up the numerous Argyns and bring together their forces from remote camps he could accuse them of a mutiny. Then they would offer resistence and in the ensuing scrape it would be easy to do away with both of them. In the eyes of the mob all that would be justified. A khan took care of the unity of his people and punished unmercifully those sowing discord. Besides, both the sultans would have been dead already and there would be no-one to lead the dissatisfied...

Coming to this conclusion Khan Abulkhair immediately set to work on bringing it into effect. By nightfall he summoned the chief warrior of the khan’s guard, Kara-Ospan, of the Naiman kin and ordered him to make all the forces of headquarters ready for action.

— Yes, my Sovereign Khan! — said Kara-Ospan making a low bow.

— A few minutes later couriers rode rapidly off in different directions with the khan’s command for all the hundred-strong cavalry forces to come to the khan’s palace in the morning. One of the couriers made particular haste. He was taking a message concerning Khan Abulkhair’s unusual instruction addressed to Argyn sultan Janybek. Naimanide Kara-Ospan had warned his friends that they had to watch out for something unexpected and promised to keep them in touch with the goings-on at the khan’s headquarters. The alarmed Sultan Janybek immediately notified Kerei about everything and ordered his horsemen to be on the alert...

Just two days before Akzhol-Biy and two horsemen set out for a falcon hunt towards the Airtau Mauntains. The vicious red-eyed falcons and hawks that had hungered for fresh blood during the funeral repast made the hunters happy with their rich bag...

They were hunting a whole week, moving from place to place, their relief horses loaded with bunches of fire-red foxes and dark-brown steppe goats.  Towards the end of the week they had been found by a messenger from Sultan Janybek. «There’s something incomprehensible going on at the khan’s headquarters,» — he said.— «Akzhol-Biy had better return back home not to end up in trouble.»

Akzhol-Biy knew that Sultan Janybek would not bother him for trifling matters. That same day he hurried back home. After coming down from the mountains he and both riders rested their horses on the southern bank of the river Jangabyl where Jutchi’s headquarters had been once. All was quiet in the steppe, but then, all of a sudden Karakipchak Koblandy-Batyr showed up wih an escort of ten jasaks. Face darker than a storm-cloud he was all wrapped up in chain armour and did not get off his beautiful racer Koksandak.

— Whither bound, glorious Koblandy-Batyr? — Akzhol-Biy asked him lying placidly on the grass by the edge of the water.

— If you are not a woman get up and fight till one of us is dead! - thundered Koblandy-Batyr.— In any case there is only death in store for you!..

— Saying that he began turning round over his head a terrible cudgel the thickened end of which was filled with lead.    

— O my warrior, is it possible to challenge a man to a duel in the bare steppe? —Akzhol-Biy’s young black-mustached escort exclaimed in wonderment.— This can only be done in public!..

— Keep your mouth shut, you pup, or else you will have a taste of my club too! — hollered Koblandy-Batyr.— Get out of my way and stay out of it!

Akzhol-Biy knew very well how great the Karakipchak warrior’s hatred was for him and wouldn’t even say anything.

«Let’s see what God has in store for me!» — he muttered and ordered the horseman to bring his hobbled horse Akzhanbas to him. For lack of any other weapon he took the plain birch-club he used when hunting foxes and wolves. The impatient Koblandy-Batyr wouldn’t want to wait till Akzhol-Biy was ready and rode his horse towards his opponent...

No sooner did Akzhol-Biy turn round than the Kipchak warrior began crowding him with all the mass of himself and his horse. Trying to raise his club Akzhol-Biy struck the armoured shoulder of his opponent. But at that very moment the warrior’s racer ran into the still running up horse of Akzhol-Biy with all his bulky chest and Koblandy brought his cudgel down on his enemy’ head covered only with a light malakhai. Akzhol-Biy’s scull broke into small pieces and his huge body crumbled down on the sand. Without even holding back his horse Koblandy-Batyr immediately galloped off into the steppe his jasaks following suit...

Dumbfounded by the bloody incident the two horsemen managed to gather their wits at last and, lifting the headless body on to one of the horses, left for Orda-Bazar. On the way there they sent a messenger to Argyn auls to break the dreadful news.

In the mean time Khan Abulkhair was in his palace talking to Vizier Bakhty-Hoja who was making a detailed report on how their undertaking was progressing...

At first Sultan Suyunchik would not believe in his mother’s guilt. He even so much as threw himself on the vizier with a knife exclaiming: «How dare you slander the woman who gave birth to me, you mangy dog?!» But when he heard that his father Abulkhair knew about this story he calmed down. «If you dread and don’t dare sentence her to death as befits a real man and warrior your father will do it in any case!» the vizier told him. Bakhty-Hoja also told him that he must be worthy of his ancestor Genghiz Khan who had known no mercy for his enemies. The feeling of mercy was only becoming to weak women and only a coward could experience so base a feeling...

Finally Sultan Suyunchik agreed to publicly sentence his mother to death. However the treacherous vizier concealed certain details from the khan himself. He talked to the young sultan in a somewhat different manner, the boy, unlike the rest of the khan’s heirs, being rather close to Bakhty-Hoja.

Profiting by Suyunchik’s friendship the vizier took the young sultan to a quiet little place and sat their silently for quite a time not daring to start speaking. Seeing the state the vizier was in Suyunchik decided to come to his help.

— Speak, my learned Bakhty-Hoja,— said he.— You seem to be concealing something interesting from me!

— I wouldn’t deny it! — the vizier said ambiguously.

— If this secret is intended only for me my ears are at your disposal and the key to my mouth is in your pocket!

— Yes, it is for you alone. There is no secret more terrible and your entire future depends on it...

— Well, speak up! — Suyunchik exclaimed impatiently.

— He had lived in the atmosphere of various palace intrigues ever since he remembered himself and therefore was now on the alert. His first thought was about himself: «Am I really in danger?» Meanwhile the clever vizier seemed to read his thoughts as if in an open book.

— An eaglet comes to this world to become a full-fledged eagle! — he said instructively.— When your great father Khan Abulkhair turned seventeen he ruled the entire Desht-and-Kipchak steppe. You are only four years younger and cannot give up caracoling on horseback for whole days in a row and rocking on a swing. A new-born fledgeling will choke in his nest while an heir who did not come to the khan’s throne in due time is destined to eternal suffering. Day and night he will be haunted by his having been unable to timely take power in his hands. What can be more terrible than that!?..

When the vizier mentioned the khan’s throne Suyunchik’s eyes immediately flashed fire. Bakhty-Hoja knew very well the meaning of the rapacious light in the pupils of the young sultan’s eyes and was intentionally rousing the youth’s anger. He paused for a few minutes as if contemplating something and continued imperceptibly watching his charge. As was to be expected Suyunchik was the first to break the silence.

— How can I dream of the khan’s throne when I have the other brothers who consider themselves to be older and wiser? — exclaimed he.— After all they are also of the same khan’s blood...

Bakhty-Hoja nodded importantly.

— The son of a commoner and the son of your father, not more than that,— he said continuing the interrupted conversation.— The son of a khan is the successor to the throne and country. In all times and with all nations it was difficult to come to the throne since there is only one throne and usually several aspirants to it. Only stout-hearted and strong people achieved the cherished goal. And there have always been too many dead bodies and too much bloodshed on the way to it. The more blood the stronger their rule. 

— Right, but why are we talking about it with our reigning parent not even having reached the age of fifty?

— A khan is considered to be young as long as his sons  consider themselves to be under age. And if they think themselves to be chidren even in their old age the khan remains young till his dying day. The moment an heir claims to be worthy of the khan’s mace the khan immediately becomes a decrepit old man!

Suyunchik’s face grew dark.

— You mean...— he said.

The vizier gave him an insinuating smile.

— You are too impatient, I have not finished yet... No, I am not at all going to oppose yourself to your reigning father. When it comes time a young stallion chases an old jade out of the herd without whatever advice. You will still have a chance to prove in what respect you hold your father. However it is my duty to warn you...

Bakhty-Hoja brought his lips closer to Suyunchik’s ears and began talking in a quiet and persuasive voice:

— As a matter of fact our highly esteemed Khan Abulkhair suffers from an incurable desease. It is quite possible that one of these days he will find himself confined to bed. God Himself takes away that which He grants us, our health, and there is no sense in complaining. Not one mortal can stand up for him in the face of his fate. In a word, the great khan only looks healthy whereas his internal organs have a thousand injuries like a moth-bitten felt mat...

— O-o!

A boundless amazement was heard in Suyunchik’s exclamation. His eyes were like pieces of red-hot coal. The vizier nodded contentedly and went on.

— May our dear khan live a thousand years!.. God forbid if something bad happens...— He bent his head as though weighed down by a nearing misfortune but then jerked it up cheerfully.— Well, they say every cloud has a silver lining. Even if our khan is in trouble he will leave as many as ten heirs on this earth of ours. One of them will undoubtedly ascend his father’s throne!

By that time Suyunchik had completely forgotten that his father was in excellent health. He viewed himself lifted on a white felt mat over all the peoples inhabiting the boundless khanate imagining himself at the head of the hordes storming towns and subjugating whole lands. It seemed as if his heart was ready to jump out of his chest.

— And whom, our dear teacher, would you like to see on the khan’s throne? —he asked breathing excitedly.

The vizier expected the question and, like a good chess player, made another mental move. However, he would not get to the point straight off.

— You must know, my Sultan, that our sovereign khan will never change you for anyone of the other ten. And the khan’s opinion is my opinion. You are our white swan who has grown up in a flock of black crows. An old proverb says that a smart heir’s first enemy is his reigning parent. But in this particular case it is not so. It is not your father who is your enemy but your mother!..

Suyunchik started with fright.

— It... it’s impossible... His voice was shaking and he himself looked pitiful and confused.— No... if ever there was a loving mother it is my mother!..

— For a man with a great future there is nothing more degrading than the intrusive  and senseless love of a woman, be it his wife or mother... Yes, Rabia-Sultan-Begim loves you so much that she is in constant fear lest some misfortune should befall you. She knows what pitfalls may await a khan and therefore she has decided to give the golden throne to her other son, Kushkinchik, whom she loves far less...

Bakhty-Hoja said that in a quiet and emotionless tone. Sultan Suyunchik looked at him with wide-open eyes his lips parched with nervous excitement. He clenched his fists in anger.

— What do I need such a love for if she doesn’t want me to be on the throne?! Looks like she lied to me saying I would become khan. Now it is clear to me that in reality she loves  Kushkinchik alone!..

It was the very moment the vizier was waiting for.

— For him who is firm in his determination to become khan there are neither relatives nor friends. Just on the contrary, it is his relatives and those close to him who are his main barrier on the way to the throne. Remember your great victorious forbears, my Sultan. Was there among them if only one true and worthy ruler who did not strangle or behead some one of his kinsfolk? The «Shaker of the Universe» himself once broke the spine of his favourite son Jutchi. A true khan cannot give himself up to pity. To rule people one must have a ruthless hand and a heart of stone. And you can prove yourself to be worthy of government only on your way to the throne. A weak-hearted one will never get the mace!..

— I will be that way! — exclaimed Suyunchik.

— If you manage to be that way at the start of your path both myself and all the rest will follow you!

— I will manage!

Ever since that day Suyunchik lost all peace of mind. In his little vicious mind he was continually conceiving various schemes and plans on how to get his father’s throne. He came to hate his mother and did not believe her words. Any manifestation of her fond feelings for him was interpreted by the young sultan as a treacherous pretence and her smiling at his blood brother Kushkinchik only confirmed the vizier’s words.

In the mean time Bakhty-Hoja kept on skilfully and unnoticeably throwing brushwood on the fanned fire. «Look what sins your mother who has grudged her son the khan’s mace is guilty of...— he would say.— Now here is another example of her treacherousness and cunning... You are still too naive to know what evil tricks women can be up to!.. While she is at our ruling khan’s side you can forget about the throne. Look how cheerful Kushkinchik looks gamboling around her!..»

Bakhty-Hoja was a veritable vizier and proved right in his expectations. A she-wolf is her cubs’ mother until they are grown wolves. The moment they have grown hair on the back of their necks the mother becomes just another female wolf for them. As for Suyunchik, he came from the wolf’s progeny of Genghiz Khan.

The vizier told the khan nothing about all that. «What does it matter in what way to talk the son into having his mother executed,— thought he. The important thing is to execute the will of the khan and... my own will!»

As for Khan Abulkhair he had no interest for details. He just promised to award the vizier with a thousand dinars in case everything was done cleanly and without whatever complications.

— Everyone must believe it, not only myself,— said he.— Let the world see that we act justly and will not allow anyone to mangle the truth, be it even our beloved wife. The law is far more important for us than our own feelings and inclinations!.. 

— Yes, my Sovereign Khan!..

Bakhty-Hoja cupped his hands and extended them modestly to the khan.— What do you want? — the khan asked not understanding the  meaning of the vizier’s gesture.

— The dinars, my Sovereign Khan!..

Khan Abulkhair looked at the obsequiously bent figure of the servant and again thought that his vizier knew too many things which only a khan was supposed to know. Then it occurred to him that a thousand dinars was a fair price for such a favour. After all it concerned his wife, the daughter of the scholar Ulugbek and Timur’s great-granddaughter. Besides, the upbringing of his heir he was in charge of, was also worthy of an award...

— Very well, my vizier, you will get the money on the day of execution!

Bakhty-Hoja was about to leave the khan’s premises when he heard some noise. A messenger came running in, made a low bow and broke the news of the death of Akzhol-Biy, the famed warrior, commander and one of the retainers of Khan Abulkhair. The dead man’s body had just been brought to his aul and the women were already lamenting over him...

Getting on his Tarlankok Khan Abulkhair set out for the  Argyn aul of Akzhol-Biy escorted by an especially strengthened detachment of bodyguards. It was the age-old custom of the steppe and the khan had always followed it. In such cases even enemies expressed their condolences and Khan Abulkhair was the best friend and patron of the great warrior Akzhol-Biy.

After passing the auls surrounding Orda-Bazar the khan’s detachment headed for the lower Karakengir where they had already set up yurtas for the coming funeral. Approaching the river the khan reigned in his horse and cast a glance over the numerous auls on both banks of the Karakengir and around the adjacent lakes.

The longer he looked the darker grew his face. By each Argyn, Kipchak, Naiman, Konrad, Kerei and Uak aul he saw saddled battle horses tied to extended lassos and bristling rows of long and sharp Kazakh spears. Where has the once-peaceful look of all those yurtas and wagons gone?.. The impression was as though the enemy was ready to attack them at any moment.

The khan seriously felt worried and thought that he might have been too hasty in giving his consent to the murder of Akzhol-Biy. The situation was fraught with something unpredictable!

Yes, he was undoubtedly wrong thinking that the rebellious sultans Janybek and Kerei were so simple-hearted as to come to him empty-handed to demand a ransom for Akzhol-Biy’s death under the impression of their associate’s murder. They were prepared for everything and waiting for  reckless actions on his part. No matter what, they would certainly demand payment for the murder.

Suddenly he flew into a non-sensical rage which had been often the case in his youth... Alright, let them come even with hordes of armed men. He will fight and discourage them from stirring up mutinies once and for all! Even now, in time of peace, there are not less than twenty thousand loyal horsemen deployed around Orda-Bazar. And if he gives an order there will be ten times more within two weeks!

Then common sense prompted the khan that most of his host, actually its best part, consisted of those very warlike kins whose yurtas now stood in groups extending as far as the horizon. The rest of them were soldiers from Maverannakhr, Uigurs, Mongol new-comers, Jagatais, Kirghizes and Kalmyks. True, they will have with them many Kipchaks with Koblandy-Batyr himself at the head, but who can be sure that at the crucial moment they will not wish to join their relatives?..

The forces are more or less equal. This is why the Argyn sultans have been behaving so outrageously over the recent months. So what’s to be done? Must he call his troups back from Maverannakhr or not? They will hardly make it if trouble begins. There is no doubt that Janybek and Kerei will use the murder of Akzhol-Biy for their own interests.

But who warned them about everything? To make such preparations one has to have enough time. It will take more than one day to bring so many forces from the steppe.

He rode on. Before long he caught sight of yurtas which had been pitched specially for the funeral of the great Argyn warrior. There, on the shore of the Black Lake which was fringed with a dark strip of wilted rush, they were squeezed like a crowd of mournful relatives. They were not less than a hundred in number and next to each yurta there stuck up a spear with a black ribbon and the tail of a black horse fastened to its top.

At the place of honour, among white yurtas, like a black eagle bursting into a flock of white swans there towered a pitch-black sixteen-wing mourning yurta made from the hair of a special breed of sheep. Its very look made one feel depressed, let alone a streaming fearsome black flag with a picture of human eyes on it, the symbol of the Argyn kin.

Khan Abulkhair unwittingly held back his horse. It seemed the yurta called for relentless vengeance. He couldn’t but remember the funeral of Khan Munkeh of which he had thought only recently. Could it be that the Argyns were up to repeating the gory past? Then who would be taken hostage for the murdered one in the face of the spirits?

In that too the khan saw the underhand plotting of Janybek and Kerei. It looked like they were ready for an all-out battle. Would they be so arrogant as not even to count with the funeral?.. Abulkhair thought what he would do in their place and his hand reached for the sword. But he drew it back quickly pretending to adjust his belt...

Nobody noticed his involuntary movement. The people were staring at the black yurta and did not even look his way. How was he supposed to behave under the circumstances, he wondered... No sooner did he answer the question than a sudden scream made him give a start. He saw an avalanche of riders galloping towards the aul weeping and wailing in superhuman grief.

— Oh our dearest! Woe is us!

— Our defender... Our dear fa-a-a-ther!

— It was an ancient Kazakh tradition to burst into an aul in mourning galloping at full speed lamenting and moaning «O our dearest!». The Genghizides never followed it and kept such things in contempt. The Kazakhs, who had accustomed their subjugators to speaking their tongue and making their numerous rituals within quite a short time, so far preferred to look through their fingers at the Genghizide Sultans’ not taking part in funerals according to the age-old ritual of the Desht-and-Kipchak steppe. In their turn the latter thought it to be improper for a khan or a sultan to barge into a subjugated aul exclaiming «Oh you, our dearest!». This time something out of the ordinary happened...

Khan Abulkhair hardly had time to properly see the approaching avalanche when a group of his mounted guards dashed out from behind the escorting retinue. Shouting loudly they joined the screaming and lamenting riders galloping to the aul. His detachment was thinning out before his very eyes. Suddenly he felt that his Tarlankok did not obey the reins. The horse started with a powerful jerk and carried the embarrassed Abulkhair off to the shouting crowd. An all sides of him the people were sobbing, weeping and screaming.

— O our dearest!..

Keeping on screaming they were approaching their target  while the helpless khan nearly fell off his horse and had to stop a hundred paces from the black yurta. It was only then that his bodyguards caught up with him. They helped him down and then took away and tethered Tarlankok...

Abulkhair felt utterly shocked at the incident. «If a split could occur even among hangers-on in my retinue what will happen when we find ourselves in more serious trouble? — he thought.— I must be on the alert all the time, like the string of a bow!»

Abulkhair opened the carved patterned door of the black yurta. He was wearing a light Khorasan chain mail with a cloak embroidered in gold on top of it, his head graced with a crown of wrought gold with the image of a wild ram’s horns. The khan looked hard into the semi-darkness of the yurta and saw that there were few people inside. «I need many bodyguards with me here,» — he thought spotting sultans Janibek and Kerei sitting at the place of honour...

The Argyn sultans were clad in black plush caftans with collars of black otter and begirded with golden belts. Alongside them about twelve Kazakh biys, great warriors and zhyrau-songsters were sitting. The late one reposed at one side of the yurta. At the head of the bed was his father Kotan-Zhyrau who had wasted away in one day and looked more dead than alive. His son’s death had mowed him down like grass. He was singing something inexpressibly sad plucking the strings of his kobyz, his barely audible voice sounding like that of a very old man. It seemed that everything around him had died and there was only one old songster alive in the deserted world...

Seeing the entering khan Janybek and Kerei moved unhurriedly aside giving him room to sit. Not one of those sitting so much as greeted him. Kotan-Zhyrau kept on singing. From the adjoining yurtas the heart-rending weeping of women was heard.

Taking a seat the khan looked around. Everything was black inside the yurta. He saw garlands of black mourning fringe woven from camel’s hanging down from the its big top. Even the air in the yurta seemed to be black and one could not but feel a chill penetrating through his clothes and spreading all over his back...

Abulkhair could not make up his mind and look at the deceased and it seemed to him all those present had noticed it. It took him an enormous effort to finally pull himself together and turn his face to Akzhol-Biy. He gave a start.  On a snow-white felt mat decorated with an ancient Kazakh ornament he saw the bulky headless body of the warrior. Just a big white vertebrae stuck out from where his head once was with a brown spot of congealed blood on it.

Two inches away from the sticking out vertebrae lay the warrior’s well-known mace with a blue velvet top and fringed with otter. It was meant to indicate the place where the late man’s head made the empty space between them  especially eery.

The khan began to feel feverish. Janybek and Kerei obviously noticed his anxiety but kept silent. All the time he was aware of their staring at him. Not to show his discomfort the khan continued examining the mourning yurta’s interior.

Above the head of the late man’s bed hung his iron helmet and armour which could have been so useful to him in his last combat. Inside the pot-like helmet was padded with thick felt. A little lower one could see the sable coat the deceased had been wearing on special festive occasions and crescent-toed Urgench boots with coloured felt stockings.

At his feet they placed a nine-batman mace and a big birch bow no-one but its owner was able to draw. It appeared all those things were displayed as if to remind every comer: «Look, he was wearing all this during the murder... Who would have debeated him if he had been fully armed and ready for a fight!»

Khan Abulkhair realised that everybody suspected Akzhol-Biy was slain unaware. Death stole up to him like a cowardly jackal would to a helpless prey.

The old Kotan-Zhyrau kept on singing his wistful tune:

Why did you quarrel with Karakipchak Koblandy, 

my son?

I am already too old and feeble, going on 

one hundred soon...

To the sons of Nogai land you were

a guiding star!

What did the miserable people put out 

your light for?..

Why did you quarrel with Karakipchak Koblandy,

my son?

It seemed there would be no end to this unbearable and monotonous song. The kobyz went on complaining softly when the old Kotan-Zhyrau was short of wind. After a breether he began singing again...

At last Kotan-Zhyrau fell silent as if a bitter mountain-spring had petered out. And immediately everyone heard the clear comforting voice of dervish-doctor Abdrazak Nakhchivani who was reading the Koran. He kept on reading the measured rhythmical lines unhurriedly and with deep feeling.

As was the custom in the steppe Khan Abulkhair expressed his condolence in a majestic voice and the moment he finished his speech there came out one of the most influencial Kipchak biys, the famous silver-tongued orator Kuba-Biy.

— It is I who is to blame for the death of our distinguished son, my fellow-countrymen! — said he.— I killed him in a fit of rage and am now hardly in a position to look in the eyes of his broken-hearted relatives. Yes, I am a victim of him who perpetrated this crime. Here is my head! If you wish you are in your right to chop it off!.. If you wish to disperse my ashes with the wind - here is my body!.. I give up my soul for you to imprison it for good... This is the situation now and nothing can be done about it. But then, as our age-old custom goes, I could pay off.

— You certainly could, but will that make our great biy rise from his death bed? — Sultan Kerei sighed with a pained look.

— In the first place we will commit our unforgettable warrior to earth and pay due homage to him,— Sultan Janybek said quietly.— After that we will talk and see what’s what!..

Khan Abulkhair detected a threat in the sultan’s words. After he and his retinue left the aul, Abulkhair was pondering over the situation all the way back home. It turned out not he but Janybek and Kerei were benefitting from the murder. The undeserved death had multiplyed manyfold the fame of the chief Argyn biy. Such things did happen. That way people expressed their subconscious protest against injustice. They began to attribute to an innocent victim even the virtues which he had never had during his lifetime. The more disgraced those guilty of his death. So many saints were created that way!..

However, worst of all was the fact that the death of Akzhol-Biy could not become his alibi for the murder of Janybek and Kerei. The Argyn sultans sensed a trap and were on the alert. Just on the contrary, the murder of Akzhol-Biy would aggravate the situation in the khanate and might result in its ruination. Khan Abulkhair had always been a sober-minded man and did not need self-consolation. «I will have to bear it in mind!» — he said to himself.

A week after the death of Akzhol-Biy and the first funeral repast Janybek and Kerei brought all able-bodied warriors of their kin to Orda-Bazar. They lined them up in battle formation and themselves came to the khan for justice. Everything was done quietly and according to the long-established ritual so that no-one could find fault with anything. The sultans uttered not one excessive word nor injured someone’s pride. As was the old steppe custom they demanded due payment in blood for the murdered one.

— Take the lives of three Kipchak warriors of your own choosing and let’s call the whole thing off! — suggested Khan Abulkhair.

— We do not need the lives of innocent people,— they said.— We want the head of Koblandy!

To this Khan Abulkhair could not agree and the sultans were aware of it. The dispute would never be settled by the khan’s giving them the head of Koblandy-Batyr alone. And if Abulkhair lost Koblandy he would lose the support of the Kipchaks.

— No, I will not give away Koblandy-Batyr! — replied the khan.

Janybek and Kerei rose from their cushions without asking the khan’s permission.

— In that case we are leaving!

— The khan did not dare to shout his royal «Don’t make a move!». Before they came he had spent quite a time watching from the tower of his palace the formations of his Argyn riders in the steppe. They had crowded all the southern approaches to Orda-Bazar and their shining armour evidenced their war-like spirit and determination. This was why Janybek and Kerei left the palace freely.

That same night the population of most Argyn, Kipchak, Naiman, Konrad and some other auls left for Mogolistan. They were headed by Janybek and Kerei. A  detachment of fully armed horsemen was covering their departure.

By the next morning the fleeing aul residents had already been far away from their native parts. When the people in Orda Bazar woke up they saw that the steppe had been almost completely deserted. Khan Abulkhair pretended to be sick not to answer the numerous questions of his relatives and retainers.

Karakipchak Koblandy-Batyr could not stay around the khan’s headquarters either. Five thousand Kipchak yurtas had travelled with him off to the Turgai River. It happened after a group of important Kazakh biys and warriors of different kins came to pay him a visit...

When they arrived he was lying motioneless in his twelve-wing yurta.

— Get up, warrior, honourable guests are here to see you! - his wife said.

— But the warrior did not even budge. He seemed to be consumed with some strange fire and would not react to anything. Then the esteemed Argyn-Biy addressed him.

— My dear man, didn’t you expect a present from the khan himself four your evil deed? Surely you cannot refuse to accept the due blood ransom for the murder of the son of our kin! Naturally, if we gather all our absurdities together we can make up one crazy man no worse than yourself. But that is not the reason why we came here, unwise warrior. We want to talk on the well-being of our steppe and you have turned away from us and keep on groaning and moaning like a worthless quarrelsome old man hurt by his daughters-in-law.

Come on, get up and speak as befits a true man!

Hearing the authoritative voice of Argyn-Biy Koblandy-Batyr realised that the most distinguished representatives of the Kazakh kins had come to see him. He had to get up and take his place among them in a circle. His wife told the servants to slaughter a fattened mare and herself returned to the yurta, shook a huge black bag made from five colt skins and started pouring out foamy coumiss into large wooden bowls.

Tired after a long journey, Argyn-Biy downed a good half of his bowl of coumiss and began to speak.

— Listen, Kipchak! — said he.— We represent a very large country. In the west it borders on the Yedil, in the east on the Orkhon and Irtysh, in the south the Chinese emperors have marked it with the Great Wall and its northern frontiers are lost in the cold woods of the Tobol and Ishim rivers. From time immemorial you, Kipchak, have guarded me with the Alshyns in the west, the Naimans, Kereis and Uaks in the east, and the Uisuns, Zhalaiyrs and Dulats in the south. When the Huns were driving away my captive sons and daughters, we Argyns were forced to retreat to the banks of the Orkhon and the Onon. There, in foreign parts a whole river was given the name of Argun in our behalf. When the Huns were gone we returned to these parts which had been left to us at the behest of our forbears, and again drove our stake into the top of our Argynaty. Even the Mongols could not force us out of here. Owing to many centuries of our standing the ground the Kazakh tribes and kins, and in particular, we, the Argyns, your flesh and blood, were able to keep intact here, in the middle of the Desht-and-Kipchak steppe, all the great things we have in common: our wisdom, customs, our native tongue, music, and written language. All this is ours, my Kazakh brothers and children!..

So what is destined to happen here today?.. Let us ponder it together while we still have time for reflections. Tomorrow may be already too late...

Koblandy-Batyr was about to say something but Argyn-Biy gestured to him to keep silent.

This yurta belongs to you, Koblandy, and you will have plenty of time to talk to your heart’s content here. Let him  who might never again trespass its threshold say his word...

Speak, Kara-Hoja-Batyr!

Of the representatives of the Kerei kin Kara-Hoja-Batyr was the oldest. For his large stature he was nicknamed «Five Girdles». He nodded and turned to Koblandy-Batyr although he was addressing all the biys and warriors in the yurta.

— We all know how wise and truthful Argyn-Biy’s words are. Besides they do not have in them the tribal haughtiness characteristic of some of us here. After all not only Kipchak mothers gave birth to great warriors. They say, there were times when we were infidels and idolised stones and trees. Well, maybe it’s true. But I do know that ever since Kereis began to be called Kereis we have always been with you, my brothers Uisuns, Dulats, Argyns, Kipchaks, Naimans, Uaks, Alshyns, Zhalaiyrs and all the others, be they large or small in number, happy or miserable, because we are all Kazakhs!

My people fought the bloody Genghiz Khan for ten whole years and the best of us fell by his hand. We know the meaning of freedom and do not want Genghiz Khan’s yoke any more, Abulkhair would like to put the yoke on our necks by hook or by crook!

— Speak, Kaptagai-Batyr!

— Argyn-Biy let the famed Naiman warrior speak only after Kara-Hoja-Batyr because he was a little younger than the latter one. With the Kazakhs seniority in age was honoured from olden times. 

— I will continue the speech of Kara-Hoja-Batyr, - the head of the Naimans said. Once, after subjugating the Kerei kin, Genghiz Khan began threatening our kin. Did we surrender without giving battle then? Much to our misfortune we were betrayed by our treacherous ally Khorezmshah Mukhammed and all the Naiman riders fell in the battlefield together with their head Khan Dayan.

However, even after that the Naimans did not give in. The son of Dayan-Khan, glorious Kuchluk-Batyr, fought against the Mongols for twenty years. As an act of revenge they slaughtered nearly all the adult population of our auls but those who happened to survive began to build their life anew like those surviving the Deluge. And you, Kazakh kins and tribes, were the ones who helped them then...

But how come we could not defend our land in time of trouble? You will find the answer in our old legends and the songs of zhyraus. While the Naiman was grazing his herds by the Altai Mountains the Kerei stood up against the enemy, unaided, on the Orkhon. We did not come to offer him timely help since we were disunited then. Afterwards our land was invaded by the tumens of Genghiz Khan while you, Kipchak, was busy making raids on Rus and Byzantium. You wouldn’t hear our groans because you did not consider our peoples to be one and the same people. But later your turn came, Kipchak...

And wasn’t the situation the same when Lame Timur’s men were smashing us? He too pitted our kins against one another and beat us one by one on account of his being related to us? The vitality of our wiry people made it possible for it to survive that massacre too.

But what is the use of all this once we remain disunited as before and keep obeying all kind of masters: the Blue Horde, the Golden Horde, Kazan, Astarkhan, and the Crimea. What does it matter that all of them are our relatives? The greater the pain from their whip and the longer the healing of our injuries!..

Listen to me, Kazakh kins and tribes!.. If we do not unite today tomorrow will be late. It’s now or never!.. Can you hear me, Karakipchak Koblandy-Batyr, who has murdered his brother?

— Speak, Djalair Boribai!

— A warrior of the Zhalayir kin, the strong and sinewy Boribai was a middle-aged man. He spoke on behalf of the  Semirechye and Turfan kins:

— Many of you have not seen what we have been through... Besides Genghiz Khan we fought against Chinese emperors, Kalmyk chiefs, and long before that against the Greeks. After surviving all that we came to you, our brothers. You alone are our way-companions... So why have you, Karakipchak Koblandy-Batyr, become the mercenary club of Abulkhair with which he wants to crash our heads? I am telling you this because the head of Akzhol-Biy who was murdered by you is one our heads!

— Speak, Karabura-Batyr!

— The youngest of the warriors, the hot-tempered Karabura of Tama, addressed directly Koblandy.

— Even forty people will not out talk a bull-headed one. Do not think that we are trying to persuade you, Koblandy. Forty men are forty men and they will make anyone treat  them with respect. If you just killed some one of us in a duel you could simply pay a ransom the way our grandfathers did. Quarrels happen even among brothers. But you raised your hand not only against one warrior. You raised it against our entire people, since the murder of Akzhol-Biy has left a deep mark and we all know it. So did you, Koblandy. Remember that your mighty arm will break like a straw against us!..

— Are you threatening me? — Koblandy-Batyr suddenly drew himself up and looked at the visitors with blood-shot eyes.— Not once did Karakipchak Koblandy-Batyr face death and never did the one bold enough to threaten him remain alive!

— This is a warning to you, warrior, or a threat, as you call it,— Argyn-Biy said calmly.— You are wrong to pride yourself on the murder of Akzhol-Biy. Sooner or later a horse returns to its tether and we do not advise you to find yourself too far from your post. Of course, there is much fodder in Abulkhair’s stable but then only strange people will ride you there...

Yes, Koblandy, there are many of us and if we cannot crush Abulkhair’s Horde yet, still we have enough strength to punish a turncoat and murderer. We feel sorry for those of your kin who will follow you to join Abulkhair. You alone, Koblandy, will be responsible for their miserable lot. 

Remember one more thing, unwise Kipchak! Formerly only Janybek and Kerei grieved about Akzhol-Biy and demanded that you pay for what you have done. Now we are talking to you on behalf of our great Kazakh steppe!..

Should our entire people demand a ransom from you for the death of Akzhol-Biy all your wealth and blood or that of your kin, however big and rich, will not be enough to pay your debt!

— So what is it you want from me, Biy? — Koblandy-Batyr asked in a voice constrained with rage.

— You are a perpetrator, Koblandy, and we cannot suggest that you follow us now. But if your homeland is really dear to you, summon the people of your auls and leave with them for the banks of the Turgai so that the enemy could not use our swords. Do not show a bad example to the weak-willed now that we begin our sacred struggle for independence. Watch out if you act otherwise. Then you will be damned by your people and its wrath will crush you!..

— You are right, our Biy!

— Let him go to the Turgai!..

— There is no other way out for you, Koblandy...

— Argyn-Biy raised both his hands.

— We have told you everything, Karakipchak Koblandy...

When, not waiting for dinner, they all walked out of the yurta, Koblandy-Batyr jumped to his feet and took hold of his famous cudgel. He felt like running after them and starting a fight, crushing people’s heads, trampling them down and roaring with rage. But then he thought better of it. He recalled the words about the horse that had strayed too far from its herd. Only such pictures could set his mind to work...

The visitors had long disappeared beyond the steppe horizon but he was still sitting and thinking, enormous head resting on his hairy arm. It was already too late to do something to change the situation. An unheard-of disgrace had fallen on him and he had no time to straighten things out. He thought of the treacherous nature of Abulkhair who had urged him to murder Akzhol-Biy. It occurred to him that the warriors had been right in advising him to leave for the Turgai...

Still more and more auls were taking off and following Janybek and Kerei towards Mogolistan. Those not wishing to openly join the rebellious sultans were going off into the boundless steppe to stay out of trouble. When almost all had deserted the steppe around Orda-Bazar a lonely rider came in sight from the southern direction. He was galloping up at break-neck speed astride a huge horse and the racer’s long tail was streaming in the wind. It was Koblandy-Batyr.

When he heard that most auls had travelled off from khan’s headquarters on account of the murder of Akzhol-Biy, he got on his horse and galloped here. He rode one day and one night never getting off his amazing horse and on the way here he saw for himself that all the auls had left these parts. Only the smouldering ashes of camp-fires and horses’ droppings evidenced that the day before this steppe had been densely populated.

Koblandy-Batyr stopped his horse by Orda Bazar and stood over the deserted valley for a long time. Suddenly the warrior’s eyes came alive and his face brightened. He noticed another rider on a hill and set spurs to his horse. The warrior slowly rode up to the hill, got off his horse and approached the rider. It was a girl of about fifteen. Sun rays were playing on her white face, red lips pressed into a little heart and black eyes reflecting Koblandy-Batyr with his oddly spread arms.                                   

— What do you want to tell me, warrior? — the girl asked.

It was obvious she was not too glad to see him.

— I have already told you everything, daughter of the khan! — Koblandy-Batyr said.— Was it not for you that I killed Akzhol-Biy in a duel?.. And I want you to know I was also going to send Sayan-Batyr to the execution-block because without you there is no life for me!.. Let the whole world challenge me to a fight I will not be scared if it stands between me and you!..

The girl made an impatient gesture and the warrior bent his head. He stood so for a long time and when at last he looked at her there was no life in his eyes.

— Now... now my lion’s heart has become the size of a child’s fist. It is thumping in my chest like that of a hare. My large steppe-like soul can now be placed on the palm of your tiny hand, girl. Please stop scoffing at me and tell me the bitter truth!..

The girl nodded with a determined air...

— I did not intend to mock you, warrior. And what you  said is all true. My mother really wanted me to become Akzhol-Biy’s wife. But was it his fault? That I loved warrior Sayan is also true. Can he be blamed for it? My mother loves me madly and will stop at nothing to make me happy. Rabia-Sultan-Begim, too, did everything to help me. And my happiness is not with you, reckless old warrior. I will never be your wife!.. 

— The proud warrior tossed up his head.

— What if your father gives you to me?

— Then I will have to die...— The girl produced a small Khorasan knife from under her dress and looked at it thoughtfully. This knife will touch my body before you do!

— Am I really so bad? — exclaimed the warrior.

— Let it be our last meeting! — the girl said firmly. She turned her horse and galloped off without looking back at the motionless and grievously puzzled Koblandy-Batyr.

He kept following her with his eyes until she entered the city.

— Yes, everything has turned out to be for nothing! — he said with a sigh.

He really looked like a deadly wounded lion now. The beautiful Gulbakhram, Khan Abulkhair’s youngest daughter, for whom he had perpetrated so many reckless crimes, had rejected him.

V

The closer his old age the more Khan Abulkhair became convinced that the joys of this world are fleeting and transient like a night dream. Yes, his golden throne, riches, love and sorrows are nothing but a delusion. Death alone is real. His great ancestor was right to believe only in death and nothing else...

One fine day he too will say farewell to this tawdry brilliance and return to earth, the constant refuge of everything that once lived, suffered and rejoiced. However, as long as he lives he cannot give up earthly cares. While a man still tramples down this perishable earth his passions and desires never leave him...

The most important of them was to settle everything concerning his numerous sons and growing grandsons in the best possible way. In his mind he had long since distributed power among them. Some were to become emirs, some sultans or the rulers of large cities. The Horde he had created must remain in his hands even after his death!..

However, this wish had not been fulfilled, far from it. And that with some of his sons being almost thirty years of age. True, some of them had already become emirs and rulers but none had taken part in exhausting campaigns and wars, had not shown personal courage and valour, nor ruled independently, without his help. What would happen when he died and there would be nobody to guide their actions!..

A father is the best judge of his sons’ weak or strong points. Khan Abulkhair placed his biggest hope in his grandsons Mukhammed-Sheibani and Sultan-Makhmud and also in his son Suyunchik. All three were energetic and cruel. They were like good little snakes and one could not take them with bare hands.

His grandsons were almost the same age as Suyunchik, only five years their senior. In any case he would have to last till they were grown and mature men. The main burden of power would have to be shouldered by his son Suyunchik. This was why the khan was glad to hear from Vizier Bakhty-Hoja that he was ready to do everything for power. The experienced vizier said: «In spite of his young age Sultan Suyunchik has shown the fortitude and spirit of a true man. He takes everything in his stride and is ready to have his mother executed for the sake of the khanate!»

Yes, much depends on the blood that flows in a man’s veins. In the veins of his son the blood of the Timurides has merged with that of the Genghizides. Is there any nobler combination in the world? Is it not natural that only such a man is destined to rule people?

The day before that queer dervish-doctor Abdrazak Nakhchivany came to see him. In spite of his adoption of the true faith one could sense some innate weakness left him by his fathers. He found some serious disease in Sultan Suyunchik.

— O my Sovereign Khan, your son is suffering from such a terrible ailment that something has to be done about it immediately!..

The brown eyes of the slave were full of terror.

— Well, what kind of ailment? — the khan asked calmly.

— It is not a chance disease. It occured because of the interference of some dreadful people, my Sovereign Khan!.. He is only thirteen years old and it may end up in big trouble...

— Speak!

— Yesterday I had a talk with him...— The poor chicken-hearted physician wiped the sweat off his brow and his short-sighted eyes widened enormously.— He is obssessed with some fixed idea, that is to ascend the khan’s throne as soon as possible!.. 

Abulkhair could not help nodding his head contentedly. The sooner an heir begins to aspire for the throne the better. This feeling is a natural-born one and the grown-ups must foster and tirelessly encourage it.

— So what’s so bad about it in your opinion? — the khan asked.                                                             

— This is not all yet! — the healer went on excitedly not paying attention to the question.— Day in, day out, in his night dreams and in reality the boy keeps on saying that he wants to kill his mother. «She is a criminal woman... I will have her thrown into the dust and stoned to death for her wishing to see Kushkinchik on the throne!»

However pleasant to his heart Suyunchik’s aspirations the khan felt somewhat disgusted with his son’s eagerness to see him dead. Besides, why these thoughts about Kushkinchik? Who was encouraging them? Vizier Bakhty-Hoja never told him anything like that. And now this foreign-born healer with his reasoning.

— This poor boy wants to stone his mother who has given him life and brought him up,— said he.— And all that only because he suspects her of her intending to give your throne to his elder brother. Who can be sure that tomorrow he will not pounce on you? I believe some criminal and treacherous hand is guiding him!..

These words made the khan give the situation a good thought. It was obvious that his vizier had gone too far and at the same time had not told him everything in his reports. Besides he had been too quick in achieving success in this tricky business. He must keep his eyes peeled with this lickspittle!..

Two or three days later Rabia-Sultan-Begim was to stand people’s trial. Vizier Bakhty-Hoja had to make public pronouncement on the woman’s crimes and pass sentence on her. Abulkhair would need to see if only one nod of approval on the part of Suyunchik. According to the vizier there was no doubt as to the latter’s determination to punish his mother.

Well, such things had already happened not once at the khan’s court. Abulkhair himself had prepared all that and regretted nothing. Except for what healer Abdrazak had told him... So what!.. Rabia-Sultan-Begim would have to be executed that very day. This was what he must think about. If tomorrow Suyunchik became envolved in a conspiracy against his father he would follow his mother!

Then, when the funny healer finished talking he fell sprawling his long body before the khan and muttered in a hoarse voice:

— If the boy reviles his mother I will announce his insanity... The words of a sick child cannot be trusted. And there is no doubt about his sickness!..

The famed Abdrazak Nakhchivani was well known all over the khanate not only for his art of a healer but also due to his funny extravagant ways. Now too he was interfering in others’ affairs. When he heard Suyunchik’ ravings he realised that some snake had taken possession of the boy and if nothing was done about it the snake would drive him mad. This was why he considered it to be his duty to admonish the khan of it. He was very much surprised seeing Abulkhair’s unperturbed reaction to his words.

Naturally the khan could not snub him and tell the healer he had ordered Vizier Bakhty-Hoja to influence the heir. And not because the righteousness of Abdrazak confused him. He was simply afraid of being left without a physician knowing that then he would not live long with his terrible desease.

Apart from other grave ailments the khan had long been suffering from asthma. He had tried a great deal of medicines, from Chinese herbs to Khazakh charms, but they were of little use to him. All kind of various famous physicians, shamans, magi had been coming to him from all over the world, from Tibet, Khorasan, Syria, Rome and India, and all for nothing. The khan’s condition was growing acute and by thirty-five it had become clear that he would spend the rest of his life being confined to bed. The fits happened more and more often and he expected death any day now. Used to dooming a great deal of people to death, now the khan suddenly realised that life was really worth something...

Then all of a sudden his men brought to him a captive slave from Merve, healer Abdrazak, who had literally set the khan on his feet using most common means. Abulkhair had not fully recovered from asthma but now he could breathe freely and not fear sudden death. About ten years had passed since then and the khan, who was once so afraid of dying, was still alive and thriving...

Abdrazak had cured the khan from many other less serious ailments which had been tormenting him over the past years. This was why the khan often said that he would live as long as his physician was around who had been sent to him by God. He sincerely believed that Abdrazak Nakhchivani was a gift to him from God Himself.

Being aware of the obstinacy of his healer the khan decided to delay the execution of his fourth wife. It was not only the doctor’s warning which made him do that. The words of his heir Suyunchik retold him by the healer had put him on his guard. If Bakhty-Hoja was concealing something from he khan it was suspicious. Everything had to be checked out meticulously and without arousing the suspicions of the clever vizier...

In the mean time Vizier Bakhty-Hoja was making final preparations for the oncoming judgment. He paid most attention to instructing Sultan Suyunchik since the success of the whole undertaking depended on the boy alone.

In order to bring Suyunchik to the necessary condition every morning he seated the boy on a specially made «golden throne» in one of the palace’s chambers and served him like a vizier would a true khan.

— A man who pitied whomever, and first of all his relatives, if only once in his lifetime, cannot be khan! — he would say and then fall to his knees and crawl to the throne putting out his hands. Bending his head to the very ear of the child the vizier would begin enumerating for the hundredth time the terrible sins of his mother.

— What would you command me to do with her, my Sovereign Khan? — he would ask in conclusion placing his hands humbly on his chest.

— To cut off her head! — Suyunchik screamed frenziedly.

— Yes, my Sovereign Khan!

The vizier crawled back and started all over again.

— She has promised Kushkinchik the throne you are sitting on, my Sovereign Khan... What will I do with Kushkinchik?

— Behead him! — Suyunchik would shriek his eyes gleaming with madness.

Most likely even a grown man would not be able to stand all that and Suyunchik was only thirteen years of age. At the same time his inborn mentality made the boy very receptive to what Vizier Bakhty-Hoja was teaching him. Both in his night dreams and in reality Suyunchik saw himself as khan, the greater his fierce hatred for all his relatives and those close to him. In each one of them he saw an aspirant for his «golden throne». The silly little Suyunchik was not the first nor the last successor to the throne who was raised that way.

Within a few weeks even the boy’s appearance changed visibly. He grew deathly pale, cheeks hollow and eyes alight with dry hungry lustre. The boy gave up games and horse-riding he liked so much before and would not leave his «golden throne» if only for a minute. He would scream and curse anyone who tried to approach him. 

The poor Rabia-Sultan-Begim also grew thin and physically exhausted during that time. Not knowing what to do with her son who was forever spurning angrily her motherly feelings she turned for advice to Abdrazak Nakhchivani. During the ten years of his life at the court the good doctor often witnessed all kind of underhand intrigues. Therefore he made a quick diagnosis and could not but tell the khan about his suspicions.

That night Khan Abulkhair ordered Vizier Bakhty-Hoja to wait a little with putting Rabia-Sultan-Begim on trial...

Already when warrior Sayan escaped from prison Abulkhair gave an order to throw into a dungeon his ex-adviser Ospan-Hoja. But right then that scandalous affair with the rebellious Arghyn sultans happened and Akzhol-Biy was murdered. So the khan completely forgot about his old faithful servant.

In the morning his senior wife told him Ospan-Hoja’s words. The khan did not try to find out how all that had been arranged. The ex-adviser asked him to honour the «you can cut off one’s head but not his tongue» rule. Besides, Ospan-Hoja allegedly said: «I know I will rot in earth. However before death I would like to do the last service to my Sovereign Khan. Let him call me to his palace and not refuse to hear me out!»

Khan Abulkhair could not refuse this lawful request to a man who had served him faithfully for so many years. Besides he was interested to know what his ex-adviser could tell him. He ordered his men to bring Ospan-Hoja to him and himself began recalling how many times the ex-adviser had helped him out of trouble...

One such case happened long ago, during the seizure of Samarkand. At the time Ospan-Hoja was on the service of the Emir of Samarkand and could not forget that Timur had once destroyed his home and captured his grandfather. When Abulkhair’s scouts got into the city Ospan-Hoja quickly came to terms with them.

Once, when Abulkhair was feasting with his army in Orda-Bazar after defeating his predecessor, a courier arrived from Samarakand with a message from Ospan-Pasha. In it he informed the khan that the city was left without any defence because Mirza Ulugbek, Timur’s grandson, had withdrawn the troups and led them to Khorasan. Notwithstanding the fatigue the huge army of Abulkhair immediately left Orda-Bazar. When it approached Samarkand the city’s ruler came out to meet them and kneeled putting his hands on his head as a sign of submission.

The troops entered the city without bloodshed, Abulkhair got a rich ransom and arranged for a yearly tribute to him.

Shortly afterwards Ospan-Hoja did the khan another priceless service. The assasination of Ulugbek orphaned his  fourteen-year-old daughter, a girl of heavenly beauty. Besides, against the long-established laws with regard to the women the great Ulugbek-Mirza sent his daughter to a madrassah when she was seven where she studied Persian, Turkish and Arabic and was brought up under the supervision of her father. In the Orient she was one of the most educated women of the time.

Ospan-Hoja said to Abulkhair: «If you want to take with you Samarkand’s gold the most precious nugget here is Rabia-Sultan-Begim!..» When Abulkhair saw her he felt uneasy and awkward for the first time in his life. Day and night he seemed to see her beautiful eyes and finally she became his fourth wife.

The nobility of Samarkand were seeing him off on a grand scale being fully aware that the great ruler’s rapprochement with them would sooner or later make him their ally. Rabia-Sultan-Begim’s dowry included forty young male and forty beautiful female slaves and in front there marched a huge white elephant with the bride sitting on its back under a silk canopy. Together with her Ospan-Hoja was leaving as the khan’s new adviser...

Quite a few years had passed since then and in all that time Ospan-Hoja had never deceived the khan in whatever way and had always fulfilled his orders. He sensed a threat to the khan’s throne before Abulkhair himself did and always warned about it in time. Like a good guardian-angel sitting invisibly on the khan’s right shoulder he kept Abulkhair from making wrong decisions. Without a doubt Abulkhair owed Ospan-Hoja many of his successful undertakings at that time.

As for Rabia-Sultan-Begim she bore the khan two strapping boys and her intelligence, good breeding and beauty made her his most loved wife.

In came Abulkhair’s Chief Vizier Bakhty-Hoja and made a low bow.

— My Sovereign Khan, they have brought here that traitor Ospan-Hoja.

Abulkhair frowned... «That traitor!.. How does he know Ospan-Hoja ever betrayed someone? Surely he sees him through my eyes and I do consider him a traitor... But am I right? Was it worthwhile imprisoning such a servant because of the escape of a worthless warrior? What a fickle world!.. What if something like this ever happens to me? Now that their life is in my hands they dance attendance to me. But when they see me weak if only for a minute everyone will run away from me like they would from a leper and the last one of them will break my back in no time! Such is life and nothing can be done about it...»

Khan Abulkhair nodded.

— Bring him in!

Two guards brought in the prisoner supporting him under his arms. Ospan-Hoja had always looked extremely skinny, hence his nickname «Dragonfly». But however used to his thinness the khan started unwittingly seeing him now. It was not a live man but only a shadow. The dry skin stretched over his scull and cheek-bones and the eyes were sunken so deep that they were not seen at all.

Ospan-Hoja started speaking in a barely audible voice.

— My Sovereign Khan!.. Even if you set me free right now I would not last long. There is not one ruler on earth who can oppose the will of Allah and I will only live not longer than a week. So I do not beg you to let me live although you reign over all of us... You have no power to prolong my life even for one minute. Should you wish to cut it short I am not afraid of it either. I was going to talk with you about something altegether different, my Sovereign Khan!..

— What is it you want to ask me about?

— I want you to hear everything I am going to tell you...

— Speak up!

— First of all you must know why I have served you faithfully and truly all these years. Only a madman would have preferred a human monster like you, my Sovereign Khan, to the pure-hearted and noble Ulugbek-Mirza. So hear out the true reason and think nothing else of it.

— Alright... let’s hear you!

— Everyone knows about the ten generations of your ancestors... I too have ten generations of ancestors. And though their names are not preserved in people’s memory I must know them like any decent man... It is far from being my intention to compare my forbears with yours, my Khan. You are masters while we are slaves. I want to tell you something different. You are all Genghizides, but still there were human beings amongst you too. Your great-grandfather in the seventh generation Sultan Iis-Bughi was such a man worthy of this lofty word. He was not destined to become khan in his time yet he was a great warrior and a gallant cammander. My great-grandfather in the seventh generation, Kara-Nar, was his slave.

Even soup leaves scale on the bottom of a pot. This was the case with Kara-Nar. Although a commoner he too was famous for his deeds of a warrior. During one of the battles against the Kalmyks, while attempting to rescue Sultan Iis-Bughi he and several other warriors were brought down from their horses and taken prisoners. The fighting over they began to exchange captives. The Kalmyks were taking a ransom for each one of them, a hundred horses for a sultan and ten for a plain horseman. True, there were among the captives warriors for whom the Kalmyks were demanding the amount of horses equalling that for three sultans taken together. They had done the Kalmyks too great a damage in the battle. One of those three warriors for whom they charged three hundred horses each was my great-grandfather Kara-Nar...

Two warriors descending of noble Kazakh kins were immediately bought out by their wealthy relatives. As for my great-grandfather, no-one could care less about a plain khan’s slave. He wept bitterly then but the auls he belonged in had suffered greatly from the invaders and could not collect so many horses. He was to die since the Kalmyks immediately sliced off the heads of those who had not been bought out in time. In the best case they were put in irons and driven away to Chinese slave markets to be sold to mine-owners. It was even worse than death...

But then, all of a sudden the noble Sultan Iis-Bughi came just in time to pay the ransom for him. Without a single word he counted out three hundred pitch-black thoroughbred horses from his herd and bought out my great-grandfather. Upon coming back home to his family Kara-Nar made an oath that the succeeding seven generations of his descendants would serve devotedly and selflessly seven generations of your family, Khan Abulkhair. He left an oral will in which he requested us not to harbour resentment against you even if you were unjust. You and I, Khan, are the ones during whose lifetime the pledge of my ancestor Kara-Nar shall become invalid... This was why I left the noble Ulugbek and joined you.

Abulkhair smiled wrily.

— See how far back you have travelled in time?.. Besides your forbear’s will tells you not to harbour resentment against us. Am I right?

— Yes, this testament has been passed from kin to kin... I will not feel hurt even if you slaughter me like a sheep!

— You see, it means that I have double power over you and you have been sentenced to death by your ancestor...

— It is undoubtedly so. If you kill me by your own hand without any guilt on my part you will not be held answerable even to God. But the truth is I indeed have done you wrong, Khan!..

— What is your guilt?

— It was I who arranged warrior Sayan’s flight!

— You!.. In that case I will order to delay your death for one, nay, ten years!.. I will order to feed you so that you would live in a bag of stone till you are a very old man and pronounce a curse against ten generations of your own ancestors!..

The khan’s rage produced no impression on the prisoner. He went on looking somewhere through the wall of the palace.

— You want me to die each day over and over again...— he said.— Let it be so. I am not afraid... If the khan’s will overpowers God’s predestination I will have to resign myself to it. But that is not what I wanted to talk about...

— What about then, old man?

— Why do you not ask me, my Khan, what I arranged that warrior’s escape for?

— Even God’s angel goes wrong when the glitter of gold blinds his eyes!

— No, my Sovereign Khan! Angels and slaves do not need gold. It is kings who need it. I helped warrior Sayan for an altogether different reason. As a matter of fact he is the youngest son of Mirza Ulugbek by his Arghyn concubine, and the brother, on the paternal side, of your spouse Rabia-Sultan-Begim. Only she and I knew that... 

Rabia-Sultan-Begim brought here her illegitimate brother together with forty slaves. The other heirs were not supposed to know that he is the son of Ulugbek. I think there is no need to explain to you, my Khan, that they would not like to have another aspirant to the throne. Once they did not pity their father they would not think twice to slaughter the little kid in his cradle.

Sensing trouble, two years before his death the great Mirza Ulugbek charged me with guarding his beloved daughter Rabia-Sultan-Begim and the seven-year-old natural son like the apple of my eye. I swore I’d do that. Now you know that I am true to oaths of allegiance, even to those of my great-grandfathers...

Now that you know my guilt I feel much relieved in my heart. Yes, I arranged that escape and adviced Rabia-Sultan-Begim to leave the three bay horses at home. And I took Janybek’s Arghyn sentries because they alone would have agreed to escape with a warrior related to their kin...

My life is in your hands, my Sovereign Khan. Whether I live or die makes no difference to me now. My conscience is clear for in this transient world of ours I have fulfilled the sacred duty left to me by my ancestor Kara-Nar the same as I have honestly kept my promise given to the best of people, the scholar Ulugbek!..

Khan Abulkhair was taken aback with the confession. He did not know whether to rejoice or feel annoyed. When he was going to have Rabia-Sultan-Begim executed he was not motivated by jealousy alone. He was anxious to disgrace publicly all the Timurides whom he heartily disliked. The reason for it was the behaviour of Abdusaid, the Ruler of Samarkand and his son-in-law, which aroused Abulkhair’s growing displeasure with every passing day.

Abulkhair helped him to come to the throne and Abdusaid recognised the khan as his supreme ruler and even built up a palace in Gerat in his behalf. One half of the taxes collected he would unfailingly send to Orda-Bazar for which the khan’s troops guaranteed the security of Samarkand. However, over the recent years everything had changed. Upon annexing a considerable part of Iran, including fabulously rich northern Khorasan, to the Bukhara and Samarkand domains, Emir Abdusaid stopped counting with the khan and did everything his own way. In addition Abulkhair had found out that it was his daughter whom he had given in marriage to the emir who was urging her husband to show insubordination...

His Samarkand son-in-law started acting especially arrogantly now that many of the Kazakh kins headed by Janybek and Kerei left him and his might was substantially weakened.

He even began threatening the khan with his fist, that brat, that spawn of Timur! If he is not taught a lesson now tomorrow all his sultans, emirs and beks will act in the same way and his khanate will tumble down like an old clay oven...

No, he will not let it happen. The shrewd and highly experienced Abulkhair will still show them his iron claws. After all it was Rabia-Sultan-Begim who did her best to secure the khan’s assistance in helping Abdusaid to ascend the throne. Let her answer for everything then. As for Abdusaid his turn will come later. It is a pity that for the moment he does not have enough troops to lay siege to Samarkand.

Yes, he is growing weak and his enemies are getting stronger with each passing day. Janybek and Kerei, that  Abdusaid, and the ruler of Mogolistan Isa Buga  within whose territory many of the steppe auls have settled. Well, he has to have patience...

This was what Khan Abulkhair was pondering over all these days. And then that case of Rabia-Sultan-Begim turned up. It was sheer luck which made it possible for him to show his determination to all the Timurides and the other dependent rulers. This was why he did not feel happy hearing his ex-adviser’s evidence which removed all suspicions from Rabia-Sultan-Begim.

However, deep in his heart the khan felt somewhat relieved of his jealousy which sometimes stole into his soul. He still loved his not aging and beautiful wife and in his own way was proud of her wits, education and breeding.

But why did she not tell him that Sayan is her brother?

The Arghyn sultans seemed to be in the know while everything was concealed from him. Wasn’t it proof of her secret ties with the Arghyns? Who knows what kind of cobweb had already been woven against him!..

The khan’s face clouded again... What more tormenting than the undermining feeling of being haunted. It was just the punishment for people like Khan Abulkhair. He saw enemies everywhere. There was not one man in the world he could trust except himself. Knowing that he was very suspicious by nature it becomes clear what fierce snake was gnawing him all his life...

«No... no... All of them have united to destroy myself and my khanate! —Abulkhair thought.— In the first place I will have to erase from the face of the earth that serpent Rabia-Sultan-Begim!..”

Ospan-Hoja saw what the khan was thinking about now.

— It was from me that the Arghyns learned that Sayan-Batyr comes of their kin, - he uttered softly.— I told them that already five years ago...

— Why did you tell them that?

— An orphan is like a boat in troubled waters. Should it be concealed from him that he has some relatives on earth?..

— Didn’t he have someone to rely on besides the Arghyns? My wife herself, his secret sister, cared about the position of altalyk for him.

— But you did not agree, my Sovereign Khan...

«Right, I did not,— the khan thought to himself.— But it wouldn’t have been bad if Ulugbek’s son had become my son’s sworn brother and lived with me. It would have been a good knout over the Timurides’ heads! Every morning they would have looked back in my direction. My punishment for the dastardly Abdusaid would have been acclaimed by the mob... However much land you have, if you do not please the people your khanate will resemble a dwarf’s robe put on a giant. One clumsy movement and it will begin to come apart at the seams...»

And again his thoughts were interrupted by Ospan-Hoja.                         - If you had executed the gallant warrior Sayan you would have lost your daughter Gulbakhram...

— Why is that?

— Like any Eve’s daughter she has her feelings... She loves warrior Sayan.

— Who knows it except you?

Ospan-Hoja realised at once that the khan had his own reasons to ask him that question.

He fell to thinking, then looked up at the khan and paused.

— Rabia-Sultan-Begim... She dreams about their two loving hearts joining together.

«Which means that Rabia-Sultan-Begim is indeed the warrior’s sister,— Abulkhair reflected.— Then why has she been concealing it from me? If I had found out everything about Sayan in due time I would have not appointed him altalyk to my Suyunchik. Everything would have been settled then in the best possible way!»

— At first Rabia-Sultan-Begim wanted to ask you to make Sayan Suyunchik’s sworn brother although in that case he had to give up Gulbakhram forever since by the law of Mahomet brother and sister cannot be man and wife. So she only asked you to promote him to altalyk... For some reason you wouldn’t do that, my Khan, and nobody was bold enough to disclose to you the secret of warrior Sayan knowing your disposition. Could you ever give your daughter in marriage to some obscure tramp when the main Karakipchak warrior was reckoning on her? Besides, Koblandy-Batyr is not the kind of man to let someone have his prey. Anything could happen then!..

«To govern your khanate you have to learn to govern your household first!» This utterance which was attributed to Genghiz Khan suddenly came to Abulkhair’s mind. How could he let all those artful designs come about and why didn’t he know anything about it? He considered himself to be the heart of the khanate through which all the blood from its numerous veins was streaming. And now it turned out that his own heart was under seven seals for him!..

Abulkhair did not reach for his little bell but simply clapped his hands. Immediately Bakhty-Hoja showed up in the doorway and fixed his frightened eyes on the khan.

— Bring in my daughter Gulbakhram and tell warrior Koblandy to come here immediately!

— I will give her to the old warrior right now! — decided the khan.— That will bind him and his militant kin to me forever. At the same time I will repay the Arghyns and their runaway Sayan. There is no greater disgrace for a young warrior!.. No matter whether Sayan is guilty or not it will be done and over with. Let him blame himself for not telling the truth in time. Now he is one of my sworn enemies and nothing can be done about it... As for Rabia-Sultan-Begim we’ll wait and see. She is indeed innocent and still capable of giving much joy...”

— Permit me, my Sovereign Khan, to give you another piece of advice. You used to lend an attentive ear to my opinion once...

— Speak!

— A khan who has entrusted his secret to his vizier resembles an entrapped beast. His fate is always in the hands of the vizier. If he is a friend he will help you out of trouble, if not you’d better beware of him. In any case it is not so easy to get rid of him...

— Why are you telling me this?

— Beware of Bakhty-Hoja, my Khan. Now the people fear him more than they do you. It happens when the vizier has a firm grip on his master...

«This cadaver is right! — the terrible thought flashed through Abulkhair’s mind.—Bakhty-Hoja knows all my secrets, even the ones I am afraid to entrust to myself. What if this worthless worm tries to use them against me? Something like that might have happened already. It is not for nothing that now when I see him I feel as though a snake were crawling into my home!»

And again he was overcome by a fit of frenzied suspiciousness.

A vizier who knows too much must die!

As if from afar he heard these words of his ex-adviser and nodded thoughtfully. That man’s entire life had been spent in the palaces of various rulers. Perhaps he was right to harbour personal resentment against the present vizier. The khan himself often thought of it. The sly Bakhty-Hoja knew too much to die a natural death. He got himself into big trouble deciding to become a vizier and could not but realise what was in store for him!..

In came one of the palace attendants and bowed to the khan.

— My Sovereign Khan!.. Your most honourable senior wife could not bring herself to tell you that starting yesterday they have been looking all over for your fairest daughter Gulbakhram! Yesterday she spent all day training two gray Argamak horses that were meant to take part in the races in the lower aul. Both the racers and your daughter have disappeared!..

Used to all kind of occurences in his home the khan gripped the bell with such strength that his fingers whitened.

— What about Koblandy-Batyr?

— O Sire!..— There was fear in the courtier’s eyes.— Karakipchak Koblandy-Batyr has taken off with his auls and is going towards the Turgai...

The khan paused and then asked in a subdued voice:

— Why?

— He didn’t say anything to anybody. His horsmen are armed and do not let anyone come near the caravan. They say he went in pursuit of Gulbakhram-Patshaim but could not overtake her because she galloped off towards Mogolistan where the Arghyn auls had gone. But that’s nothing but a pack of lies. Nobody knows anything!..

— No, that is not lies! — Abulkhair clenched his teeth.— Common people learn about everything before I do... So Koblandy-Batyr indeed hoped for the hand of my daughter and she ran away from him and myself to the Arghyns!..

That Karakipchak is quite a fellow!.. In gratitude for my saving him from the hands of his enemies he leaves me in the most crucial moment... But then there is no point in blaming him.

It appears everything Ospan-Hoja was saying is true. Koblandy-Batyr wanted to kill Sayan because of the girl.  His hatred for Akzhol-Biy has the same reason... Well, the banks of the Turgai are still within my domain. It is my good luck that the warrior has not followed Janybek and Kerei to foreign lands!»

— Looks like the Kipchak warrior is already not good enough to catch the naughty girl! — Khan Abulkhair said with a sneer.

He knew that five minutes later these words with a mention of his calm sneer would be spread all over the palace. Within an hour they would be repeated in the city. And after three days they would be known throughout the khanate as well as in Mogolistan, Samarkand, Bukhara and Khorasan. The whole world would learn that the departure of some insignificant Arghyns and Kipchaks was of no importance for his might. Such things happened many times in the Desht-and-Kipchak steppe.

— Yes, my Sovereign Khan! — said the courtier with a brightened face and moved backwards to the exit.

— Khan Abulkhair turned away and gestured vexedly towards Ospan-Hoja. He needed to be left alone. The khan’s servants grabbed hold of the ex-adviser’s arms and dragged him out of the room.

— Farewell, my Sovereign Khan! — exclaimed the miserable man but the khan only jerked his shoulder impatiently.

For the moment he couldn’t care less about justice and good. Normally the rulers forgot about it and the very sight of the people they were indebted to exasperated them.

Indeed, what did the khan of the entire Desht-and-Kipchak steppe care about some prisoner who had once been his adviser? Abulkhair made him his adviser and he would get rid of him. Wasn’t it Ospan-Hoja who gave him good advice on account of the advisers who knew too much?

Yes, he needed to be left alone at last to think out the goings-on. The moment the guardsmen closed the door behind them Khan Abulkhair reclined his head on the pillow and stared at the wall-carpet’s design with unseeing eyes. From time to time his hand wiped off the sweat breaking out on his forehead as a result of his tormenting reflections...

Thus, Janybek and Kerei have become the jubjects of the descendants of Jagatai in Mogolistan and Karakipchak Koblandy-Batyr has taken his auls to the Turgai. In Maverannakhr the base Timuride Abdusaid is trying to act on his own not counting with him... But that is not all. The other day they reported to him that Kaztugan-Zhyrau nicknamed «Rook Sized» had decided to join Janybek and Kerei together with several Kipchak auls. Before leaving the small songster blessed the remaining Alchin and Zhappas tribes with the following verse:

If a camel sits here in the river-bank grass

You will never find him.

When a shoal of fish speeds past

The horses will not slake their thirst!..

The cries of wild beasts in the night

And the cheerful hubbub of birds

Can awaken even the dead!

But still I am leaving

Your banks, Yedil.

I give my blessings to those remaining here

And wish you happiness

For ages to come!..

Why do the Kazakh kins and tribes keep on joining Janybek and Kerei? Is it really that the great Horde the creation of which took so much effort is on the brink of disaster? He already has ten sons, fifteen daughters and half a hundred grandsons. Is it not sufficient to stop a leak in his boat?

Already now some of his sons are beginning to show their claws. What will become of the Horde when they are on their own and do not have to take heed of their father’s knout? They will pull apart all the khanate bit by bit! While it is not late he has to put his home and the area adjoing its threshold in order and do that with an arm of iron.

In the first place he must make Maverannakhr his faithful ally. The Timurides have significant influence there, so he he will have to use Rabia-Sultan-Begim. The granddaughter of Timur himself and daughter of their much-loved Ulugbek must be kept in safety, the more so that there are now no suspicions whatever as to her being faithful to her husband. Genghiz Khan said that wars are necessary for capturing others’ lands. Who could be better than his own sultans and beks to govern them? Let these sultans and beks come from his home. Let his children remain rulers not in the unsteady and changeable steppe where sometimes everything dependes on the disposition of this or that warrior and his kin but within the thick stone walls of the ancient Syr Darya cities. Sooner or later he will make one of them his capital despite all the steppe people who were leaving without even warning him about it!

Well, later, when he is strong enough he will think of putting things in order in the steppe. First of all he will have to start a long-conceived campaign against Mogolistan. The disobedient ones will pay dearly for their leaving him and will crawl back on their bellies begging for protection. He will set against them all his neighbours!

Ospan-Hoja was right:

«A vizier who knows too much must die!»

First of all this line refers to his ex-adviser. Although he is now languishing in a deep pit and his days are numbered it wouldn’t be right to rely on God in such matters. The earth also has ears. Today he revealed too many secrets and there are many more of them in his memory... As for Bakhty-Hoja...

From that day on they stopped giving whatever food to Ospan-Hoja who was kept prisoner in a stone pit. At the same time the Chief Vizier Bakhty-Hoja disappeared suddenly. He left home with four personal guards and never came back. The khan’s couriers galloped off in all four directions in pursuit but he vanished into thin air.

Shortly after that rumours began to be spread that Bakhty-Hoja had fled to Mogolistan. The situation aggrieved the khan and he would look furtively at his retainers and those close to the runaway vizier. At first they whispered to one another about the reasons behind their fellow-countryman’s disappearance and now they themselves were afraid of the khan’s revenge.

However, Khan Abulkhair restricted himself by making the remaining thirteen-year-old daughter of the lost vizier his fifth wife on whom he had set his sights much earlier.

And yet Rabia-Sultan-Begim was the khan’s best loved wife. He continued discussing with her many of his problems. To her credit she often gave the khan good advice. Abulkhair’s fits of suspiciousness with regard to her were becoming less and less frequent. Bakhty-Hoja gone, she took upon herself some of the vizier’s responsibilities and even settled questions which had little to do with women. She inherited the sharp wit of her father and interfered in the life of the khanate without excessive fussiness, in a most dignified and inconspicuous manner...

Before long Rabia-Sultan-Begim established herself as the main person at the court of her royal spouse. He never made any more or less important decisions without first listening to her advice. And she tried to be as unobtrusive as possible knowing that when the khan began to overly depend on someone most often that someone ended up in trouble. There had been quite a few such cases already...

By that time news had come that Ulugbek’s grandson Mukhammed-Djoki was arriving in Orda-Bazar. Rabia-Sultan-Begim had given instructions that he be met with great ceremony outside the city limits. He was escorted by a dozen horsemen. They all dismounted by Orda-Bazar’s gates and entered the city on foot. Leaving their weapons at the  entrance to the palace they made a low bow to Khan Abulkhair...

Abulkhair started and clutched his dagger. Mukhammed-Djoki was a spitting image of the runaway warrior Sayan. Even his birthmark was like that of Sayan.

Rabia-Sultan-Begim who was sitting beside Abulkhair, inclined her head slightly:

— My Sovereign Khan, this is your junior brother-in-law Mukhammed-Djoki, the son of Mirza Abdu-Latif!

She turned to the guest.

— My one and only Mukhammed-Djoki, was your journey here safe enough?..

He nodded affirmatively and said the due words.

— You are standing before your brother-in-law, the most honourable man, as wise as the Prophet Suleiman and as formidable as Iskander-Zulkarnain, before the khan of the entire Desht-and-Kipchak land and a devoted friend of Maverannakhr and Khorasan!

She stood up, came up to her nephew and hugged him breast to breast. And again Abulkhair felt somewhat giddy. When she led the nephew to him the khan even took one step back and extended his hand in greeting. Abulkhair could not bring himself to embrace his guest as befitted a relative.

As if spellbound, Khan Abulkhair could not take his eyes off the face of his guest. The same thick eyebrows grown together, the same piercing eyes and the pale noble face of Sayan. And the same feline movements of a tiger...

Anxiety never left the khan. It seemed to him something was brewing and it was the traitor Sayan who had sneaked up into his palace under the guise of Mukhammed-Djoki. Any moment now he expected a stab in the back from him. Rabia-Sultan-Begim realised at once what was bothering him. She  smiled reassuringly and placed her hand on his.

— I have forgotten to tell you, my dear Khan, that Mukhammed-Djoki looks like a copy of warrior Sayan! — he whispered.

Seeing that the khan felt still worried she asked his permission to leave with the guest to which the khan agreed with relief. Rabia-Sultan-Begim took the guest to her part of the palace.

She never intended to reproof the innocent Mukhammed-Djoki on account of his father Abdu-Latif who had killed her father Ulugbek. Abdu-Latif did not live long after the patricide and himself was slaughtered on the same throne. It was only their enemies who profited from all that.

— The daughter of Ulugbek should not be at loggerheads with the son of Abdu-Latif since we are of one blood,— she told him.— There is an old saying: «In battle six quarrelling men give in to one daredevil.» Of the living descendants of Ulugbek we are the closest. So let us show a good example to our quarrelsome kinsfolk. The descendents of great conquerors must always aspire for peace so that God’s malediction would have nothing to do with them too!..

It was not accidental that Rabia-Sultan-Begim was so nice to Mukhammed-Djoki. They had been growing together in the palace of Ulugbek and the nephew was only five years younger than she. As his older cousin she used to take care of him when they were children. In spite of the savage customs reigning in the palace they had loved and been truly attached to one another. Now their closeness meant more to them than anything that had once happened among their fathers and relatives.

The khan’s fourth wife marked Mukhammed-Djoki’s arrival with a big feast. Again horsemen and wrestler-palvans competed and swings swayed in the khan’s park from morning till night.

When the week of entertainments and amusements in honour of the guest was over Abulkhair received Mukhammed-Djoki. The guest told the khan of the purpose of his long and exhausting journey and his plans. Seeing that Mukhammed-Djoki came to him unarmed the khan almost stopped worrying. The talk turned out to be most sincere and soulful. Of course, first of all due to the presence of Rabia-Sultan-Begim. Abulkhair was gradually getting used to the looks of his relative and did not clutch his knife any more.

At the same time Mukhammed-Djoki was telling very interesting things. He made it clear that the people and the honourable biys were not happy with Abdusaid’s government. Khan Abulkhair asked his guest about the number and make-up of the troops in Samarkand, Bukhara and Gerat. Mukhammed told the khan everything in great detail and gave an intelligible appraisal of the general situation in the army. Then, without beating about the bush, he asked for Abulkhair’s support in the coming strife for the throne of the Timurides.

— O great Abulkhair-Khan, this is why I came to you! — he said.— My grandfather Ulugbek took the throne from Timur himself. Now my turn has come and my right to grandfather’s throne is indisputable!..

— How are you going to bring it about? — Khan Abulkhair asked.— Only he who has a strong army behind him can claim this right...

— I know, my khan... Abdusaid is off campaigning to complete the conquest of Khorasan and Balkh. Thereby he hopes to strengthen his power and become totally independent. In Maverannakhr the people are growing dissatisfied with the goings-on since the war impoverishes them. If you help me to capture Samarkand they will turn their backs on Abdusaid. Now is just the time to act, otherwise such an opportunity may never present itself...

Abulkhair smiled ironically.

— When Abdusaid wanted to rid Abdallakh of power he said the same...

— I am not Abdusaid! — exclaimed Mukhammed-Djoki.— If I become the ruler of Samarkand I will never forget about your help. I can swear on the Koran that I will be the same as your son to you! Is not my dear Rabia-Sultan-Begim the closest human being to me in this world of ours?

— I do not have to adopt you...— Abulkhair said thoughtfully. - I have enough sons of my own. But I wish to see you on the throne of the Timurides as if you were my son!

— Here is the Koran and here is a piece of bread on which I give you an oath of allegiance. From now on my life is in your hands and you can do anything you like with me if I break my oath!..

Abulkhair paused thinking out Mukhammed-Djoki’s words. Then he looked at him with an altogether different expression in his eyes. Those were the stern eyes of a commander.

— How many battle-fit elephants do they now have in Samarkand?

This question always aroused the great interst of the steppe commanders when they were beginning hostilities against Maverannakhr. Ever since Timur conquered a part of India every more or less important ruler in Central Asia had battle elephants in his army. A considerable amount of them was in the Samarkand and Bukhara domains. It was the most efficient means against the nomads’ cavalry. The half-wild steppe horses which had never seen them before shied at the very sight of these monsters and became unruly. The brave horsemen themselves were very reluctant to approach the huge animals with shielded bowmen sitting on top of them and showering the attackers with arrows.

As a rule, khan Abulkhair assaulted Maverannakhr when the elephants were taken away to be used in some campaign. His cavalry attacked the unguarded cities like a pack of wolves would a sheep-fold in the night. And after the capture elephants were already useless.

True, by that time there had been few elephants left in the domains of Maverannakhr but Abulkhair had some mystic fear of them from younghood. He was twenty-five when he approached the walls of Samarakand for the first time. The residents of the city launched against him only three elephants yet all the huge khan’s cavalry scattered in a great panic. When he himself saw a fearsome beast with its dangerously waving trunk assaulting him he took such a fright that dropped his spear and ran for his dear life abandoning his horse. It was his good luck that the cute horse found him in the mess and carried him out of the battle.

From then on, before setting out to Maverannakhr Khan Abulkhair would always ask about the elephants. They say «the one bit by a snake is afraid to step over a coloured cord».

— The same three elephants in the whole of Maverannakhr! — Mukhammed-Djoki reassured him.— Besides they are too old and only good for carrying harems.

— Is it so difficult to get other elephants? — Abulkhair asked mistrustfully.

It’s not only the elephants... The important thing is to teach them the art of battle and use for military purposes experienced elephant men are needed. Formerly it was done by captive slaves from India. Many of them have grown old and died and the rest have fled to their homeland. Twenty elephants remained without minders and were poisoned by Abdallakh’s opponents...

Abulkahir nodded contentedly.

— Excellent!..

He looked up at the ceiling where different dicta were written in the Arabic ligature and read in an undertone: «If possible act without bloodshed. If not, may Allah be your judge!»

Beneath that dictum there was hanging a great number of weapons: a damask sword, a curved steppe sabre, a three-edged double-pointed spear of flint-steel, a cudgel with a pimpled cast-iron head and a few bows... It was with this very sword that he had once sliced off the head of his mentor and teacher and this spear had run through the heart of Khan Mustapha...

Abulkhair grinned unwittingly... «...if not, may Allakh be your judge!» Was it really without God’s help that I took up weapons! Indeed! Is it for the fun of it that God has provided for spears and swords in this world of ours?

Yes, God has always been with him, otherwise he would not have been so lucky all his life. Now too He let all Maverannakhr’s elephants be poisoned. Is it not a sign from above for him to make an assault on the complacent city dwellers? The perjurer Abdusaid has only himself to blame! Allah cannot be with him since he has broken his oath to the Almighty. As for him, Khan Abulkhair, God has chosen him to judge the accursed traitor.

He fixed his eyes on Mukhammed-Djoki’s face.

— «Oblige thy neighbour!» — the Koran says and I am ready to help you. But then I have two conditions...

Mukhammed-Djoki inclined his head.

— As for the first one of them... Khan Abulkhair looked at Rabia-Sultan-Begim showing that it had to do with herself.— Emir Abdusaid married my daughter in confirmation of his oath of allegiance. How shall I punish the perjurer who has mortally abused me in spite of his being my relative?

— Being quick on the uptake his wife smiled and waved her hand.

— Of course returning a daughter to her father from the unfaithful husband is not too severe a punishment for such a delinquency. To repay and consolidate your power you, great Khan, must take to wife Abdusaid’s thirteen-year-old daughter by his first wife Ibadat.

— Absolutely right! — the khan said approving her words and again turned to his guest.— Thus, the first stipulation was pronounced to you by my dear spouse. Now you must swear that this virgin rosebud of whose beauty they talk so much in Maverannakhr will grace my vase!

— I swear, great Khan!

— The second one is not very difficult... Now you will have to make the oath broken by Abdusaid!

— I swear, my Sovereign Khan!

Soon a ten-thousand-strong army got off from Orda-Bazar. In it were several famed warriors whose names were well-known in Maverannakhr. Mukhammed-Djoki also joined the army in order to win back the throne of the Timurides he had the right to...

Khan Abulkhair knew that in absence of Emir Abdusaid it would not be difficult to seize Samarkand. However, as was his custom, a week later he himself set out at the head of a choice twenty-thousand-strong army. Now no-one could oppose such a force in Maverannakhr.

Several times during his government Khan Abulkhair made different cities his capital. There was even a time when he was thinking of moving his capital to the Crimea, not far from the mountain Kara-Dag. There, on the warm sea coast was the mosque and palace of his ancestor Ulugbek. Later he conceived a plan to restore the city of Sarai on the River Yedil which had been destroyed by Timur. But that was not far from Maverannakhr which was becoming more and more associated with his policy. In the west new states were developing and gaining strength and he realised that soon it would be beyond his power to control them. As for Maverannakhr, that «paradise of earth» as the poets and scholars called it, there he was already a much needed ally.

This was why every time he returned to Orda-Bazar not to lose contact with Maverannakhr. However, that small steppe township was situated far from major caravan routes, had too few workshops and nothing was growing around it. At the same time the huge khanate needed a real capital city and it was neccessary for the khan and his governement to live as close to their main domains as possible. Besides, now that a considerable part of the steppe kins had left for Mogolistan and the Turgai, Orda-Bazar had lost almost all its former significance...

In actual fact the Orda-Bazar area was growing more and more dangerous for merchants and khan’s officials. Over the recent years robbery and raids on the khan’s herds had become more frequent. Very often talks were heard of a certain chieftain-warrior and protector of the people who had recruited a team of brave horsemen, gave the peasants the khan’s sheep and horses. They said he was riding an extraordinary magic horse and was accompanied only by brave and poor horse-herds. The khan’s outposts indeed chased him many times in the sands but he and his horsemen vanished  into thin air and it was impossible to find even their traces...

As for the «One-Eyed warrior», it was none other than the khan’s ex-horse-herd Orak. About a year he had lived in a mountain cave among the magi who had cured him. His face was covered in terrible scars. He did not want Akkozy to see his maimed face preferring to remain dead both for her and the whole world. Orak-Batyr assumed a different name and only few knew his secret. It never occurred to him that one of the reasons for Khan Abulkhair’s wish to transfer his capital closer to the green oases of Maverannakhr was his dare-devil raids.

After long deliberation Abulkhair decided to settle down in Urghench which was situated on the Djeykhun, or Amu-Darya, as they were now not infrequently calling this furious and capricious river, one of the largest in the world. Rather close to it, within the field of vision, was Khiva. All around there were the deserted fields of ancient Khorasan which was gradually recovering after the terrible devastation brought about by Genghiz Khan. Urghench was a gateway to the Caspian Sea, Maverannakhr, Khorasan and Balkh. In the close proximity lived the related Karakalpaks who presented no threat to the powerful khanate whereas the troublesome Desht-and-Kipchak steppe was beyond the desert Aral Sea...

It was from there, from Urghench, that he will begin conquering Mogolistan. The war over his khanate will be larger than all the great powers of antiquity. Then his fame will equal that of the Greek Tsar Iskander, Genghiz Khan himself and the formidable Timur!

Can one dream of something greater than that on this earth? His name will be passed on from generation to generation and his progeny will rule all peoples and be held in more esteem than all the others. What does he care about the wisdom of all these zhyraus who neglect military glory for the sake of this disdainful world! Everything is based on blood, and the more bloodshed the louder his name will reverberate in ages!..

So, after this campaign Khan Abulkhair decided against returning to Orda-Bazar. However, so far all the numerous auls of his subordinate kins stayed in their previous places. A week later the army stopped for a rest by the Seikhun-Darya River, not far from the ruins of the ancient Kazakh city of Otrar which was known for its heroic resistance to Genghiz Khan. Yurtas and tents were pitched to rest the people and feed up the horses. During that time the other trains and the caravans with concubine-wives caught up with them. The army could start crossing the river which in those times was not easy at all...

Here the Seikhun-Darya was quite a stormy and wayward river. Its banks were overgrown with tall reeds, wall-like thickets of tugai, karagach and djida. The place abounded in birds and wild beasts and every night alarmed tigers were snarling next to the very khan’s camp.

Already in Genghiz Khan’s time there was an original way to cross wide rivers. Each warrior had a soft dressed goat’s or calf’s skin on the edges of which a strong horsehair cord was passed through small holes. In it he put weapons and clothes and then tightened the cord and the skin turned into a big hermetically closed leather bag filled with air. Usually warriors tied the bags to the tails of their chargers and swam beside holding on to them. Raised on the banks of the stormy Orkhon, Kerulen, Yenisei and Irtysh rivers the Mongols overcame easily any water barriers on their way. It was from them that some Kazakhs adopted this method.

However, most Kazakhs and also the Kipchaks had long since used a different method. They drove a whole herd of unloaded horses into the water with the most experienced and strongest of them swimming in front of the rest. In the middle of the herd colts swam surrounded by their mothers. As for the people they made rafts from bound reeds and purple willows and only few used blown-up bulls’ stomachs or dried pumpkins.

After a day’s rest Abulkahir ordered his horsemen to cut reeds and bind rafts and himself went hunting to the swamped riverside area with several of his henchmen and retainers. In the spring the river here would burst its banks and when the water receded there remained a great number of small lakes and channels in its place. In dry years the auls from the faraway Kazykurt mountains used to come here to pass the summer. In the slush of the area’s numerous swamps one could dig up huge, human-sized sheat-fish and burbots.

When the auls did not travel here these parts remained the land of wild beasts and birds. It abounded in especially valuable dear and marals. There was hardly a place with better pastures for them.

As usual Khan Abulkhair was on back his favourite Tarlankok which had been led riderless all the way up to the very Otrar. When they rode up to a small clearing Tarlankok suddenly gave an alarmed snort and pricked its ears. A whole herd of spotted Bukhara deer and a few marals darted out straight to the clearing. No sooner did the men have time to feel surprised than wolves appeared on the glade immediately after the deer and marals. Those were full-grown fierce predators course hair raised threateningly on their necks. Khan Abulkhair whooped and dashed after them on his Tarlankok leaving his escort far behind...

In front a plane opened with shrubs of meadow-sweet and kurai and farther on the Seikhun-Darya showed blue. Right and left small swampy lakes glistened in the sun. A whitish haze was spreading over the earth blocking one’s view of everything around. The deer in front resembled a disappearing mirage and only a brown wolf at the end of the pack was running almost under the very hooves of Tarlankok. Suddenly it made a sharp turn and faced the khan the beast’s glass-like eyes flashing fiercely and in that very moment the khan’s arrow pierced its heart.

The wolf turned over in the air and crashed down while the khan was already drawing the bow running down a second one. Soon a second, then a third wolf fell hit by the khan’s arrows. Within minutes Khan Abulkhair killed four wolves. There was only one arrow left in his quiver. Several more wolves were running in front and he wanted to overtake the leader, a huge grey beast heading the pack.

Tarlankok seemed to be flying over the bushes. Drawing the bow to the unmost Khan Abulkhair hit the leader his arrow nearly running through the beast’s body. The wolves immediately stopped their pursuit and instantly scattered. Paying no attention to them, Abulkhair tossed the bow on his back and took out his knife. He decided to drive away from the herd and slaughter if only one maral. However, without slowing down the deer and the marals broke through the thick wall of reeds ahead of them and also vanished from sight.

Abulkhair reined up his horse and rode slowly along the brushwood. Suddenly Tarlankok reared up and neighed anxiously. Taken unawares the khan nearly fell on the ground and only the terror made him take strong hold of the mane of his faithful horse. Some ten steps off, near the body of the killed maral Abulkhair saw a huge tiger ready to make its last leap. The beasts’s eyes were alight with vicious fire, its whiskers moving and the tail beating against the ground. The moment Tarlankok’s front hooves touched the ground the tiger made a high jump in the air its white belly shutting off half of the sky. The fearsome clawed paw was already over Abulkhair’s head when all of a sudden the tiger crashed down. The khan opened his screwed up eyes and saw the beast’s body sprawling on the ground. Its belly was twitching feebly and a little closer to the throat, right over the heart there stuck out the black-feathered shaft of an arrow.

To slay such a big tiger with a single arrow one had to have the strength of a real athlete. Who could have done that, he wondered.

Abulkhair looked aside and froze. In the thick brushwood of djida, off across the valley he saw not less than a hundred riders while fifty steps away from him two bay horses stood quietly which had been presented by him to Rabia-Sultan-Begim. On one of them he saw warrior Sayan who had once escaped from his prison and on the other his daughter Gulbakhram! Seeing that warrior Sayan’s bow had no arrow he immediately determined his saviour. What was he supposed to do? To bow to the young warrior and thank him for saving him from imminent death or throw himself upon the rascal calling his henchmen for help? After all this man was a runaway prisoner who had abducted his daughter in the bargain!..

While the khan was standing there not knowing what to do his daughter took a sharp spade-headed arrow out of her quiver, drew the bow-string and began quietly taking aim at him. The khan saw her screwed up eyes. They bore resemblance to his own. Abulkhair’s heart missed a beat. Only a few moments earlier the khan tried to defend himself against the enraged tiger with he help of fine damask steel and now he was standing motionless. His body had grown heavy as if filled with lead. For a fraction of a second he felt pity for himself, a yearning for life and a bitter resentment for his having gone hunting without armour and hauberk...

Abulkhair sat motionless his eyes closed.

After some time he heard the clatter of horses’ hooves and the voice of his daughter:

— You shouldn’t have held back my hand... Had we been in his place he wouldn’t have pitied us!..

— I would not spend even one night with the woman who killed her own father!

The cool composure of the man’s voice told the khan that it was unmistakably warrior Sayan.

— In that case you must kill him yourself!

— What pure-hearted woman would call the man who killed her father her husband?!

Abulkhair opened his eyes but there was no-one around. The Alaman-robbers who were evidently headed by the runaway warrior had disappeared in the brushwood. Somewhere in the distance the loud echoing sound of the khan’s falcon was heard. The worried courtiers were looking for it. Accustomed to the hunting-horn Tarlankok neighed loudly...

After a while the great warrior Bakhtiyar and other warriors and henchmen came out on to the valley. Seeing the killed wolves and the bulky body of the tiger they began praising to the skies the courage and valour of the khan.

However, Abulkhair did not say a word in response. He seemed to have grown petrified. For the first time repentence stole into his heart and he thought that soon he would die...

They were returning to the camp and Khan Abulkhair kept silent all the way back. «Can it be that during the thirty years of my rule I have not learned to see through people? — he thought.— Shouldn’t I have tried to know this Sayan-Batyr a little better? He would have made a true and loyal servant and commander. Besides he would have been like a sword raised over the Timurides. When you want to conquer the world it is such people who are really needed, true and straightforward ones!”

The henchmen carried on their necks the skins of the tiger and wolves. Their clothes were all in blood and drops of blood fell on the dusty road. They felt cheerful after the successful hunt. But the khan still kept silent. Only when they approached the khan’s tent he signed with his finger to Bakhtiyar-Bahatur.

— If you happen to come across warrior Sayan and my daughter Gulbakhram without me around let the warrior go with honours...— he whispered and looked about for some reason.— Only her head must be cut off!..

From these few words the clever Bakhtiyar-Bahatur, who had recently substituted the vizier, understood that in all probability it was warrior Sayan who killed the tiger. It was the more probable that the arrow that was taken out of the tiger’s body was not that of the khan. Thus, the sudden appearance of the warrior saved the khan’s life. Well, all that could be understood but the old courtier could not see why the khan ordered to turn the warrior free in case the latter was caught, besides with honours. In the past the khan acted absolutely differently in such cases. Like all Genghizides he considered gratitude to be a low feeling worthy only of slaves...

«What if the great khan senses his death?» — Bakhtiyar-Bahatur suddenly thought. With a cheerful air he pointed to the tiger skin surrounded by the courtiers.

— I’ve never seen such a big tiger before! — he exclaimed.— I can’t even think of what could have happened if your hand had faltered, my Sovereign Khan. Fortunately death has passed by and my sacrifice has not been in vain!

— What sacrifice? — asked the khan.

— The moment you galloped off we immediately followed you. But no horse can overtake your Tarlankok. Then I began praying to God for your safety offering Him a white-headed ram...

— Let warrior Sayan go if you seize him! — Abulkhair repeated softly looking the great warrior straight in the eye to show that he knew what Bakhtiyar was driving at.

— And what if we catch him again?

— Then you may cut off his head too!

Bakhtiyar-Bahatur smiled to himself. Now it was perfectly clear to him that it was Sayan-Batyr who saved the khan’s life. In gratitude for the rescue he considers it to be his duty to save warrior Sayan’s life only once. A head for a head and then they are quits. Afterwards there can be no forgiveness. It is quite obvious that the khan is not going to die at all. Even this kind of favour from him can be accounted for as a minute’s weakness!..

Still, fearing to find himself in a similar situation for the second time Khan Abulkhair stopped hunting in these parts. Another week later a huge army crossed the Seikhun-Darya on thousands of light rafts and alighted on the  opposite bank of the river. Just at that time they reported to the khan that three days before their arrival here several Kazakh auls had crossed the river right in this place and travelled on towards Mogolistan, to join Janybek and Kerei. The khan ordered to overtake and kill each one of them, including women and children.

He was about to take part in this brief campaign but right then a caravan arrived with gifts from Mukhammed-Djoki who had just seized Samarkand. After that Mukhammed-Djoki did not hold out long on the throne of the Timurides. Emir Abdusaid, who had come back from Khorasan, again took away his power with the help of his allies. However, in the mean time it seemed the happy Mukhammed-Djoki was sending Khan Abulkhair all the treasures of Samarkand. The most important of them was the thirteen-year-old Ibadat, Abdusaid’s daughter by his senior wife. The blase khan at once spotted her amid the silks, goldware and the famous Samarkand carpets spread before him right on the red riverbank sand...

Abulkhair straightway postponed the planned campaign until one day later and stayed in the tent with this burgeoning rose, her charm all the more pleasant that she was the daughter of his enemy. On his lips he sensed the taste of greenish apples while her big frightened black eyes drove him mad bringing back the days of his youth. Above him was the dark-blue tent propped up by silver poles and he viewed himself as an eagle rapaciously pulling at its prey.

The following morning the khan was about to give his henchmen the order to take the field but the scouts had found out that it was already late. In all likelihood someone had warned the Kazakh auls which were going down the Seikhun-Darya. They had gotten back again, to the river’s northern bank, and were moving somewhere towards Karatal. The rafts the khan’s troops had used earlier had been sent downstream the day before for one could not leave behind the ready means of crossing the enemy could make use of. It would take a whole week to make new rafts...

«Well, let them go to Karatal,— Khan Abulkhair thought.— At least they are not heading for Mogolistan, to join Janybek and Kerei. When I am strong enough in Urgench and have destroyed Mogolistan, I will begin settling the problem of the steppe. In any case they will not get away from me!..»

It never crossed his mind that twenty years later his sons would pay dearly for their father’s voluptuousness. As a matter of fact the big caravan of fugitives he did not pursue was now being taken to Karatal by Kazakh Khan Kasym, the son of Sultan Janybek. Should Khan Abulkhair have overtaken it, who knows what the situation would have been like after that. But the young Sultan Kasym was safe and sound and going farther off across the steppe with his caravan...

Several days later Abulkhair’s troops crossed the Red Sands and the saline land of Mezhdurechye and approached the Djeikhun-Darya. Upon going downstream the khan saw on the opposite side numerous minarets, walls and towers. In front of him there spread one of the cities of ancient Khorezm...

Getting over to that side he easily entered Urgench, a city he hoped to make his capital. Here towered a giant mosque topped with a blue cupola and a crescent which had been built many years ago. The city could boast palaces which were erected by the best architects brought from India, Rome and China. However, contrary to his plans Abulkhair decided not to make Urgench his capital and kept on travelling with his army in the lower reaches of the two great rivers. From time to time he moved up the rivers’ stream as far as Maverannakhr getting engaged in the uninterrupted wars the numberless Timurides waged against one another.

As before the main aim of his campaign was the conquest of Mogolistan where more and more steppe auls were going each year. He felt that it was there that a terrible threat to his khanate was maturing. The khan believed his capital could be transferred to Urgench only after the subjugation of Mogolistan. So far ancient Khorezm was helping him to strengthen his army with its horsemen.

However, Abulkhair could not hold long the unexpectedly seized Urgench. Already one year later he had to leave it and move its troops to Sygnak.

For days and months Khan Abulkhair was thinking over his plans before starting a new campaign to capture someone’s territory. Victuals were prepared and numerous scouts sent out. Not one commoner was supposed to know about it. And then, on one of the usual days the people would suddenly see their khan enraged on account of this or that governor-neighbour. That same day the army would take the field. The impression was that the khan’s rage was reason enough to wipe the disobedient off the face of the earth.

That was what happened this time too. The khan suddenly began to run about his Sygnak palace like a wounded tiger. The day before the «best people» of the city had been invited to the palace for all to see the khan’s fury. They were sitting in all the passageways and on numerous couches, along with the courtiers, listening timidly to the khan’s voice. Those in the streets immediately quietened down,  started talking in a whisper and the people at the market place began scampering about.

— Where is Bakhtiyar-Bahatur? — voices thundered in the palace.

— Bakhtiyar-Bahatur!..

— Bakhtiyar-Bahatur!..

Carrying from person to person the call rolled on beyond the city gates as far as the tent of the co mmander of the khan’s troops. Within a moment dust flew up in the air and whirled off to the palace. Without slowing down a giant dark-faced man with a bare chest showing from under his robe and a curved sword at his belt jumped off his horse and ran to the palace. For appearance’s sake, as was customary in the khan’s inner circle, he pushed aside the two guardsmen at the entrance door. Running through the palace’s passageways and again shoving aside the bodyguards he barged into the reception hall, made a low bow and, mincing steps, walked up to his place, at the khan’s right foot.

— Tell me, Bakhtiyar-Bahatur, has there ever been a case during the lifetime of our sun-born ancestor Genghiz Khan when some kin or tribe dared to escape from his mighty arm? — he khan asked sternly.

— There was such a case, my Sovereign Khan!

— And what did the «Conqueror of the Universe» do then?

— Your great forbearer sent a troop in pursuit of the fugitives and it wiped the ungrateful rascals off the face of the earth. Even their name has not remained in people’s memory for the sun-like Genghiz Khan forbade it to be pronounced.

— So why do we still tolerate these base rebels who dared to flee to Mogolistan? Why did the rulers of Mogolistan dare to give refuge to the disobedient rogues?

Bakhtiyar-Bahatur bent his head.

— Command, my Sovereign Khan!..

Returning to the aul with his horsemen, Orak-Batyr shouted to those surviving the massacre.

— Hey, good people, all these horses of the khan’s bloody bodyguards are now yours. Get on them and hurry to the Chuh before the khan and his dogs come back here!

Those of the khan’s ex-henchmen who had attacked the bodyguards from the rear followed Orak. As for Orak-Batyr himself, he did not ride long with his detachment. Skirting the hill he turned his horse and galloped off across the steppe to join the other detachments of avenger-rebels who  were now hiding in the boundless steppe...

The sun had already set beyond the horizon and the huge frame of Orak-Batyr astride his horse looked a hundred times bigger than it really was. To the rescued residents of the aul it seemed as if a giant rider was speeding along in the sky. Each bound of the warrior’s fabulous horse was a verst-long. Besides its right flank was grey and the left one black. Many years later the villagers’ grown children told of what they had seen to their grandchildren. As it used to be in his youth the night before setting out with his army Khan Abulkhair disguised himself as a plain henchman and, escorted by two faithful bodyguards, walked to the fires around which his warriors were sitting. He had not done this for many years and now the garb of a rank-and-file horseman felt too tight and coarse for his stout body and delicate skin.

He well remembered the talks he had once overheard by soldiers’ bonfires. During his first victorious campaigns to Desht-and-Kipchak and Maverannakhr the soldiers by the bonfires would sing and have a good time. They would talk about fabulous towns with mosques graced by blue domes, about the delicate beauties in numberless merchants’ harems and rich gains awaiting them there. This time he was astonished with the watchful and mournful silence by the fires. No-one was singing, dancing and having fun. The warriors were talking quietly. The khan even had to approach one of the fires closely to hear what they were talking about.

— Well, campaign or no campaign, to me it makes no difference! — a young horseman with thick eye-brows and clad in an old patched-up caftan seemed to be convincing himself.— After all, there will surely be something in the carpet-bags and coffers of those who dared to escape from the hands of our khan. I will put it good use, anyway. And then, if luck comes our way we will get to Mogolistan!..

— Right. But while you are away what will your Karashash and her four children have to eat? - a grey-eyed warrior about forty-five years of age and with a scar all over his cheek asked sternly.

Khan Abulkhair had a remarkable memory for people’s faces. He recognized the warrior. His name was Orysbai. That read-headed man took part in all his campaigns and got the scar from the sword of an enemy twenty-five years ago when he saved the khan’s life on a battlefield.

— Yes, Karashash...

There was uncertainty in the young warrior’s voice. It seemed to the khan that even the man’s militant-looking moustache weas now drooping despondently. An oppressive silence fell by the bonfire. Each one remembered his family, holey yurta and skinny underfed livestock.

— There is little profit for us from these uninterrupted campaigns...— Orysbai continued.— I wouldn’t say anything if we fought against foreigners. But now we are at war with our blood-brothers who no longer want to tolerate the khan’s dogs stripping the felt mats off their yurtas...

What did they leave for? — someone asked from the dark.— Do not Janybek and Kerei come from the same stock as Abulkhair himself? They will be fleecing them like he does. Has anyone ever seen khans or sultans who are not willing to rob us?

— Well, you are right there, of course. Still, your master will skin you alive only once while Abulkhair’s wolves will leave you nothing but your bones. These kins’ decision to leave together with Janybek and Kerei was right. Let your own master fleece you. At least he might protect you from foreigners. The steppe has long become a mother-in-law to our sovereign khan. The murmuring channels and the prayers in town’s mosques have ousted the memory of his homeland. In any case one breathes much freer in the steppe. If a sultan is at your throat the steppe is large enough to hide you. You are not at all confined to your clay hut and field. In the evening you put your belongings on a camel and in the morning not a soul will know your whereabouts.

— Do you really think that Janybek and Kerei will not build up their towns —the same voice came from the dark.

— They will in time,— Orysbai conceded. But it will be their own towns, not those seized from others. Look how many towns Abulkhair has captured. They say now he even dresses in a strange way. As for his children they will never become steppe people!

— In any case Janybek and Kerei are the same sort of wolves as Abulkhair himself!

— Well, when the time comes time people make traps for wolves! — Orysbai said looking over those sitting.— Don’t we have good blacksmiths in our steppe?..

On an impulse Khan Abulkhair clutched his weapon. He had already drawn half the sword’s blade to slice off Orysbai’s head with one powerful stroke but then thought better of it. It took him quite an effort to unclasp his hand. It was unbecoming to a khan to personally punish a worthless commoner. Besides bad rumour might spread in the troops before the very start of the campaign... But he will not forget this rogue Orysbai, the same as all the men sitting by this fire. He has experienced people to handle such disobedient ragamuffins. Abulkhair stepped back into the dark.

— As for me, I have nothing to lose back home but still I don’t want to take part in this campaign...

Khan Abulkhair recognized in the man his Tulengut slave by the name of Kokush.— I may not be equal in blood to some others but I too had a father and a mother. No, this campaign will not bring us happiness. The borzoi which is forced to chase a fox with a kick will never overtake it!..

There were many such bonfires outside the fortress wall but the khan decided not to make the round of them. Consumed with spiteful rage he was walking in a night street followed by two long shadows.

The khan looked back. What if these bodyguards think like those by the bonfire? Suddenly the khan remembered how he grabbed hold of his knife. Why did he do that? Wasn’t it that red-headed Orysbai who started talking of a wolf’s trap for Janybek and Kerei? So why did he want to cut off the man’s head?.. Well, as a matter of fact Janybek and Kerei are sultans, the so-called blue blood. Whatever wars he might wage against them they will always be closer to him than some ragged slaves without kith or kin!..

The kosh, or travelling aul, stretched out a whole verst. Not that it was really big. The horses and camels were too scrawny and half the wretched goods and chattels had found room on the boney backs of a few oxen and cows. Many of the men and women were going on foot which almost never happened in peaceful time. A small flock of sheep followed behind raising clouds of dust. All around there spread the sun-scorched bitter steppe...

In front walked a tall and gaunt old man with a long beard and a stern face. His imposing and proud look did not square with the shabby miserable kosh he was leading. It was none other than elder Konurbai who had once complained to Sultan Janybek about the unjust practices of Khan Abulkhair. Utterly ruined by unheard-of requisitions the aul was the last one to set out after the kins which had gone with the rebellious sultans. The elder was expecting camels from the banks of the river Chuh where their kinsmen had already arrived. However, the camels had never come and the aul had to travel virtually on foot...

That was the last Khan Abulkahir saw when he rode to the top of a steppe hillock. He had with him a  hundred choice bodyguards and twenty mounted henchmen. Among them there were the ones who the khan had heard the night before the setting out. His bodyguards’ quivers had two dozen sharp arrows specially prepared for them. Those arrows were to hit the backs of the discontent in the first fight with the enemy.

The lieutenant of the guards who was riding alongside Abulkhair, looked back, made a sign and at once ten horsemen broke loose and galloped towards the kosh. They made a circle around it and galloped back at full speed.

— They are following Janybek and Kerei, my Sovereign Khan! — a guardsman cried out jumping off his horse and falling to one knee.

— Bring them back here! — the khan said in a low voice pointing to the foot of the hill.

Half a hundred bodyguards rushed out towards the kosh. Soon, screams, wailing, lowing and bleating rang out in the steppe. Before long the entire aul was driven to the little depression overgrown with prickly thistles. The people were looking fearfully at the hilltop where the motionless frame of Khan Abukhair was looming. Only the old Konurbai looked proud and calm and there was not a trace of fear in his face.

When the screams subsided the old Konurbai slowly went  up and stopped right before the snout of the khan’s horse. He bent his head with a dignified air and said:

— Great Sovereign Khan, the ninety-year-old Konurbai from the kin of Djabagaily inclines his head before you!..

— Where are you travelling to? — Khan Abulkhair asked in a soft voice without so much as responding to the elder’s greeting.

— To the river Chuh, Sovereign Khan... to where all our people have gone!

— What’s all that for?

— It is too dangerous to live here, Sovereign Khan. Your tax-gatherers are now like hungry wolves!

— Will they not gather the yasak where you are heading?

— They certainly will but we hope it will be only one tax, while here, apart from those collected by the kins’ sultans you too have your share of them. Besides your share is so big that everything goes dark before our people’s eyes!

— But I am your khan. From time immemorial people have been paying their khan his due share. Can it be that you have forgotten the chief behest of our ancestors, old man?

— No, I have not. But according to that behest the khan who has his share of taxes must protect his subjects from enemies and injustices. You do neither of the two. You have taken your host to Mezhdurechye leaving us to the mercy of fate. Now we are absolutely defenceless. As for justice... Ask your tax-gatherers what number of people and livestock was driven away from our auls last spring? So, instead of getting help from you we have to defend ourselves from your robber-servants!

The old man was speaking in an even passionless voice and there was unflinching firmness in his eyes. For a fraction of a second Abulkhair’s eyes lit up with yellow fire which almost immediately died out. He waved his hand feebly. The lieutenant nodded obediently his dark blue lips curving in a cruel grin.

— Turn and face me, ungrateful old man, so that you could see the death of your semen! — said he.

The old man slowly turned to his fellow-villagers. At that same moment the khan’s enraged bodyguards unsheathed their swords and pounced upon the unarmed and defenceless people. The light-blue empty skies resounded with a heart-rending howl of despair. A steppe eagle darted aside and flew away from that horrible place.

Many grown men and youths plucked clubs and knives but what could they do against the fully armed young and strong warriors? The women shielded their children with their arms and bodies. The terrified children tried to hide under the cows’ bellies but the khan’s men kicked them out of there. Two bodyguards were holding the old Konurbai by the arms. He looked as calm and proud as before, and only two small tears in the corners of his old eyes betrayed his feelings.

At the same time the eyes of Khan Abulkhair were burning with impetuous yellow fire. Human blood, tears and violence always gladdened his heart and made it beat faster. A vicious smile twisted his parched fleshy lips.

— What are you mumbling there, old man? — he asked in a hoarse voice.

 The elder’s lips indeed were moving silently. Abulkhair bent to his very ear to hear him better.

— O Allah! If you really exist in everything punish this filthy jackal... Of all beasts only a sated jackal can tear with its teeth others’ cubs!

Seeing the expression on the khan’s face the lieutenant understood what the old man was saying. Rising in his stirrups he grabbed his whip and lashed the old man over the face with all his might.

The old man did not even budge his lips keeping on whispering:

— O Allah, if you exist punish...

The yell of a lookout made everybody turn towards the east. About three or four dozen riders were gallopping up from across the steppe. In the light of the setting sun they resembled fiery dare-devils who had suddenly appeared from nowhere. In front, spear in hand, a one-eyed giant was tearing along astride a huge horse with a long mane. A black band covered not only his eye but a part of his frightening face.

— Orak!..

— Orak the Avenger!..

— The commoner-warrior!..

Khan Abulkhair could not help looking back where his enormous army’s camp was. However, it would take him half a day to get there. The khan had left the camp with his guards ahead of the troops because his scouts had told him that within the following three days he would see not one detachment in the steppe. So where did his ex-horseherd Orak spring from? Not once did Abulkhair’s men inform him of Orak’s raids on the khan’s caravans and each time that rascal got a good tribute from them and gave everything to the worthless mob. However hard they tried the khan’s men were never able to catch the outlaw. Abulkhair knew that the accursed Orak had sworn to cut his throat, the throat of the khan himself!

On the other hand, the one-eyed had not so many robbers with him. The khan saw with relief that his bodyguards stopped the carnage, formed a battle array and, spears atilt, waited for the attack of the rebels. At the very same time a loud call rang out from behind. The khan started and unwittingly bent to his horse’s withers. Looking back from under his arm he saw that two dozen horsemen, the ones whom he had heard talking by the fire, were charging the bodyguards from the rear.

— Orak the Avenger, we are with you!

— Orak!.. Orak!..

The bodyguards’ formation wavered and broke up. Assaulting the guards from both sides the horsemen overrun them and drove the khan’s warriors in different directions.

But Khan Abulkhair did not see that. Together with the lieutenant and the charge-hand of his mounted bodyguards he was whirling away towards his camp and to the safety of his troops.

— After me, avengers! — Orak-Batyr cried out in a thundering voice.

— Chase them!

— Orak!.. Orak!..

The horsemen rushed out in pursuit following their leader. One by one the khan’s men fell off their horses struck by the pursuers’ arrows. A lasso swished and without  even having time to give a scream the strangled lieutenent dragged along after Orak-Batyr’s horse.

The khan escaped death only thanks to his horse Tarlankok. With each bound the racer carried its master still farther away from his pursuers and soon Orak-Batyr realised that their tired horses would not overtake the khan.grandchildren to their grandchildren. This is why we now know this folk legend about the glorious avenger-warrior.

Khan Abulkhair called off his campaign against Mogolistan until the next year. However, the following year he did not take the field, the same as one year later.

PART TWO
1
The ruler of Mogolistan Khan Isa Buga felt bored in his quiet and cool palace. Neither the fabulous gardens of the ancient city of Alamalyk nor the magestic Alatau Mountains and the heart-warming fountains whose clear sound resembled young girls’ laughter, nor the artificial waterfalls in the streets of his capital could cheer his satiated soul. He did not cheer up even at the sight of half a bag of gold presented to him by prospectors from the kin of Djalair who had brought it from the banks of the full-flowing river Altyn-Yemel. To mark such a zeal the khan ordered to award each valorous prospector with one tepeh of land on the banks of that same river.

Looking through the window and seeing the prospectors jumping for joy on account of such a generous gift he smiled. However, the next moment he was convulsed with disgust as if a cold and slimey grass-snake had crawled in to his bosom. He remembered the news broken to him the day before...

In the evening he could hardly wait till the end of the khan’s council. The council over he immediately went to admire the ruins of the ancient city of Almalyk which once had been the capital city of his ancestor Jagatai, the second son of Genghiz Khan. These ruins were dear to the khan’s heart. He grew, matured and learned the taste of love here. It was here that he saw for the first time how his father ordered to kill a man...

A long time ago, when his father Vayis-Sultan was a young man, their ulus inhabited the right bank of the Djeikhun Darya. On the opposite bank was the city of Mangyt built during the rule of Lame Timur. It was at a distance of one day’s journey from  Urghench.

They lived on the Djeikhun Darya’s right bank which was nothing but boundless wilderness covered in broken rocks and with no vegetation except bitter wormwood. Only their vassal Kara-Kalpaks travelled there. There still stood on the river-bank a large clay forty-sazhen-high fortress surrounded by ten-sazhen-thick ramparts. Inside were several grey-brick palaces and household structures. For two centuries the fortress had belonged to the Genghizide sultans of Jagatai’s stock and later got the name of Sultan-Vayis-Dag...

Day and night the turbulent river raged outside the fortress’ walls, now and then bursting its banks and flooding the not so many cultivated fields and gardens the people had put so much work into on this barren land that had been frequently trampled down by the terrible hordes of Genghiz Khan. The neglected burr-grown canals looked quite unsightly. After another flood all this turned into wilderness again...

Isa-Buga vaguely remembered these parts where his father had lived and fought. When his father was lifted on a white felt mat and proclaimed the Khan of all Mogolistan they moved to Almalyk which was situated at the foot of the mountain Alatau. Compared to the scorched bank of the Djeikhun Darya the city looked like a vision of fabulous beauty. 

In the shady orchards and along the streets of Alamalyk grew apple-, pear- and apricot-trees and the houses’ walls were covered in the twining vines of multicoloured grapes. The aryks were full of crystal-clear, ice-cold water which made the heat not too depressing...

Isa Buga had never seen so many people before. In the market place and the adjoining streets and lanes one could grow deaf from the shouts of sellers of water and sweets, the strikes of blacksmiths’ hammers, the yelling and hollering of dervishes and God’s fools. For the first time in his life he entered a enormous blue-cupolaed mosque and said a prayer as a full-grown man. Here, in Almalyk, Isa Buga had learned that there were other religions in the world besides Islam.

Here is the story of how it all happened. His father Khan Vayis was a very devout man. Once at dawn, after the pre- morning prayer he awakened his sons Zhunus and Isa Buga and took them to the old town. They were accompanied by the khan’s henchmen-guards. All around were ruined houses, tumble-down clay wall-benches and in the middle there towered a high white bulding with a green dome topped by a glittering copper cross. The house was surrounded by an old garden in which mullahs, dervishes, ishans and other people in white and green trubans were scurrying about. Across from the temple of giaours, a gallows was erected. Below a grey-haired noble-looking old man with a long beard and blue eyes was standing in expectation of an execution. He was clad in a long white linen shirt going down as far as the knees, his hands tied up behind his back.

The chief mullah got onto the wooden scaffold, whispered a prayer and turned to Vayis-Khan.

— O defender of the faithful and protector of Islam, most honourable Khan Vayis! Permit us to fulfill your high command hall-marked with the golden seal!

The khan nodded his head.

— I permit!

Now the tall and pink-cheeked chief mullah turned to the tied-up old man.

— Have you heard, giaour?!.. The greatest of great, as just as the Prophet Suleiman, as formidable as Khazret-Ali, Vayis-Khan has considered your sins. You are guilty of keeping on our land an ungodly church to which by lies and treachery you enticed our devout moslems in order to avert them from the true faith. For that, giaour Daniel, the Khan of all Mogolistan has sentenced you to death by hanging... What will you plead with us for before you die?

The old man shook his head defiantly.

— I am not going to ask the infidels for anything. I ask God to forgive me my sins!.. My happiness is great. I am going to suffer for my faith.

The mullah looked at the khan again and the latter made a sign with his hand. The mullah turned to the hangmen standing on both sides of the tied-up old man.

— Such is the direction and the will of the Almighty... In the name of our merciful khan I order to hang this Christian Daniel by the neck!

The hangmen immediately threw a lasso over the old man’s neck, gushed the rope over the gibbet’s cross-beam and began to pull it with all their might. The old man’s body stretched and shuddered when his feet lost contact with the ground. The hangmen swiftly fastened the lasso’s tail-end to a peg and bowed to the khan.

When that death produced no impression on Isa Buga. He looked on the execution as a children’s play-game and even clapped his hands when the old man’s body dangled in the air. He felt neither a pity nor fear in his heart. He liked the solemn sound of the mullah’s voice and the important and imposing air of those taking part in the execution.

The same chief mullah turned to the khan again.

— O the greatest of great and luminary of our faith!.. For many years this church has been the seat of the perversion of the faithful and a refuge for all manner of evil and treachery. It is from here that heretic letters have been spread all over the territory of your vassal Mogolistan. So permit us to ruin this nest of vice!

The khan waved his hand in approval. Immediately all the hojas, mullahs, muezzins and murids (novices) rushed to the church from all sides singing and cursing at the top of their voices. They threw a lasso over the copper cross,  pulled it down to the ground and then began to destroy the cupola. Clouds of dust overcast the sky.

No sooner did the sun rise in the sky than the church turned into a heap of ruins. It seemed unbelievable that in the morning there had been a beautiful white building here which was built by anonymous Uigur and Uisun masters. Opposite its ruins the dead body of the  executed old man was still dangling...

Isa Buga did not know then that this church had been built by local residents part of whom had been Nestorians from olden times. The khans and hakims who had governed Almalyk before Vayis-Khan had professed the usual Moslem religious tolerance and paid no attention to the old church in the ancient collapsing area of the city. However, everything changed when Vayis ascended the khan’s throne. The fanatic Vayis-Khan decided to destroy the church and did it with all the cruelty so characteristic of him.

The young Isa Buga would have completely forgotten about so ordinary an event if it hadn’t been for some encounter...

The khan’s children often played in the large garden surrounding the ruined church. Once, when Isa Buga happened to run to the heart of the garden, he stopped dead in his tracks. Under a big branchy tree where recently the hanged giaour had been buried he saw a girl in a black dress who was standing on her knees holding a bunch of flowers and crying bitterly. She was about twelve or thirteen years of age.

«Who may she be? — the boy thought in wonderment.— How did she happen to get here?» He started stealing up to her. Suddenly the girl rose to her feet and Isa Buga seized the knife hanging on his belt.

— Hold it! — he said in fright.— I know who you are... You are not a human being but the creation of an evil spirit, the iblis!

By that time he had read and heard a great deal of fairy-tales and could not imagine that so beautiful a creature was born by a mere mortal.

The girl had golden hair and large eyes, as blue and quiet as the water in a mountain lake. He was dumbstruck by her hair: plaited in two long tresses it went down to her very feet like shining sunbeams. Framed by the breath-taking golden glitter her face looked especially clean and white.

«Maybe she is a mermaid! — he thought.— Only mermaids have such white skin and such eyes!.. Yes, she emerged from the fountain to bewitch me and drag into the water... Bismillah!.. Bismillah!..»

The girl made a step towards him.

— Stop! — again in terror.

She stopped.

«I must not speak to her, not for anything in the world! — Isa Buga whispered to himself feverishly.— If I start speaking I am as good as dead... O, it looks like she is coming here again!.. No, no, when she comes close to me I will throw my knife at her. I mustn’t let her touch me... Astafirallah... Astafirallah!..»

But the girl stood motionless and looked at him with eyes which were full of alarm and despair.

— Forgive me, Khan-Ogly, for this chance encounter,— the girl said bending her head respectfully.— You have never played in this place before...

— You see? So you are a witch indeed! — Isa Buga said.— Otherwise you wouldn’t know who I am... Bismillah!.. Bismillah!..

— I am not a witch! — she said softly.

She was like a beautiful precious stone and he could not take his eyes off her. Neither could he tear himself away from this wondrous vision he had so unexpectedly run into in the thick of the garden. However, when she tried to walk past him on the only narrow path, Isa Buga screamed again:

— Don’t come near me!.. Stay there and tell me who you are, a human being or a genie? Or maybe you are a mermaid?..

The girl realised he was afraid of her and smiled through  tears.

— Don’t be frightened, I am just a girl!..

— A girl,— he muttered in confusion still keeping his hand on the knife.

— Naturally! — She smiled bitterly.— Your father ordered to execute my father and now you want to kill me. Why? Can anybody be really sure whether one is guilty or not?.. What are you waiting for? Go ahead and kill me!..

Now Isa Buga remembered at once about the hanging of the giaour on the square before the church. That man was as blue-eyed as this fairy. So she indeed is a human being and not an evil spirit. Anyway, he’s got to be really sure of it.

— If you are truly God’s creature say the spell: «Allahih, billahih!.. May I, a faithful one, be punished by God if I told lies!»

The girl knitted her brow and repeated:

— Allahih, billahih!.. I am a human being and not a spirit. May I be punished by God if I lied to you. But I cannot swear a Mohammedan oath. I am of a different faith... That of Christ...

— So you are a giaour-girl?

— That is what you believe us to be. We consider ourselves to be adherents of the true faith!

— Thank Allah, you are not an evil spirit! — he said with relief.— It would not be difficult to convert you to the true faith. Well, we shall see about it later!..

Isa Buga felt immediately he was ready to do anything for this golden-haired and blue-eyed girl. Allaying his fears and softly repeating to himself «Bismillah!.. Bismillah!..» he touched her...

Yes, she was the daughter of the infidel who had been hanged the year before. After the execution of her father she was saved by one of the Uigur peasants who had been converted to Christianity by him. The Uigur had hidden the girl in his place and now they were expecting the caravan with which she she had to go to Florence where her father’s distant relatives lived.

Each week she brought flowers to her father’s grave and now met Isa Buga here. He was a tall and handsome youth. But most importantly, his eyes were not as stern and vicious as those of Vayis-Khan. They shone with kindliness and sympathy...

Every day they began to meet by the grave of her father. Soon they could no longer live without one another. As before he would touch her hand with caution but now it was because he was in awe of her beauty...

One day Sultan Zhunus, the elder brother of Isa Buga, suspected there was something wrong there. He wondered why his younger brother had given up playing his usual games and kept staying away from everybody in the old garden. Once Zhunus tracked his brother and overheard him talking with the girl. That same day he told father that Isa Buga was dating the infidel and wanted to marry her...

The news seriously worried Vayis-Khan because after his death the throne was to be inherited by Isa Buga, the son of the daughter of a Mongol khan, and not by Zhunus whose mother was a Kipchak. Should Isa Buga marry a Christian girl no-one could guarantee that she would not talk him into adopting her faith. The more so that the boy’s heart was too kind for a khan. It might mean the beginning of the end of the Jagatai kin whose history Vayis Khan knew and honoured very much.

Women had brought a lot of trouble to that kin. And not only to the kin of Jagatai. From the very beginning women had been trying to do a lot of harm to the Genghizides which was evidently one of the reasons for the decline of the dynasty!..

However he, Vayis-Khan, was firm enough not to let his son make the fatal error of their ancestors and marry a foreign girl!..

The next morning the unsuspecting Isa Buga was invited to  the khan’s court where two giant executioners slaughtered the golden-haired girl. Vayis-Khan looked at his son and was satisfied with what he saw. The son turned pallid but did not utter a single word.

Ever since then the youth lost the unbefitting and unkhanly sensitivity and human blood became to him just a liquid, the same as the water in the river flowing across the city...

Before long Isa Buga proved himself worthy of the lesson. Seven years later he substituted his father on the throne of Mogolistan and immediately ordered to seize his brother Zhunus.  «A stone has no veins and a khan has no blood ties!» an old saying read. However, Zhunus managed to escape...

Soon Isa Buga set up a memorial over the grave of the giaour girl and when he felt bored and lonely he would come here. In such days his sentences were most severe and he punished both the innocent and the guilty. The hangmen knew that and when the khan returned after his visits to the girl’s grave they used their skills with special refinement. Those were the same two executioners who had once cut her throat and the khan wouldn’t change them...

That day Isa Buga had already payed a visit to the girl’s grave, yet there was no desire in his heart to see someone’s blood. Too many problems had fallen on him over the last months. Rivers of blood were flooding the borders of Mogolistan...

Especially alarming news came from his nephew Emir Seyitali, the Governor-General of Kashgaria. Their enemy since earliest times had started hostilities again. Innumerable Chinese hordes had crossed the border and invaded the territory of Kulji and Kashgaria. The same information was in the messages of Arkalyk-Batyr from the Uisun kin. The Chinese soldiers were robbing and pillaging on the land of the Uisuns and driving their prisoners away to the heart of China. Both men asked for immediate help.

Almost simultaneously with this unpleasant news messengers from the Northern Kazakh Kerei and Naiman kins arrived. Beyond the Black Irtysh, evidently encouraged by the Chinese, the Oirot rulers began to stir again. They were really serious opponents. In any case, from time immemorial the Chinese Emperors had been coveting the lands on this side of the Gobi. They were prepared to make an alliance with their bitter enemies, even with the devil himself, in order to capture these lands! Many times Kazakh volunteer corps, manned by those from the Uisun, Dulat and Jalair kins, stood up to defend their lands and drove the greedy invaders out of their home country. But every new century witnessed the same old story again. The Emperors could not give up hope to lay their hands on the green valleys of Semirechye and were still dreaming their unending dream of the Blue Sea, the Balkhash!

The desert was covered in human bones but the Emperors couldn’t care less about their subjects. Each year they moved and moved to the Jungar Gates with the obstinacy of ants. But the moment they reached them the steppe cavalry beat all hell out of their opponents and the infantry began to run for life, besides so fast that even the best racers could not overtake it.

No, never would they overpower those living on this land from olden times. It was saturated with the blood of their ancestors.

It was unlikely that Khan Isa Buga pitied his people. The problem was that the unending tension in the borderland was bringing damage to his treasury. Indeed, what right did the Emperors have to claim his lands?

Besides, everything pointed to the fact that it was not  a mere intimidation but the beginning of a war. Like beasts of prey the Chinese lords followed closely the goings-on in Mogolistan. They chose the right time when the discord among the emirs of Eastern Kashgaria and the khans of the Jagatai ulus had gone to a head. The enemy is doubly dangerous when there is no inner agreement in the state.

At the same time there was a more serious circumstance which disturbed the Khan of Mogolistan. Over the recent years in the West there had strengthened and stirred his old enemies, the Timurides. Ever since Abdusaid ascended the throne of Samarkand with the help of the fierce wolf Abulkhair a war might break out any day now. After the victories in Khorasan that Abdusaid began to consider himself the greatest of great. More and more often his detachment attacked the outskirts of Mogolistan. However, Isa Buga had enough determination to punish them every time they made their raids and drove them out of his country. Yet over the recent years the Emir of Samarkand grew insolent enough not to conceal his plans with respect to Mogolistan.

First of all Abdusaid invited from Iran, gave refuge and showered with honours the escaped Zhunus, Isa Buga’s brother. That morning some plain-looking man from Samarkand paid a visit to Isa Buga. He spread before the khan a piece of cloth covered with drawings and showed the positions and number of the troops Abdusaid had put Zhunus in charge of. It appeared that any day Zhunus could advance them on Almalyk. Most likely these troops would move on the Chuh and Talas rivers from the cities of Yassy and Sauran. That was where the main danger might come from.

Yes, when a foreign enemy attacks you it is easy to call on your people to defend their native land. In such cases there is no need to talk too much. Then the people are ready to suffer any deprivations and pay any taxes and their hands never shake during the fight.

However, when a foreign enemy threatens you things become far more difficult. Normally the commoners stay away from the struggle for the throne and the rest just wait and see whose side to take. Now it is almost the same to them whom to serve, Isa Buga or Zhunus. During such a struggle one can’t trust even his closest relatives...

What is more dangerous than a fire in one’s own home! There was no doubt that it could blaze up any other minute. It might well be true that he, Isa Buga, was not so likeable a ruler. But how to explain the people that the traitor and informer Zhunus would be worse than the plague on the throne. To most of his relatives and subjects he was just a miserable exile and a victim of the perfidy of his own brother...

The danger was really great. Ever since the descendants of Batu had lost the throne of the Golden Horde the steppe Kazakh kins began to be inclined to the Jagatai ulus for which they had their reasons. First of all the Jagatai-Mongol khans not once joined up with Kazakh kins to repel the aggression of the Chinese Emperors and their subservient Oirot lords. Secondly, the Mongol khans themselves were half-nomads their numerous herds grazing side by side with those of the Kazakhs. Besides they had many interests in common.

At the same time the actions of Abulkhair and the Timurides kept antagonizing the Kazakhs who had to tolerate quite a few injustices and restrictions.

In spite of their never ending discord Khan Abulkhair and the Timurides united at once when there was an opportunity to interfere in the affairs of Mogolistan. Every day Isa Buga was informed on Abulkhair’s scouts who were sowing dissension among his vassal population.

Now that the Timurides decided to come out openly against Isa Buga Khan Abulkhair allowed their troops to go through his lands. Who knows, maybe the cavalry of Abulkhair himself would join them at the last moment.

Mogolistan’s sworn enemy Abusaid stopped at nothing to achieve his goal. It looked like he decided to marry his son to the daughter of Zhunus.

Abdusaid’s actions were understandable. If he did not take all necessary measures soon enough there would remain only the memory of the Timurides’ possessions because Abulkhair was too greedy and grasping.

So what was Khan Isa Buga supposed to do? Just to make sure Abulkhair and his imaginary ally Emir Abdusaid butt each other like two wild rams in heat. As long as they were at loggerheads Mogolistan was in safety.

Mogolistan resembled an injured tiger gathering all his strength before a jump and Khan Isa Buga had a great deal to think about...

Mogolistan was one of the most powerful states already half a century before the above events. It was the internecine strife among the khans which had brought the state to the brink of ruin...

Speaking of problems, was it easy for Isa Buga to come to the khan’s throne? They say a nose is necessary to prevent the eyes from scratching out each other. Who could play the part of such a shielding nose between the two sons of Vayis-Khan after the latter’s death? They struggled for the throne for thirty whole years. All the numerous sultans and emirs of Mogolistan were drawn into that war. They helped Isa Buga to take the throne away from Zhunus but the former soon forgot about it and began to restrict in any possible way those very sultans and emirs who had brought him to the throne in spite of the senior heir’s interests.

Many emirs and sultans had left. Some had joined the Oirot lords, some Abulkhair. Those remaining in Mogolistan started forming bands and making plots against the khan.

During these years he repelled twice the aggression of Zhunus. But this time his brother had gathered too large an army. Besides, Abdusaid was not the kind of ruler who could easily give up his plans. It was not for nothing that the crafty Timuride decided to become related with Zhunus...

No, in this case Isa buga could not do without allies, no matter who they were.

His chief assistant Kastek-Biy came in and said that all those invited to the council had gathered.

— Has Emir Seitali come too? — asked Isa Buga.

— Yes, we sent messengers to him the moment you gave the order, my Khan.

— What about Sheikh-Muhammed?

— He arrived at the same time with him!

The chief assistant looked at the khan perplexedly not understanding why he was asking about self-evident things. But when Isa Buga heard about the arrival of the emirs who had not once helped him out in his hour of need he felt more confident. He put on his special crown-cap embroidered in gold and ornamented with diamonds, took the heavy gold mace and headed for the reception hall where the council was in session. He was followed by Kastek-Biy and the retainers who were waiting by the exit. 

When he entered the hall the emirs, biys, sultans, beks and hakims rose from their sofas and cushions and made a low bow to the khan. As was the custom at his court Isa Buga stopped in the doorway and welcomed them with a sweeping gesture.

— Greetings, my best and choice people!

— Are you in good health, our Great Khan? — the choice people hummed in chorus.

— Everything is in the hands of Allah!..— The khan walked up to his place and turned to the guests.— Good welcome, my dear kinsfolk. Please, be seated.

It was only after that greeting that the members of the council straightened themselves up and took their seats. The Khan of Mogolistan sank in the silver throne inlaid with gold and precious stones. He sat motionless and those in the hall also froze in silence. Only three colours predominated here: white, blue and golden. All the noble emirs, sultans and the other Genghizide retainers were wearing blue caftans and white turbans. The less distinguished ones who were nonetheless the rulers of cities and settlements were dressed in white clothes but had blue turbans on their heads. As for the chiefs of the Kazakh kins their belts and straps spangled with gold and heads were covered in caps lined with sable, marten and fox. 

Unlike that with the rest of the Central Asian khans and emirs there were no such positions as the khan’s «left» and «right» hand in the Jagatai ulus. Nearest to the khan and second in importance was only his chief assistant. The rest held the posts in accordance with their significance, closer to the khan were the governors of the major emirates, the biys and military leaders of the allied and vassal Kazakh kins, then the hakims of big cities and the priests — sufis, ishans and murids, or lay brothers.

Isa Buga did not start talking in detail on the subject which was well known to everybody and only asked:

— What in your opinion has got to be done, choice people? Should we gather in one fist a united army or maybe each hakim and sultan would fight the enemy individually on his territory? And another thing. Should we leave the khan’s headquarters in the insufficiently fortified Almalyk or transfer it to Aksa till the war is over?

All those present bent their heads and it seemed the burden of the imminent events lay heavy on them. All were silent. Accustomed to autocracy they were thinking feverishly what they could benefit for themselves from the present situation. Least of all they were concerned with the future of Mogolistan as a whole and the khan himself.

«It is better to own a calf than to have an ox in common.» It was in those years that this saying was born. Suddenly Isa Buga remembered the will of Genghiz Khan in which the great ancestor called on his descendants to put to death anyone who would even think of gainsaying his khan. Isa Buga had given too much freedom to Mogolistan’s lords and now, in time of trouble, they were thinking only of themselves...

Emir Seitali knitted his brows. He looked over the dejected faces of the council’s members and said in a loud voice:

— O my Khan!.. Please forgive us, but your unexpected words came down on your servants like the mace of Azrail. Give us time to think and everyone will answer you as he sees it.

— It shall be so! — the khan lowered his hand.

A man with a pointed beard and sticking out moustaches appeared in the hall. He made a low bow and the khan nodded impatiently.

— My Khan!.. Last night a messenger from the north arrived but the night guards did not allow him to enter the town!

— Let him in!

A moment later a stocky bearded middle-aged man with a suntanned an weather-beaten face showed up in the doorway. He was wearing a camel’s hair caftan girdled with a broad belt with inlaid silver patterns and travelling boots with wide tops. Gripping a massive plaited whip with one hand he pressed the other one to his chest as a sign of respect and sat down by the door.

— Assalaumahaleikum!

His face and clothes were covered in dust. It was obvious  he had come from afar and had little rest on the way here.

— What kin and tribe do you come from, man? — the khan asked the customary question.

— I come from the Dulat kin... I am here, my Khan, on a commission from the hakim of the city of Janty, the honourable Suyunduk-Mirza.

— I have no secrets from my fellow-countrymen. Speak, man. What did your hakim want you to tell me?

Hakim Suyunduk-Mirza told me to convey an urgent report to you, Great Khan. A great many people headed by Sultan Janybek, the son of Barak, and Sultan Kerei, the son of Bulat, are now within the lands governed by my hakim. The people who came with them are from the Argyn, Kipchak, Naiman, Kerei and Ouak kins, some are from the Konrat, Alchin and several other kins...

The Khan of Mogolistan’s eyes lit up showing his unconcealed interest.

— What do they say?

— They cannot get on with Khan Abulkhair and ask for your grace, territory for settlement and pastures for their livestock. For the time being they remain on the opposite side of the Talas whereas sultans Janybek and Kerei are coming here right across the mountains with five hundred henchmen. Day and night I was galloping here along the byways to have time to warn you, my Khan!

— How long will it take the sultans to get here?

— They will be here not later than tomorrow morning, my Khan.

— How many people are on the opposite bank of the Talas?

— Countless numbers, my Khan!.. Those in front had long unloaded the camels and were cooking meals while from the steppe caravans kept on coming. It takes half a day to pass the territory along the bank they have settled on. But that is not all. From the mountain I could see numerous wagons moving all across the steppe towards us. It seems they began eating people alive in Abulkhair’s Horde!

Isa Buga knitted his brows threateningly and the garrulous messenger shut his mouth at once. He realised he had taken a false step and thought that «a raven will never peck out another raven’s eye». To be on the safe side he again bent his head as if asking permission to continue.

— Speak! — said the khan.

— O my Khan!.. I only convey the memorized words of my hakim Suyunduk-Mirsa’s message. Here’s exactly what he ordered me to tell you: «Let the justest of all earthly rulers and defender of the entire people of Mogolistan know that the reason for the Kazakhs’ settlement on our lands is the restrictions and cruelty of Khan Abulkhair and the universally acknowledged fairness and justice of our merciful khan!»

Some of those present saw through the messenger’s ruse and smiled to themselves. The khan liked the messenger’s words and cheered up. It was obvious that the news of the coming of the Kazakhs had influenced the further plans of Isa Buga. He waved his hand to the messenger.

— Alright, go have a rest and a good sleep. Tomorrow you’ll hear our answer. You will have to remember it and convey it to your hakim!

Realising that the apt words saved his head from the sword of the executioner the messenger exclaimed: «Yes, my Khan!» — and a moment later he disappeared behind the door.

Only when he found himself in the courtyard the messenger sighed with great relief. «He who talks without caution will die without being sick! - he thought. - Only a fool shows off before a khan!»

Everything the messenger told the khan was true. The fact that countless numbers of people had come to Mogolistan was not an exaggeration either.

On the fourth day of their hasty departure Janybek and Kerei gathered together all the chiefs, biys and great warriors of the auls which had left with them. Being more eloquent Janybek was the first to start speaking.

— Don’t think that we are going to receive a hearty welcome! — Sultan Janibek said.— «Thy neighbour is not happy if you are rich, but if you are a pauper he will even grudge you food. I do not want to foretell anything bad but nobody knows how we will be received in Mogolistan. This is why it is necessary that we travel so long a way without damaging our strength and health. When they see that we are strong they will respect us. On the other hand, if we come exhausted they will only be pitying us. Maybe they will not kick us out but in any case there is no joy in being a poor relative!..»

From that day on, after finding out that the khan’s detachments were pursuing them, they were moving slower to have time to feed up their livestock.

A week later Janybek and Kerey invited their sons, grandsons and numerous elder and younger brothers to a family council. Sultan Janybek ordered one of his horsemen to make a sheaf of meadow-sweet’s stalks as thick as the handle of a scourge. Some ancient legends told of such a trial for sons. First of all he turned to his eldest son Jadik and Kerei’s first-born Burunduk.

— Take a stalk, each one of you!

They did, staring attentively at Janybek.

— Break them in two!

The green stalks snapped in the strong fingers of the horsemen.

— Now take two stalks together and break them!

They had to make quite an effort to break in two the doubled stalks.

— Take four!

They managed to break the stalks only with the help of their knees.

— Now six stalks! — Janybek ordered. 

Jadik and Burunduk took six stalks each and started to bend and break them with all kind of contrivances. It took them quite an effort to do that.

— What about ten?

Thin and wiry Jadik and stocky and long-armed Burunduk set to work again. They knew steppe legend and tried to do their utmost for their young brothers to follow their example. However hard they tried nothing came of it. At last they threw off the stalks.

— We can’t break them.

For some time Sultan Janybek sat in silence, then looked around. Even though the children knew the lesson he repeated it word for word in the same way as other warriors and sultans had told it to their children and as songsters had been singing about it from century to century.

— The same goes for people too. It is easy to slay one man in the field. But when people are united they can cope with any opponent. Together they are able to overpower the sea. If the Kazakh kins stick together they will become a formidable force. Ten kins are the same as ten fingers of two hands. So may they make two fists!

Burunduk was older than any of the sons of Janybek and Kerei, therefore he spoke on bahalf of the rest.

— Yes, such fists will be good... But what will happen to the kins which are far away from us?

— If they wish to join us what does any distance matter to a Kazakh’s horse?

— That’s right,— Burunduk said.— But what are we supposed to do now?

— Chewed food will do no good to a large-toothed wolf! - Sultan Janybek said sternly.— Use your brains!

— I don’t know...— Burunduk lowered his eyes.— To raid and loot those not willing to follow us and take away the rest!

Kerei felt somewhat confused because his son could not find the right solution at so crucial a moment.

— If we do as you say, my son, we will terrify people! — he said.— People cannot be forced into doing something...

— Let everyone say what he thinks! — Janybek suggested.

That was the way the Kazakhs taught their sons from olden times. Although that kind of schooling was rather unpretentious, the acquired knowledge remained in their memory for the rest of their life and later was passed in all its obviousness on to the succeeding generations.

The young mustn’t speak ahead of the senior. This was why the second son of Sultan Janybek, Kasym, kept fidgeting never taking his eyes off his father.

— All right, speak! — Janybek permitted.

— With your permission, father, I would like to share my opinion of the situation with my brothers!..

— Speak... speak!..

— In his own way Burunduk was right saying that the unreasonable must be lead to the truth by force. It has always been and will always be so. But the wise uncle Kereke has already noted that such a suggestion is unrealistic. How can we think of using force when we ourselves keep looking back for fear of being overtaken by the enemy? Besides we must come to Mogolistan as a united and strong people!..

— Speak, Kasym! — Sultan Kerei said encouragingly.

— Right, we will come to the borders of Mogolistan and Turkestan not as separate auls but as a united nation!..— Kasym said excitedly.— Let the descendants of Jagatai and Sheibani realise and see that in the future they will have to count with us and our leaving our native land is only temporary. People give you a present willingly if they know that you can take it by force. There must be no doubt on their part that if they do not give us land and pastures we will be able to take them on our own!..

For the time being I suggest that the bravest and most eloquent of us pick five to ten plain horsemen each and go to the steppe. We must visit every aul and call on its residents to join us. We must explain our intentions to all our people. At first not all of them might follow us immediately but at least they will start thinking. Our call must be simple and clear to any Kazakh, no matter what kin and tribe he is from, whether he is rich or poor, a noble or a commoner: «May the united White Horde live forever!»

Janybek and Kerei nodded in unison.

— Well done, Kasym!..

— What you said is right, my son!..

All the brothers, cousins and other relatives, including the children, waved their hands in approval.

— Yes, you’ve grasped the heart of the matter! - said Janybek who approved of and encouraged in every way his sons’ aspiration for self-reliance. - Our venture is not accounted for by our resentment alone. Our main goal is to restore the Kazakh Horde which was founded a century ago by our great forbear Urus-Khan...

We could hoist the banner of Urus-Khan between the rivers Zhaik and Yedil, on the ruins of the Golden Horde. However, that would be on the very edge of our boundless steppe. Beyond the Yedil is the land of our enemies: the Nogai Horde, the Kazan, Crimean and Astarkhan khanates. Farther on the free steppe ends and the land of settled people begins, so there is no need to have the headquarters of a nomad state there. As was the case with Abulkhair’s Horde the capital of the khanate will soon be drawn to the powerful countries with settled population and will automatically break ties with its people who have been travelling all over the steppe and living that way for several thousand years...

However, there is a more appropriate place where our forbear once erected his banner, that is the Sygnak. It is much closer to the main camps of most Kazakh kins. So far our Sygnak is in the hands of Abulkhair but we will not go deep into Mogolistan from it!.. After all our related kins Uisun, Dulat and Zhalair also inhabit Mogolistan.

As for now, let’s fulfill what my son Kasym suggested. He will be the first to take with him five horsemen and gallop from aul to aul. This is what the best of you must do. The more auls you will bring along with you the sooner the White Horde will be restored. The assembly point is the Seikhundarya. I believe you know how to cross rivers!..

The next morning the adult sons of Janybek and Kerei and also many biys and warriors departed to different parts of the endless Kazakh steppe to call on auls to leave Abulkhair’s Horde. It was on the banks of the Seikhundarya that the men of Khan Abulkhair happened to come across several auls led by young Sultan Kasym. But the khan was spending his first night with a young wife and the pursuers were twenty-four hours late...

Now, following the main caravan, more and more auls kept on moving towards the Talas. The White Horde was becoming a state, but so far a state on camels’ backs, without its own territory and capital.

Upon disbanding his council the Khan of Mogolistan Isa-Buga remained with his most trusted people. He did not have to pretend before Sheik-Mukhammed, Seyitali and the chief of clergy Kastek-Biy. The khan’s heart was full of joy. A great deal of problems could be solved without delay with the coming of the warlike Kazakh kins...

The were discussing the current situation for quite a time and in great detail. The decision was to settle the Kazakhs in Mogolistan’s area bordering on the Blue Horde and the Timurides, along the Chu, Sarysu, Talas and Badam rivers and also to offer them the northern slopes of the Kozybas and Karatau mountains. They would serve as a battle shield against Abulkhair and Emir Abdusaid and be their most devoted defenders.

But that is not all. By way of payment for the granted land and grazing grounds the Kazakh kins would provide for fully armed detachments for another area, the one bordering on China and the Oirot Khanate, in case a war broke out there. So for Mogolistan it would be a double benefit.

Coming to this conclusion Isa Buga sent the noblest men to meet the Kazakh sultans as though they were his close relatives. He welcomed them with open arms on the threshold of his palace. Janybek, Kerei and the biys and warriors who came with him spent a whole month in continuous feasts, eating and drinking from the same bowl with the Khan of Mogolistan. His terms were accepted by the Kazakh sultans without objections and soon the first thousand of the brave guest horsemen were sent to the most dangerous strip of the Chinese border, the Jungar Gates. They were headed by Janybek’s eldest son, Sultan Jadik. Upon arrival he increased the number of his men up to five thousand by way of enlisting horsemen from the local Kazakh kins and quickly chased out the Chinese detachments that had infiltrated through these «gates». After the coming of another similar troop with Janybek’s other son, Kambar-Batyr, at the head the Oirot ruler could not but make peace with Mogolistan.

The Kazakh auls were settled all over the north-west border area of Mogolistan so that they could have a volunteer cavalry ready within a few days if a raid was made by those from Abulkhair’s Horde or Maverannakhr. Part of the warriors and horsemen were constantly on patrol.

«Well, the border area is also inhabited by Kazakhs, from different tribes though,— Sultan Janybek thought.— Let them see for themselves that they will always count on us as their defenders. It will make them join us much sooner!.. As for the border separating us from Abulkhair’s Horde we never wanted the separation...»

Sultans Janybek and Kerei personally took the trouble of settling the auls and distributing among them plots of land and grazing grounds. Although, while doing it they were taking into strict account the number of new settlers, still the lion’s share of land went as usual to the biys and the sultans’ numerous kinsfolk.

In the mean time Sultan Zhunus was visited by the son of the ruler of Eastern Kashgaria Abdrashid-Sultan, who was also from the Jagatai kin. Normally Zhunus received such noble relatives quite willingly, counting on their help in the struggle for the throne of Mogolistan. After the sudden emergence of Kazakhs in the border area he stopped preparations for a military expedition to the Alamalyk and spent time feasting and enjoying himself in the company of his guest. But as bad luck would have it Abdrashid once saw Zhunus’ beautiful daughter Sultan and fell in love with her. It so happened that the emir’s son Abdusaid had set sights on her already, while Zhunus, who loved her better than he did his other daughters, let the girl dispose of the situation on her own.

When Sultan came to see the enamoured Kashgarian she laughed in his face. «It would make me sick even to walk past him, let alone lying in the same bed with him!» — she announced to her father and afterwards repeated these words in the presence of Zhunus’ retainers. Small wonder Abdrashid found out about what she had said.

Cursing outrageously the offended guest left for his Kashgaria. As for Sultan, she kept on laughing at him among her girl-friends unaware what kind of jokes life might play sometimes...

Soon after the Kashgarian’s departure Emir Abdusaid invited Sultan Zhunus to visit him in Bukhara where the former was staying at the time. As soon as Zhunus started his trip Janybek’s son Sultan Kasym, who had been instructed by Mogolistan’s ruler, raided the eastern outskirts of the Fergana oasis and stole three thousand horses belonging to Zhunus.

There was not one horseman brave enough to chase the thieves. Only the fifteen-year-old Sultan got on her horse and, spear in hand, rushed in pursuit. She showed up before the horsemen of Kasym during their crossing the Talas and, seeing the militant girl, they nearly fell off their horses. Carried away with the easy booty they began making fun of the men of the Zhunus kin who had hidden in their holes out of fear and sent one of their daughters to catch the stolen horses. Sultan Kasym himself immediately made up a verse and sang it to her:

Tell me your name, I beg you!

If you don’t I’ll know nothing about you...

How stupid the leader-stallion

That let you stray off.

Please, do tell me what herd you belong in!..

The girl flashed a glance at the tall and handsome sultan and sang in reply:

Your eloquent words betray a sultan in you

Saying you are accustomed to gallop

Astride any mare across the brushwood!

But I am the colt of Zhunus and even in a dream

Have not seen a human load on my back!

Yesterday all our men raced off on that one,

Otherwise the outrageous crime would’ve failed!

Can a true sultan be a low-down thief

To rob the helpless? Do answer me, will you!

I galloped here to become a victim for my     

father!

Return our property for the sake 

of the Creator!

Do not make Sultan Zhunus a laughing-stock

                                           for his enemies,

Laugh at his daughter if you are up to it!

— O sweet-smelling flower which has not been plucked  from your stalk by anyone! — Sultan Kasym exclaimed.— I am not able to deny your offer and ready to admire you even at a price of three thousand horses!

God alone knows what happened between them in the white tent Kasym ordered to pitch on the bank of the Talas. In any case no-one saw girls crying but instead the clear-ringing trills of a happy women’s laughter was often heard at night.

The next morning the generous young warrior ordered to drive back the three thousand-head herd. During the parting Sultan was crying bitterly sitting on her horse. The horsemen too looked unhappy being devoid of their rich booty. Not daring to blame directly the sultan they still made up a song about that event which lived long after their death.

Without fire a flintstone is good for nothing,

A sly she-goat is just a pain in the neck.

Kaseke’s generosity is indeed unlimited:

Three thousand horses for a kiss, indeed!

One’s fate is as deceitful as a red fox

To us who heard a nightingale’s song last night.

Can the songstress’ womb be so sweet

As to make the trills so priceless!

During a halt some light-minded horseman could not help singing the song to Sultan Kasym. The sultan just grinned but on the way back home he and his men captured the nearby herds of the numerous sultans of the frontier area, so his horsemen turned out to be none the worse for it. Kasym begged them not to tell anyone about what had happened to Sultan since a sultan’s daughter who had lost her virginity became no better than a mere mortal. The horsemen promised to keep mum about that but someone could not refrain from telling the truth and the song has lived till our time...

Soon Zhunus decided to marry his daughter off to Andizhan’s Emir Sheik-Omar, the son of Abdusaid. At that time Rabia-Sultan-Begim was visiting Maverannakhr with the permission of her husband Khan Abulkhair. She could not help interfering in the match-making. Accompanied by a grand escort she left to Yassy for the bride, took Sultan and headed for Andizhan with her.

When Sultan Janybek learned about it he sent for his son Kasym.

— It is up to you to do something about Zhunus’ daughter,— he said.— But I’m afraid she will steal your own horses to pay for the second night. As for me, I want you to bring me Rabia-Sultan-Begim safe and sound. Then we will talk to Khan Abulkhair in a different way.

Sultan Kasym and his men left to capture the wedding caravan and immediately confronted the Kashgarian Abdrashid’s men who had laid an ambush with the same purpose. The Kashgarians attacked the caravan ahead of him. Sultan Kasym liberated both the women.

And again Suyltan Kasym did not meet the requirements of his father. As a matter of fact when he lived at the court of Khan Abulkhair Rabia-Sultan-Begim treated him with a kindness so characteristic of her. Feeling great respect for her Kasym let her go with honours ridding her of blackmail on the part of his father Sultan Janybek.

Besides herself Sultan Kasym released the young and beautiful Sultan but the old songs said she would not leave him. There was even a hint in them that she herself had sent a secret messenger to Janybek with precise information on when and which route the wedding caravan would take. Afterwards, being a  married woman, Sultan waited for seven years for Kasym’s horsemen’s raid. And in the end she got what she wanted...

Sultan Kasym would not justify himself reporting to his father on the cause of his failure.

— I did not want to be like a dog that chases away another stray dog to lap others’ leftovers! — he said.— After all freeing some other’s bride from Sultan Abdrashid I could not act like him...

— And why did you let Rabia-Sultan-Begim go?

— Out of respect for the memory of the great Ulugbek!

Sultan Janybek frowned but innerly he approved of what his son had done.

— It seems the older one’s age the greater his fear that he will not have time enough to repay all his enemies! — he said with a sigh.— You did right, my son. Maybe I, too, am beginning to succumb to this ailment. My old age is near! Well, as long as I live you can afford being generous. May God let you have these lofty feelings for the rest of your life!

The night was as silent and eery as a black and still pool. Although the sky was overcast with dark clouds there was neither lightning nor thunder over the steppe. It seemed everything had stood still in the world. Even the snorting of horses and the puffing of riders did not carry as far as usual, when the air in the night steppe is fresh and clear...

There were about fifty of them, plain horsemen without kith or kin who had their own yurtas in one of the adjacent auls but when Orak showed up they saddled their horses in the dead of night and joined his men for a few days. In order not to be recognised during one of his raids on bai’s and khan’s herds they put on the black bands of avengers on their faces.

Orak-Batyr began appearing in these parts a long time ago, in the flood-lands of the Talak, Chu and Karatala rivers. Not long ago the caravan of Janybek himself was robbed here. True, nobody was killed or taken prisoner but thirty camels loaded with tableware and cloth were driven off into the remote parts of the steppe.

— If you are Kazakhs, why do you pillage your sultan?! — the caravan’s head asked the one-eyed ring-leader.

— For this cloth and tableware your sultan will skin the commoners alive, - he said.— As for us we will justly share it among ourselves. If your sultan is truly a just one let him come and see for himself!

And indeed, before long these pieces of cloth and the tableware appeared in the poorest yurtas of the travelling auls, in particular in those of Tulengut slaves. Janybek could not bring himself to take away the goods handed out by the robbers. However, he was determined to do away with Orak-Batyr.

— When he pillaged Abulkhair’s caravans it was good for us, - Sultan Janybek said.— At the same time I will not tolerate outlaws in my khanate. The commoners must know their place!

One night the sultan sent for Burunduk and ordered him to destroy Orak-Batyr’s detachment. According to him the one-eyed warrior had to be somewhere in the lower reaches of the river Chu.

— It is high time we did away with this ragamuffin,— Burunduk said glumly.

— Make sure you do everything on the quiet not to stir up trouble! — Janybek warned him.

Burunduk just nodded in agreement.

Orak-Batyr, who was riding in front of his silent horsemen looking from time to time to the east where the narrow grey stripe of dawn had already appeared, was  unaware of all this. Suddenly he heard some noise from behind. The warrior looked back.

— What’s happened?

— The pock-marked Tengeh’s gone! — someone answered from the dark.

— What do you mean gone?

— Only yesterday he was with us and now he’s nowhere to be seen. He said he’d go to the hollow to take his hobbled horse but he never came back...

— Orak held back his horse. Tengeh was not a plain poor horseman like the rest of his comrades. It seems Burunduk had offended Tengeh in some way and the latter had joined the band of avengers. Orak-Batyr doubted his loyalty from the very beginning keeping in mind the saying: «A raven will never peck out another raven’s eye.» However, Tengeh had brought with him over a dozen good horses and the warrior’s heart had mellowed.

Tengeh’s inexplicable disappearance right before the raid on the sultan’s herds alerted Orak.

The warrior raised his hand.

— We’ve got to hurry, men. If Tengeh is a traitor we will have to make it before the herds are heavily guarded!

They galloped forth like a whirlwind unaware of what was in store for them. Just a few days ago Burunduk had been informed of the avengers’ intentions and was now waylaying them. Tengeh had pointed out the exact place to be attacked by Orak-Batyr’s band. Burunduk had a hundred and fifty choice warriors with him and made an ambush on each steppe path.

The wide hollow between two sloping hills swam in early morning’s milky fog. Deep down and on the hill’s slopes the sultans’ best thoroughbred snow-white and bay mares and their foals were grazing lazily or lying down. The stallions stood by their herds like a troop’s lookouts. They were always the first to sense danger and were now moving their ears anxiously listening to the night steppe.

All of a sudden they snorted together and started walking around their herds in large circles. The mares jumped up, neighed anxiously and began to bunch into groups. The fog rose above the valley and in the semi-dark of dawn one could see approaching horsemen. They galloped in a stretched-out line surrounding the nearest herd with a semicircle. Their faces were covered with black bashlyk-bands. Only one of them, gigantic Orak-Batyr, was easily recognisable. His face was covered not with a bashlyk but with a leather band concealing his blind eye.

No sooner did the avengers reach the sultan’s horses than they saw other riders tearing along from the hills to intercept them.

— Burunduk!.. Burunduk!..

— The avengers did not need to hear that heart-rending scream which rolled along the whole length of the hollow to immediately see who was approaching them. The square-shaped Burunduk was sitting on his bay horse like an oak stump and waving his sword.

— An ambush!

— Go back!..

But it was too late. At the  entrance into the hollow they saw a large detachment with archers aiming their bows from the hills. Orak-Batyr reined in his horse, waited a little as though thinking about what to do next and pointed his unsheathed sword to the way out from the hollow. Now the avengers were galloping in the opposite direction with Orak-Batyr rearing them up. Not less than a hundred horsemen were waiting for them there with Burunduk’s riders pressing the outlaws from behind.

Forward, avengers! — Orak-Batyr shouted in a thundering voice.

He galloped forth, overtook his warriors and was the first to cut into the formation of the sultan’s horsemen.

Threre is nothing worse than a battle in the steppe when two cavalry avalanches clash with each other. The neighing of crazed horses, the wild screams of people, the heavy cudgels raised in clouds of dust, the shining swords and the pointed spears stabbing in all directions. Within minutes headless bodies tumble down under the hooves of enraged horses, wounded are trampled down into the earth and those strangled by lassoes are dragged along into the steppe by  horses.

Still, nobody knew what that unequal battle would end up in. Although the avengers were three times less in number than the attackers they were the hardiest warriors. In that battle Batyr alone slayed not less than a dozen horsemen of the sultan. Perhaps the surviving avengers could have gone away into the steppe but a new mighty call thundered in the valley:

Kasym!.. Kasym!..

It turned out that young Sultan Kasym arrived to help out Burunduk. A hundred-strong detachment of his horsemen disposed of the whole matter trampling underfoot the remaining avengers.

The sultan himself did not rush forward but decided to wait till the outcome of the battle on the hill. He decided that it was unbecoming to the future khan of the Kazakhs to take part in such an insignificant scuffle. Besides Kasym understood very well that his opponents were not mere robbers. He could not start with a quarrel with the impram, a crowd of common people on which his fame depended this or that way. They were to be his future subjects and their blood could be shed only when he had established himself firmly on the throne.

Kasym stood lonely on the hill and even did not look at where the battle was going on. When he glanced at it he saw that only the giant with a black bandage over his eye remained sitting on the back of his horse. He was wielding his enormous sword like a cross-eyed reaper and the sultan’s horsemen were afraid to come near him. There remained few enemies between him and the open steppe. But suddenly Burunduk astride his bulky horse cut them off from the only way out. Now the one-eyed warrior and Sultan Burunduk were slowly approaching one another.

Kasym had no time to find out what had happened. The swords crossed and bounced back in opposite directions. Immediately a heavy cudgel swirled in the air and the overwhelmed Burunduk fell off his saddle. In the mean time Orak-Batyr was already galloping towards the steppe and there was not one horseman in his way. Kasym unwittingly stretched his bow-string. The one-eyed warrior was a about hundred footsteps below and the tempered arrow-head could go right through his heart. Ever since childhood Kasym had no equals in shooting arrows from the strong Kazakh bow.

— Come on, shoot... Shoot, you puppy! — cried Burunduk who was already on his feet. But Kasym lowered his bow. No, his hand would not have faltered and he would not have pitied the obscure warrior. But before his very eyes this warrior had unseated the invincible Burunduk with one stroke of his cudgel, the very Burunduk who was to be Kasym’s rival in the struggle for the khanate. Then Sultan Kasym would put to good use the likes of this vindictive warrior...

— Meanwhile warrior Orak was already far away. Swearing and cursing everything in the world, Burunduk rushed in pursuit with half a hundred horsemen but all in vain. When he came back he said nothing to his brother Kasym but just looked at him with lacklustre blood-shot eyes.

The next morning they took away the dead bodies and were very surprised to see familiar faces under the black bands. The dead were all riff-raff, plain and poor Tulenguts. Burunduk ordered to set afire the abodes of the guilty and slaughter their families. The detachments galloped off in different directions to fulfill his order. Yet someone had warned the dead’s relatives in advance and they hastily packed up their goods and chattels and went off into the steppe. Whole auls of such plain people had already been travelling all about the Kazakh steppe, so the fugitives had someone to join there...

Towards evening Sultan Burunduk beckoned to pock-marked Tengeh to approach him.

— Hey you, bastard... Lie down next to me. Perhaps tonight the one-eyed wolf would want to slaughter you in revenge. So he will taste my knife instead!..

— The traitor lay with his eyes open and shook like an autumn leaf. When a large shadow turned up in the moonlit doorway of the sultan’s yurta he couldn’t make a sound for fear. How Orak-Batyr managed to get to the very centre of the sultan’s camp remained an eternal mystery to pock-marked Tengeh. The long knife of a Kazakh horseherd pinned him to the felt mat. In the morning Sultan Burunduk only hemmed seeing beside himself the dead body of Tengeh. It seemed Orak was indeed a true warrior not to stab Burunduk in the bargain. By the law of the steppe only a traitor could be killed like a dog...

As for the horsemen who were on the look-out that night they kept mum and only exchanged glances.

So, another three years had been spent in the guarding of Mogolistan’s borders, raids and skirmishes. The refugees had adapted themselves to living along the banks of the Chu and Sarysu rivers. When the fourth spring came and the auls were preparing to leave for their summer camps, Sultan Janybek said to his son:

— Would you like to go with Burunduk to the city of Djangy to see the festive competition and visit a most worthy and learned man?

— At such a troubled time?! — Kasym asked in surprise.

— You know that according to ancient law during festival competitions hostilities and enmity are to be stopped!

The competition to which the noblest people from several khanates and emirates were invited was arranged by one of the richest men of Central Asia and the Desht-and-Kipchak steppe — merchant Mukhammed-Khakim al-Tarazi. Each year he would send several etxremely large trade caravans to China, Mongolia, India, Tibet and also to Byzantium, Moscow and even Great Novgorod. This man traded and had contacts with the whole world. Besides he never grudged money for   competitions because festivals strengthened his position and contributed to the safety of his caravans.

This time the merchant had an important reason for the arrangement of a festival. He had everything one could dream of: chests full of gold and jewels, numerous flocks of sheep, herds of thoroughbred horses and a great number of camels. For his gold Khan Abulkhair awarded him with the title of «ishikata», the head of merchants. However, the Lord denied him the most treasurous gift- children.

And now, after so many years, his full-breasted tokal, the junior wife, gave birth to an heir. True, as always there were some spiteful tongues who asserted that the boy indeed looked a Tarazi but was the spitting image of the merchant’s robust brother Makhmud.

Well, whatever they said the toi (festival competition) was going to be a really grand one. Three magnificent prizes were established for the winners. They were cast from pure gold in the form of big birds each of which was so heavy that an average horseman could hardly lift it from the ground. Anyone could take part in one of the three competitions: a six-farsakh 
 unmounted race, a ten-farsakh camel’s race and a twenty-farsakh horse race. The first kind of race was adopted from the Rumians (Byzantians), the second from the Arabs and the third was a local, steppe one. Besides there were less important prizes for those winning in other kinds of horse races and wrestling.

— If you go there bear in mind that it is beneath a sultan to take part in a pedestrian race! — Janybek instructed his son.— At the same time the horse races promise to be really interesting. Riders from the Crimea, Iran and Khorasan will come to take part in the races and in their parts argamaks are faster than the wind!..

Janybek proved right. Towards the beginning of the toi visitors from nearly all over the world had gathered in Djangy. They were placed in a hundred big white yurtas on the green bank of the Talas. Thousands of people came to see how the servants were training the extraordinarily beautiful racers preparing them for the competitions. In the mean time the warriors and sultans from different khanates and emirates who were full of hostile feelings to one another competed in generosity. They were to participate in races and games and show daring but this time without shedding blood...

The memory of that toy has remained in many songs and legends.

They say in the pedestrian race first prize was won by scrawny and lanky Egyptian al-Mulk ibn-Zarhum. He had already turned thirty-five and all his previous life he had been building bridges. A learned man he was disliked by the emirs of his country and had to flee to Turkestan joining a trade caravan. Here too he became famous for his learning and many already looked at him with an unfavorable eye.

— O noble Mukhammed-Hakim! — addressed he the host of the festival.— You have warned us that instead of the gold bird the winner can ask for anything which is equal in price to it. So I, a worthless creature, am asking you to give me means to build a beautiful bridge over the Seikhun Darya. I did not have time to build such a bridge over the Nile and now my dream can come true. People will be able to visit each other and there will be no enmity between them anymore. The more bridges on earth the less wars!..

The man’s eyes were lit with passion when he was saying these striking words. But for some reason all the khans, emirs, sheiks and hakims immediately frowned. The merchant took a quick look at their faces and nodded.

— Alright, learned runner, I keep my word. But I must know how expensive this construction will be!

The happy constructor ran to the place where he intended to build a bridge and set to work making calculations on the bank of the turbid Seikhun Darya. On the following morning he was found dead his spine broken.

Second prize went to Sultan Burunduk riding a tall black camel. But he, too, declined the gold bird.

— I’d rather you gave me your last wife who has borne you a really golden child! — he said true to spicy steppe jokes and hinting at the gossip disgracing the merchant.

To his great surprise the merchant agreed and that very night sent his young wife to Burunduk’s tent.

Third prize was given to fifteen-year-old Mukhammed-Sheibani on the fabulous Akhtangereh, the descendant of Abulkhair’s famed Tarlankok.

Only khans can have a gold bird! - he said to the merchant.— I am just a warrior in the host of my living grandfather Abulkhair, may God grant him a long life. The prize I ask for is to arm for me five hundred henchmen...

The shrewd connoisseur of the human heart looked fixedly in the youth’s eyes and nodded in agreement.

— If you wish I am ready to arm a thousand warriors for you! — he said inclining his head as though to the khan himself.

All Abulkhair’s enemies immediately realised that it was not yet time to bury the Horde. Abulkhair had a worthy heir.

Towards evening the beks and sultans had arranged to send a man to kill Mukhammed-Sheibani. Burunduk agreed to it immediately but suddenly Sultan Kasym came out against it.

— We are all sultans and not night-time killers,— he said. Successors to the khan’s throne can be killed only in battle!

That very evening Sultan Kasym advised young Mukhammed-Sheibani to be on the alert. Hired assassin Kurybai to whom they had promised mountains of gold, stole up to the very place where Mukhammed-Sheibani was sleeping and crumbled down cut in two by the youth’s sword...

Thus, all three gold birds remained with the cunning merchant Mukhammed-Hakim.

Two more events occurred during that toi.

The festival was visited by Rabia-Sultan-Begim who was accompanied by her sons and widowed sister-in-law Akkozy. Two snow-white yurtas were set up on rising ground for them with a great deal of people thronging not far from the place. Everybody was dying to see in detail the women’s gorgeous costumes and the jewel-studded harnesses of their horses.

As soon as Mukhammed-Sheibani got his prize and his fame flared up like a torch in the night the ambitious Sultan Suyunchik who had memorized the lessons of Vizier Bakhty-Hoja for the rest of his life, grew whiter than snow with jealousy. Then the wise Rabia-Sultan-Begim explained to him what might result from their relatives’ contention for the throne and glory. She told the boy the story of the assassination of her father and how she had convinced her beloved son, who had nearly sentenced her to a disgraceful death, to promise her that he would never aspire for the khan’s throne.

— A ruler has only death and misfortune in store for him! — said she.— In order to be happy one must every time crush the head of the snake of jealousy which waylays him in the most unexpected places. If you give it a free rein even for a moment it will bite you at once. The wounds from its teeth are incurable.

As for the second episode, no-one noticed it at all. Akkozy, the widowed sister-in-law of the khan, was sitting on a soft felt mat when all of a sudden a wide shadow fell by her feet. Her heart missed a beat when she saw the maimed face of a man standing in the doorway...

— Don’t be frightened... I am Orak...

— Orak... Orak... - she repeated almost losing consciousness.

— Yes, I am alive but look more terrible than a corpse, as you can see...

Still standing in the doorway he told her in a quiet even voice the story of his rescue. She listened to him as if in a dream.

People say you have sworn on the Koran and bread never to get married again and I thank you for this memory of me, - he said. - Even when black soil has taken my remains I will not forget your faithfulness. And now I give you freedom from myself and in the name of our pure love ask you not to reject the joys given by God and marry a worthy man. From now on your oath will have no force. To you I am the same as dead but to my offenders, all the khans, sultans, emirs and the rest of those with ruthless hearts I will live forever!

— Wait! — cried Akkosy.

But he was already gone. She ran out of the yurta and saw there was not a soul around.

The next morning the whole place was in terrible alarm. The famous nameless warrior nicknamed «One-Eyed» and forty horsemen had stolen a great number of argamaks belonging to merchant Mukhammed-Hakim al-Tarazi. The inscription he had left on a steppe rock read: «In punishment for the death of bridge-maker ibn-Zarkhum, may his pure soul rejoice in the gardens of Allah!»

That same summer the Khan of Mogolistan Isa-Buga moved his headquarters
to Aksa.

— The Kazakhs defend us from foreign enemies,— he said at the khan’s council.— If the enemies break through their covering force let each emir and hakim arrange their defence on their own!

The khan thought his decision would pacify his ever discontent subjects. He had neither the strength nor the will to withstand them anymore. The coming of the Kazakhs rid him of the problems on the western frontiers. He thought that neither Zhunus nor Abdusaid, nor Abulkhair himself would now risk invading the territory of Mogolistan since before that they would have to go through hostile Kazakh camps.

In a way the Mogolistan’s ruler was right. Zhunus and his patron Abdusaid were indeed overwhelmed with the sudden emergence of Kazakh riders on their borders. The direct route to Almalyk was now absolutely closed to them. They began seeking other ways to Mogolistan and before long found them.

The transfer of the khan’s headquarters to Aksa turned out to be even favorable for their plans. No sooner did the khan and his court settle down there than he was told about something absolutely improbable: Zhunus’s riders and those of his new associate Omar-Sheik-Mirza had turned up at a distance of three day’s march from Aksa.

As for Zhunus he just made a large circle going round Kazakh territories. Moving north of them across arid desert his troops came to the lower Ili and, advancing upstream, entered Yarkend.

Still, the miserable Isa Buga’s hours were numbered. One month before Sultan Zhunus’s coming to Yarkend he fell ill and took to bed. He contracted some strange desease. His tongue was swollen and there was darkness in his eyes. The kahn’s past seemed to him to be nothing but a figment of imagination and his dreams his genuine life. Only the golden-haired girl with eyes as blue as the sky over the Alatau Mountain was admitted to his dreams. He dreamed about his finally breaking out of this dreadful life and meeting with her young self after thirty years.

Those close to the khan wished to hear whose name he would remember before his death. They bent to his bed and whispered to one another in fear: «Astargfirallah ... astargfirallah!.. May the Almighty keep the living from making the sins of our khan!»

- Theodosia!..

That was the name of the infidel’s girl and that was the name Isa Buga’s lips were whispering.

When Sultan Zhunus heard of his brother’s death he immediately turned his horses back in spite of the objections of his ally and brother-in-law Omar-Sheikh-Mirza.

— Never again such a favorable opportunuty will present itself to us! — Omar-Sheikh-Mirza insisted.— They all feel confused now and not ready for a fight. You only have to extend your hand to get the throne and yet you keep escaping the decisive battle like a mullah’s shaking pupil fearing the rod!..

— I cannot come to my brother’s funeral bearing arms,— Sultan Zhunus said in a quiet voice.— What will people say?!..

Maybe he too remembered then how he had told his father obout his brother’s love for a strange blue-eyed girl. In any case that same day he went with his host back to Turkestan.

Perhaps, that was a most clever decision under the circumstances. Without waiting till the end of the one-week funeral repast for Isa Buga his retainers unanimously proclaimed Zhunus Khan of Mogolistan.

II
Overgrown with various prickly grasses, somewhere between Abulkhair’s Horde, Mogolistan and Maverrannakhr there spread a boundless grey country which had long been known as Turkestan. Bordering on the Seikhundarya in the west and the Karatau mountain ridge in the east it turned into the Desht-and-Kipchak steppe in the north and broke off coming to the rivers Badam and Chirchik in the south. Only the desert and the lack of water prevented it from greedy neighbours’ raids. Sand hills alternated with saline and sun-scorched plains from which small rocks broke out towards the sky like molded sabres. They seemed to warn one that beyond the horizon there would soon show up the mountain-mass of Tien Shan, the Altai Pamirs and Gindukush...

In this arid steppe, on the rivers streaming down from the adjacent mountains lied the ancient cities of Sygnak, Sauran, Yassy, Sairam, Arkhuk and the famous Otrar on the Seikhundarya. They had always been surrounded by small suburban settlements inhabited by ill-assorted people. These cities were the cultural, religious and trade centres of the great Kazakh steppe and connected it with all the countries of the East.

Right along the border line between Turkestan and the Desht-and-Kipchak steppe flows one of the biggest Kazakh rivers, the Chu. It begins in the crystal-clear lakes of Tien Shan but actually its waters originate even higher, in the glaciers of Terskei-Alatau. Breaking out from Alatau’s ravines the river carries its serene majestic waters across the sands and down to the salt-marshes of the Desht-and-Kipchak steppe. There, in the over-salinated land, begins the country of numerous brackish and freshwater lakes linked with one another by streams and river branches. It is in one of these lakes that the exhausted Chu finishes its run just one mounted march from the Seikhundarya. Not far from the place there is one more lake with another steppe river, the Sarysu, flowing from the north-east and falling into its waters. True, in drought-afflicted years it would disappear halfway through the sands but experienced people could always find fresh water even in the dried-up channel of the river.

At a distance of five mounted marches from the place where the Chu makes it final turn to the west the Blue Sea, or Lake Balkhash, is with five large rivers falling into it.

Thus, the entire southern part of the Desht-and-Kipchak steppe with all the adjoining deserts virtually makes a united chain of rivers and lakes along which a cavalry could pass even in dry seasons. In olden times there was even more water here. This was why the cities Sygnak, Taraz and Otrar from which one could go by water ways or alongside them to the remotest parts of the great steppe thrived there once.

Kazakh tribes and kins who had come with Janybek and Kerei and settled along the banks of the Chu, Sarysu and partly the shore of the Blue Sea became the shield of the territory. In the year of the removal, before the coming of autumn cold over two hundred thousand refugees had set up yurtas along the banks in the wind protected foot hills. Some auls had gone even farther to the mountains where the grass was green even in the winter. Sultan Janybek and his aul and Tulenguts went across the ice to the opposite side of the Blue Sea and the mouth of the Karatal river where the summer camps of some of the Kazakh kins were situated. There had been built up winter camps for people and cattle.

Sultan Janybek’s authority was quite great among the local Kazakhs and all of them privately considered him to be their leader. It was a good beginning and the forming Kazakh state actually occupied a huge territory from Lake Telikol up to Tarbagatai.

So, having enormous areas for nomadic life the Kazakhs got excellent territories for winter camps. True, in those times the wild areas along the rivers, especially the overgrown lake shores abounded in beasts of prey, particularly leopards and tigers. They had to keep their eyes open for their lifestock but, being inborn hunters and warriors, the Kazakhs soon chased the predators away from their camps.

But still Khan Isa Buga was not as kind as to grant the refugees these excellent territories for their guarding the frontiers. It was not for nothing that they said if a steppe man gave something to his neighbour it was somehting most dear to him or something that gave him no peace. Inasmuch as the flood-lands by rivers and lakes were gorgeous in the winter when the snow was not deep and made it possible to drive the livestock to pastures even in freezing cold it was intolerable in the the summer, when innumerable mosquitoes and all manner of midges made the life of people and animals nothing but hell. This was why people never settled there. With the first rays of spring sun they had to leave their camps and go wherever fate would lead them. Each spring Janybek and Kerei had to think about where to find the most appropriate place for settlement. Now they had one hundred and twenty thousand yurtas in their charge and all the Kazakh riches, their livestock, depended wholely on suitable pastures...

Willy-nilly, every summer the Kazakh auls which had gone with him to Mogolistan would return to the areas west of the Blue Sea that still belonged to Abulkhair’s Horde. However, the khan’s arms were now too short to reach them and before long these lands began to be considered broken away from him. The local Kazakh kins also recognised the supremacy of Sultans Janybek and Kerei.

All these united kins headed by determined and energetic men became a force to be counted with. Five years after a great deal of people left the Desht-and-Kipchak steppe the council of the biys and elders of the kins and tribes under Janybek and Kerei came to an important agreement. Early in spring by right of seniority and at Janybek’s suggestion Sultan Kerei was proclaimed Khan of the White Horde, the Horde of the Kazakhs.

This was already an open claim to the creation of a Kazakh khanate. What mattered was not their formally proclaiming their own khan. That same spring they decided to move the main auls to summer camps deep in the Desht-and-Kipchak steppe.

— The steppe has belonged to us from olden times,— the representatives of different kins and tribes said at the council.— Virtually Khan Abulkhair and his retainers have  left their native parts whereas we are coming back home. So if Abulkhair tries to stand in our way we will fight him like we would a foreign invader!..

And they fought indeed, but not against Khan Abulkhair. His headquarters was on the approaches to Maverannnakhr, so now he could not subjugate the unsubdued Desht-and-Kipchak steppe with one lightning stroke. This time he could only send there ten thousand lashkars headed by the awesome-looking commander Karachin. Soon enough the army reached the slow-moving Kazakh auls but they were not able to carry out Abulkhair’s order, that is to drive them to the sands and kill them to the last man. The auls were followed by a thirty-thousand-strong army of choice horsemen under the command of Janybek himself.

Sultan Janybek just pretended not to see Karachin’s horsemen. The latter followed the example of watch-dogs trotting at a safe distance from a full-grown wolf. They followed the auls for a long time not daring to attack them.  Now and again the advanced detachments shot arrows at those falling behind but the moment Sultan Janybek’s riders slowed down the lashkars immediately retreated.

Suddenly all thirty thousand Kazakh riders turned their horses back and raced towards the lashkars like an all-crushing avalanche surrounding them with a loop. It was an old military trick forgotten by Karachin. When the commander came to his senses it was already too late to retire. All around there was nothing but the boundless steppe with no place to hide in. The thirty thousand horsemen drew their bows waiting for Janybek’s command to immediately empty their quivers. Not one lashkar would have remained alive after that. Even if someone had he would not have escaped the lasso.

Then Karachin asked for a truce. Janybek did not want to start his new relationship with his future neighbours with bloodshed, so he agreed to that on the condition that those willing to stay with him would be set free by Karachin. Among the lashkars there were quite a few who wished to live in the steppe, so three thousand horsemen remained in the army of Janybek. He released the rest letting them go on horseback, two men on one horse. Even now one can see the steppe path which is called «Two on one horse»...

Three more years had passed and everyone got accustomed to travelling back to his native parts in the summer. After the defeat of Karachin the enraged Abulkhair swore that he would punish by all means the Kazakhs that had left his Horde. He planned to do that at one go during his invasion of Mogolistan. If he succeeded all their winter camps, which were now in Mogolistan, would get into his hands and the Kazakhs of the White Horde would have nowhere to go...

Soon the long-ailing Kerei died and Janybek was proclaimed the Khan of all Kazakhs. When he was lifted on a white felt mat Kazakh kins had already taken firm possession of the entire territory of the valleys along the Chu, Talas, Sarysu and around the Blue Sea in the south. In the summer they travelled northwards, to the Desht-and-Kipchak steppe, and as far as the Yesil, Nura and Tobol rivers. More and more often the neighbours began to call the new khanate the White Horde.

However, Khan Janybek realised very well that unless the entire Kazakh steppe united in the nearest future the revived White Horde would not last long. The embittered Abulkhair, for one, would muster a huge army and stand in the way of the travelling auls cutting them off from their summer grazing grounds. In that case the only way out for them would be submission or death.

No, only the creation of a united and powerful Kazakh state could save the people from dispersion and complete absorption in other nations. Being already quite a sophisticated politician, Janybek realised the difficulties that were to face him, especially the problem of keeping a regular army and introducing a unified taxation policy in a state whose subjects led a nomadic life. Such a state was supposed to have cities, but not ones like Samarkand, Bukhara and Merv. Its cities had to gravitate towards the steppe and be an integral economic whole with it.

Sometimes, lost in thought, Janybek was carried away by his long-cherished dream of an alliance with Russia and about the cities on the Volga and Zhaik rivers. But he immediately discarded these thoughts. Russia was too far away from the new Kazakh Khanate, let alone the fact that she herself resembled a not very strong eaglet...

Thus, he could only make plans dealing with the cities situated on the fringes of the steppe and connected with it by waterways or caravan’s paths well supplied with water. Besides, these cities were supposed to border on the countries with which the steppe had active trade relations. The cities of North Turkestan which had once been built to exchange goods with ancient nomads met perfectly all these requirements. However, Turkestan belonged to Abulkhair whose  host was much closer to them than to the remote old paths...

Sygnak, Sairam, Yassy and other old cities of Turkestan had once been swept from the face of the earth by Mongol invaders. It seemed they would never again rise from ashes and ruins but people had restored Sygnak to life and Janybek’s forefather Urus-Khan had transfered the White Horde’s headquarters there. Now the restorer of the White Horde, Khan Janybek, had to win his ancestor’s capital city back from the powerful Abulkhair...

Yes, Janybek still had a lot to do. First of all to build a new unified state from dissociated and ever quarrelling Kazakh kins and tribes which gravitated towards different states. In order not to be nipped in the bud by the warlike neighbours it was necessary to organise a unified and strong army. Of primary importance was restoring to life the entire Desht-and-Kipchak steppe and the part of Turkestan which had once been the domain of the White Horde and without which the state’s independence was absolutely unthinkable.

At the same time the capture of Turkestan’s cities spelled a long and bloody war against Khan Abulkhair and his Timuride allies. For them the Kazakh cities of Turkestan were the key that had always opened the gateway to the steppe. If they lost Turkestan they would have to give up hope to ever conquer the territories in the north and east, let alone a constant threat from their firmly established neighbour in the steppe.

But it was not only the military presence which mattered. For the settled population of all Central Asia meat, and above all wool and skins, were as necessary as the articles manufactured by city craftsmen were for the nomads. After all, the goods that were produced in abundance in the Middle East for the markets of China, India and Europe, the beautiful Khorasan, Bukhara and Khiva carpets, the world-famous skins, wool and cloth, were mostly delivered by nomads. The livestock of Maverannakhr and Khiva was hardly sufficient to meet the needs of their local and extremely congested population. To manufacture goods it was necessary to trade with the steppe whereas the prices were set by those owning the cities of Turkestan. Small wonder the established prices were not in favour of the main manufacturers.

For some Kazakh kins Turkestan’s northern part, especially the Syrdarya oasis, was important not only on account of its cities. It was one thing to travel off to winter camps in Semirechie, within remote Mogolistan, and quite another to find themselves after a few days on the Seikhundarya, where the Kazakhs had excellent old winter camps. Besides there were cities not far from them where they could sell their specific goods without any go-betweens.

Khan Janybek was sleeping and dreaming about his future capital Sygnak and the newly built and fortified cities of Sauran, Sozak, Yassy and Sairam. Like any other khan he was least interested in the life and interests of the local population. Even when he was it was only for the purpose of using the people’s mood in the future war.

It must be noted that in this respect he showed great foresight. In all those Turkestan cities surrounded by a broad belt of fields and gardens there toiled slaves and peasants who were almost the same as slaves themselves. They bore the burden of unheard-of taxes but, worst of all, they suffered from the extortions of quite a number of coming and going hakims. These city administrators, hakims and darugs, along with numberless bais and other authorities fleeced the peasants and craftsmen to the point of the latter having to sell their own children into slavery to pay the so-called «garazh-garazhat», that is the khan’s tax.

Besides the hakims and darugs were wilful and corrupt. Whenever hostilities started they would decide independently who to side with and would elect the strongest one who, upon capturing a city, left power in their hands. Usually a khan or an emir made the man who was loyal to him, most often his relative, head of the city. Khan Abulkhair abided by the same rule. His kinsfolk ruled in Yassa, Sauran and Sairam.

Suspicious as he was, Abulkhair was sure that all these people would sooner die than surrender their cities to the enemy. It was really so until a enemy that was stronger than Abulkhair came up to the walls of these cities.

It looked like Sultan Janybek realised it better than anybody esle. He did everything to prevent his horsemen, who were not used to storming cities, from climbing up high city walls. The most important thing was to bring to Turkestan an army which would make everyone realise his full dominance over Abulkhair. The cities’ governors were ready to give in to his might notwithstanding their being related to Abulkhair and their one-time «allegiance» to him...

However, now it was the most dangerous period in the life of the White Horde. Inasmuch as the Kazakh kins had the same goal, that is to free themselves from the yoke of Abulkhair, the internecine scuffles had almost stopped. But now that they had good grazing grounds, many seemed to think they were able to live on their own, without a common state. Full of their ancestral arrogance, each bai and warrior considered himself equal to Janybek who had only recently been just a sultan. Besides, the enemies had not troubled the Kazakhs for quite a time and many felt like going back to their homes. Just like other ordinary people they were anxious to graze peaceful herds and enjoy themselves with songs and horse races. It was difficult for them to understand that the army, which had only recently been organised by Janybek, prevented their enemies from a savage reprisal over the recalcitrant nomads.

As for Khan Abulkhair, he did not let grass grow under his feet either. His men would turn up among the discontent, pitted kin against kin and promise to offer support in the internecine struggle. Janybek realised very well that if that would go on all his efforts would be wasted. Khan Abulkhair had to be defeated with his own weapon. As for Abulkhair’s steppe policy the Argyns and Kipchaks were his right and left hand. Janybek decided on taking in hand both the cudgels. It was no time to stand on ceremony. If you can’t talk one into doing something the only way out is to strike him over the head!..

It came time for him to switch to an active policy. To this end Khan Janybek moved together with his headquarters and his loyal auls back to the banks of the Karaghenghir. There, in the middle of the Kazakh steppe, he convocated for a council the main bais and warriors of the most powerful competing kins, those of the Argyns and Kipchaks.  First of all songsters and orators were invited, in particular Kotan-Zhirau and the little «Rook-Size» Kaztugan-Zhirau. And again everybody was waiting with great impatience for the arrival of the eternal Asan-Kaigy, or Assan the Poor Devil. He had already lived for over a hundrend years on this earth of ours and the people could never imagine he was just as mortal as they were...

An old sage, prophet and lover of truth got down from his fleet-footed camel which was well known all over the steppe, and applied his hand to his sharp-sighted young eyes  to shield them from the sun setting beyond the hills. The ordinary peaceful sounds were heard in the warm peaceful air: the bleating of sheep, the mooing of huge-horned and heavy-uddered cows with their ancestors allegedly being the fabulous bull Zeghi-Baba. There rang out the neighing of long-maned steppe horses, she-camels hooted calling for their cubs and a clear woman’s voice was calling tenderly for her kid: «Kozy-zhan... Kozy-zhan!..» - My sweet lamb... My dear lamb!»

The entire flood-lands of the Karakengir overgrown in succulent meadow grass and reed were all over in steam. Hundreds of auls were situated there and from afar the clusters of yurtas looked like toys. All around, on both sides of the river slow dusty whirlwinds were rising to the serene sky. Towards nightfall people were driving horses and sheep closer to their auls a hollow rumble reaching one’s ears as if from underground. Suddenly the clatter of horses’ hooves was heard nearby. A young horseman with a lasso in his hand was galloping astride an argamak in pursuit of an untrained white horse. The horse kept escaping the rider and old Asan-Kaigy watched the pursuit for a long time...

When Khan Janybek heard of Asan-Kaigy’s arrival he came out of his yurta to bid due welcome to the popular songster. Janybek was followed by the earlier arrivals, biys, elders and zhyraus. On the threshold the khan suddenly stopped and his awesome-looking bushy eyebrows moved apart. Something like a smile lit his anxious gloomy face and an involuntary sigh escaped him...

Nobody could remain indifferent to the sight which had opened before them. There was some unusual serenity about it which made one forget all his worries and cares.

— You may live a whole life and never see this again! — Janybek said softly.

In the mean time the young rider contrived to throw the noose of his kuruk over the neck of the pursued horse. The white racer dashed and hauled the rider and his horse along the river bank. However, the youth was not taken by surprise. Taking a firm stand in the stirrups he began slowly reeling the lasso’s rope on the kuruk’s rod. The white horse gradually quietened down and stopped pulled up to the very saddle of the young rider’s horse.

— Attaboy! — said Khan Janybek.— Whose son may this horseman be? Asan-Kaigy himself saw his daring today!.. 

One of the henchmen ran off to find out the daredevil’s name while Janybek suddenly turned round and walked to Asan-Kaigy with Argyn Kotan-Zhyrau and Kipchak Kaztugan-Zhyrau already helping him to his feet. From all sides people were streaming to the knoll on which the great old man was standing, and stopped at its foot in silent reverence. This silence meant far more than any noisy greetings which could easily conceal the genuine feelings.

And then something incredible happened. The Khan of the White Horde, Janybek, who was dreaded by enemies, came up to the knoll and bowed low to the songster as a son would to his aged father. The steppe had never before seen a khan bow to a popular singer!..

He greeted the zhyrau with simple unkhanly words.

— Good day, old Asan!..

All were looking at the great songster waiting for his answer.

— Are you in good health, our leading light?! — The sage seer, too, addressed a khan with such simple and significant words for the first time in his long life...

According to age-old Kazakh custom they embraced three times, one putting his arm over the other’s shoulder, like ones doing the same work. Then Khan Janybek pressed himself to Kotan-Zhyrau and diminutive Kaztugan-Zhyrau whereupon all three headed for a white woman’s yurta that resembled a tall sailboat in the wide wind-swept Kazakh steppe...

Walking inside they settled on quilted silk blankets by the yurta’s right wall. Asan-Kaigy was seated higher than the rest, even than the khan himself. In steppe hospitality each detail is of great importance, so everybody understood the meaning of the wordless ritual. When the  attending warriors, not a chance detail either, brought soft feather cushions and put them under the zhyraus’ elbows, Asan-Kaigy and the other singers did not lean on them and kept on sitting with their legs crossed in steppe fashion out of respect for Khan Janybek.

Khan Janybek inclined his head deferencially towards them and it was only after that that the guests changed their postures.

— Welcome back to your children, great Asan-Kaigy,— Janybek said.— Have you travelled far?

— To my camel Aksirak it is not far but to his old master it is not so near! — The old singer gave a young smile and everyone smiled with him.—I have been to an earthly paradise where the trees blossom twice a year and nightingales sing in the winter... I  have been in Almalyk, by green Alatau Mauntains, where my great-granddad Maiky-Biy had traveled once. Yes, those parts are really the gift of God.— Asan-Kaigy shook his head in wonderment.— Even the Rumians bult up a church there a long time ago, in confirmation of what I have just said... Much blood will still be shed on that land, Janybek! 

— Your prophecy is quite pessimistic, zhyrau!

— Who’s to blame for our ancestors’ once having settled on all the ways of the earth? But the most horrible wind always blows from behind those mountains, — Asan-Kaigy nodded towards the east, from where he had come.— It is from there that the main trouble will come to our auls and there is no place in the steppe to hide from it!..

— So what do you propose to do?

— Not to shirk danger but to wait for it in Semirechie, by the very Alatau Mountains, on our old lands. Let our cities and auls be there so that our enemies would know that they would always get a hearty welcome from us. If we close up the eastern passes forever the steppe will become safer by far!

— And how will the local people meet us there?

— Semirechie is inhabited by Basymels and Uisyns, the ancestors of your vassal kins. There they had build up their  capital Almalyk as early as two hundred years ago... Unite the Kazakhs and struggle for the land of your forbears. Semirechie is our promised land. If it does not bring happiness to you it will to our descendants...

— Will the grey wolves of Abulkhair’s Horde let it happen?

— Let them bare their teeth for now. In time they will find themselves in our situation...

— But before that they will manage to get at our hides!

— The future centuries may well be brighter but so far the strong are at the weak’s throats. So you’d better be strong, Khan of the White Horde!

— But the wolves are strong too!..

— You cannot change a wolf’s nature... On my way here I called at Yassy to say a prayer in the mosque of Akhmed-Hoja. My heart bled when I saw what was happening there.

— What did you see there, zhyrau?

— Kazakhs brought their livestock for sale to Yassy. The city’s head ordered to take away the cattle and chase the Kazakhs out to the sands.

— Yes, they do this all the time.

—The diminutive Kaztugan-Zhyrau jumped to his feet.

Then where are the Kazakhs supposed to buy karbas calico to cover their bodies and coarse calico to enwrap their dead after death?

Perhaps, the outburst of the small singer’s indignation produced an impression on Khan Janybek. Always calm and composed, now he gripped the handle of his scourge with whitened fingers.

— We will capture all that in Turkestan... We’ll do it on our own once they don’t want to sell it to us!

Asan-Kaigy took a thoughtful look at Janybek.

— My luminary Janybek... I see in you the wisdom of your worthy ancestor Urus-Khan. Formerly I doubted the reality of your plans. I liked at once your having left Abulkhair. But in my heart I did not approve of your leaving for Semirechie. It is only now that I really appreciate your foresight... Of course, we need the cities Urus-Khan bequeathed to his Horde. We do not need the Bukhara grapes or the Tashkent dried apricots however tasty they are. But then, we cannot do without our own cities where we could sell our horses...

— Turkestan is the land of my forefathers and I do not wish to shed the blood of our brothers. But what’s to be done if Abulkhair does not return our cities? So far we are not very strong but next year, when reinforcements have come, we will have our say!

— Each pursuit requires its own wisdom,— Kotan-Zhyrau entered the conversation.— Our people who have been tired of travelling from camp to camp can now eat to their heart’s content. But when one is used to living an easy life it is next to impossible to make him take off even with a scourge.

— When the enemy squeezes your throat you can’t but stand up and fight.

— Kotan-Zhyrau shook his head thoughtfully.

— A sated one does not think of food!..

Khan Janybek listened long to the zhyraus exchanging opinions on war and peace. They counted not the number of spears and swords and not even the number of men in the army but something immaterial yet the most important. Not once  had he seen the strong giving in to the weak in battle and a smaller force defeating an innumerably greater one. It was a science without which there can be no true commander and the zhyraus were the best experts in it.

— Thank you for the thoughts you have voiced here,— he said addressing them.— They have made me far stronger and I will never forget your wise words!..

They set up a white yurta for each zhyrau the yurta of Asan-Kaigy being almost level with that of the khan. But did popular songsters ever lead a home life? They would go from yurta to yurta, from aul to aul, and the day they visited someone’s home remained forever a festal one for their families and kins. Soon the fifteen-year-old Shalkiiz-Zhyrau, the nephew of Astarkhan’s ruler Temir-Biy, came to the auls of Khan Janybek’s headquarters. In spite of his being only sweet fifteen he had already been widely known all over the steppe for his truthfulness, resourcefulness and utter boldness with regard to the strong of this world. All the steppe had bestowed on him this weighty postfix — zhyrau...

The khan’s great council Janybek had summoned this time was also held with the zhyraus taking part in it. They conferred about the unification of all Kazakhs and decided on assembling in Karatauz-Nura an extraordinary meeting of the chiefs and warriors of all Kazakh kins. It was the most suitable place for all to visit.

They had three issues, or jarghys, to discuss at that meeting. The first jarghy was the necessity for every kin and tribe to enter a unified Horde. The second jarghy: considering the remoteness of the Kazakh camps from one another it was of primary importance to establish three tribal communities, or zhuzas, according to the occupied territory, economic interests, patrimonial units and solidarity. The Kazakhs had been discussing the problem of such an organisation already for about one hundred and fifty years but their unending internecine strife prevented them from coming to a mutually acceptable solution. Now was just the time to effect it into life. Each zhuza was supposed to have its biy or great warrior with his headquarters which, however, was to be subordinate to the White Horde’s chief headquarters. In many respects this kind of organisation resembled Genghiz-Khan’s administrative division into uluses or Timur’s vilayets, with the only difference that it was intended not for military campaigns but for their own security...

The third jarghy resulted from the two preceding ones. The united Kazakh khanate would demand from Abulkhair the surrender of the cities on the southern border of the steppe. The latter’s disagreement would mean an immediate war...

The summer had passed and when there were two weeks left till the appointed day the khan’s aul with an escort of numerous relatives, close friends and Tulenguts travelled off to Lake Saumal-Kol. It took one half a day to reach Karatauz-Nura astride a fleet-feeted racer.

The only path that led to the place was overgrown with prickly burrs and dry reeds. To both sides of it there was nothing but a stone-hard saline plain. Here everything looked somewhat sombre and mysterious. The black post festooned with pieces of white cloth and the old human sculls scorched by the unmerciful sun of the steppe reminded one that in olden times these parts had been considered sacred and here sacrifices had been made to the stern gods of the steppe.

Khan Janybek sent a special caravan to Karatauz in good time. Fifty big yurtaz had been set up for guests and new wells dug out to bring water in leather bags. Lengths of rope had been drawn all along the gully to fasten colts to. A large herd of mares had been brought to the place to have enough koumiss for the guests. The khan himself was the first to arrive with his sons Jadik and Kasym and the son of the late Khan Kerei in order to welcome in person representatives of kins and tribes.  

Soon Kazakh biys, elders and great warriors began gathering at Karatauz. Only the chosen ones knew about the meeting. Almost all of them were the chiefs of kins and tribes and some owned numberless herds of horses and sheep. Each one was escorted by detachments of warriors and horsemen and Tulengut squadrons. All power in the steppe was in their hands and their word meant much to Khan Janybek...

The fifteenth century was a very severe one for the Kazakh people. It was in this century that the dissociated and opposing Kazakh kins and tribes, which until then had waged unending severe wars against each other, finally realised the necessity of unification for their survival. The chiefs of kins were autocratic-minded and ambitious.

They were opponents of a united state by nature. But this time the general national impulse was so great that they could not help giving in to it. Besides, they could not discard the growing significance of Khan Janybek in the steppe.

Several years later the maturing Shalkiiz-Zhyrau thus sang of those events ridiculing the Astarkhan Ruler Temir-Biy:

I am Shalkiiz, the son of Tlenchi,

And Temir-Biy is my sun...

He was so powerful, Temir-Biy was,

That in his time my horns touched the clouds!

So it seemed to me, yet I was just a lonely

woodpecker,

That nearly broke his horns, the stupid thing... 

Yes, Temir-Biy, the grandson of the legendary warrior Yedigeh, whose name instilled the fear of God into people, realised very well that if he obeyed Khan Janybek he would lose much of his unrestricted power. «I’d rather be a gander among ganders than a gander among crows,» he decided and redoubled his efforts in strengthening the already established ties with Kazan and the Crimea. That same year he married his fifteen-year-old daughter to the son of the Khan of Kazan. In the future he intended to set up good relations even with the faraway Turkish sultans who began to pay more frequent visits to the Crimea and the Astarkhan steppe, although he planned to do it not to have good-neighbourly relations but to get support in the internecine strife in the steppe. This was how the frontier steppe lords acted hoping to have as much power left as possible. By the way, at any opportune moment they immediately forgot about their promised commitments to the allies and made raids on them as they would their sworn enemies...

«Come what may,— Temir-Biy thought,— but after the Kazakhs left for Mogolistan Khan Abulkhair has grown weak, Moscow Rus is too distant and as for Kazan, we will try to come to terms with it. Between the Yedil and the Zhaik travel my faithful Alchins and part of the Nogailins. So my main danger is Khan Janybek who talks smoothly but, I’m afraid, not the one to rely upon in time of trouble!..»

However, as was customary in the steppe Temir-Biy did not refuse his support either. Too great was the whole people’s aspiration for unification. Such a refusal might be detrimental to a patrimonial chief even among his own people, the more so that it concerned a war with the hateful Horde of Abulkhair which had also brought too much trouble to the Alchins.

— It’s good the steppe people have decided to become united! — Temir-Biy said at the beginning of the meeting.— We should have taken Turkestan away from Abulkhair and ridden him of his teeth a long time ago. The Alchins, Zhappases, Zhagalbailins and the rest living between the Yedil and Zhaik rivers are prepared to supply five battle tumens to Janybek. But will it be convenient for us to submit to a khan whose headquarters is in faraway Sygnak?

The Uisun Kara-Ospan, who was the eldest here, burst out laughing in a booming voice.

 Do you really think that the horse of Khan Janybek will not be able to easily cover the distance Biy Temir’s racer has just covered?

— Hot-tempered Biy-Temir got the meaning of the inference and by old custom threw his twin-core whip with a meadow-sweet handle wound round with fine gold wire on the felt mat before him as a sign of consent.

— Not everywhere where one can gallop on horseback everything falls as mowed grass... Khan Abulkhair, too, once had long horns and some of his warriors even went beyond the Yedil, as far as Kazan. So what? They went back to where they came from with thin rake-like necks bringing home fleas the size of a sparrow!..ч

Now Kara-Ospan threw his whip on the mat too.

— I see you still hope for the speed of your horse. Better racers than your one were lassoed in its time. Watch out, Temir-Biy, it may well be that Janybek’s kuruk is longer than that of Abulkhair! It was the echo of an old argument. Although the Alchins, Zhappases and Zhagalbailins travelling between the Yedil and the Zhaik were considered to be Khan Abulkhair’s subjects yet in reality these warlike kins never fully obeyed him. Abulkhair would repeatedly send his troops to suppress them with the warrior Kara-Ospan himself heading one of these punitive raids...

At that time Temir-Biy’s father, old Tensik-Biy, was still alive. Not being an outstanding commander he was rather cunning and resourseful. It was he who gave good advice to his son Temir who by that time had already begun taking all power in the steppe. «In an open fight you will not defeat Abulkhair’s force,» - said he.— «Make-believe you have no hostile intentions and are ready to submit to him!» Temir-Biy followed the wise advice. All his vassal auls travelled off to the Crimea while he himself stayed with five thousand warriors and the wagon train.

When Kara-Ospan and his enormous force approached the Yedil he saw on the opposite bank a multitude of yurtas and numberless smokes going up to the sky. It could only be the rebellious auls of the Alchins, Zhappases, and Zhagalbailins he came to pacify. Not giving even a moment’s rest to his exhausted host that same night Kara-Ospan began fording the river. Towards morning the troops had already been on the Yedil’s west bank but found no auls there. It became clear to Kara-Ospan that that very night they had crossed the river back to the east bank and were now going off into the steppe and on to the Zhaik. The enraged Kara-Ospan immediately ordered his men to get back to the opposite bank and started a pursuit. But the unsubdued auls were retreating too fast. Try as he did he could not catch up with them and it was only after he had covered a good thousand kilometres and was in the sands of Naryn that he realised he was pursuing not the auls but Temir-Biy’s army. They were riding rested horses and were easily escaping the pursuers. Winter was coming and it was already late to go back to the Crimea to punish the really guilty auls. So they had to return to Abulkhair empty-handed...

It was that campaign that rancorous Temir-Biy reminded now about to Kara-Ospan to which the latter answered with a threat. Janybek’s kuruk might indeed prove longer than Abulkhair’s one. Khan Janybek was in far greater authority than anyone else and people helped him with far greater willingness than they did Abulkhair. One could not but count with that.

It looked like the developing everlasting inter-tribal argument was going to end up in an open scuffle. «Obviously this Temir-Biy does not want any unification under my mace,— Khan Janybek was thinking feverishly. - The Alchin and Zhappas kins live on the outskirts of the steppe which makes them stay out of all this. However, all deseases are infectious except a bone fracture. What if the rest follow their example?.. We cannot let it happen!» 

He tossed his head and fixed his eyes on Temir-Biy.

— Your ancestor, Yedgeh-Batyr, was a broad-minded man while you can only think within the limits of Nogailin territory. Will the Alchins and Zhappases themselves agree with you in everything? Let the future show it. But our common enemy is Abulkhair and it is him we must fight. After all he has slaughtered his own grandfather Kazy-Biy, the son of Yedigeh himself. I ask you point-blank: will you detach twenty thousand warriors for this war?

— I will! — Temir-Biy said firmly.

— So far it is sufficient, and later we’ll see.

Temir-Biy slowly picked up his whip from the mat. «You, Janybek, wish to reign over the whole steppe! — he thought to himself.— But that will never be. You want a big khanate while we will be satisfied having rather a small one, like the one we have now. There are many arguments and battles in store for us, Khan Janybek!»

Suddenly all turned their heads and drew themselves up.

— Alarm... Alarm!

— The enemy!

A rider astride a foamy horse was tearing along from the east and straight to the khan’s open yurta where the meeting was held. The horsemen around were taking up his desperate scream and passing it farther on. It seemed the whole steppe was screaming.

He could hardly manage to stop the speeding horse and rolled down.

— Where’s the enemy coming from? — Khan Janybek asked.

— Who is the enemy?.. Who?

The stern-looking biys and warriors were examining the clear horizon.

The messenger was a very young tall fellow with barely showing moustaches.

— My Sovereign Khan, the enemy is near! — he shouted.— They are coming from Kok-Dzhingil. Khan Abulkhair sent them. They are headed by Khan Abulkhair’s eldest son, Shah-Haidar, and Karachin-Bahatur. Their akhaltekeh and tekeh-zhaumyt racers are bigger than our horses. They are wearing astrakhan hats and armed with sabres and lances. We will hardly have time to milk one mare before they turn up here!..

— How many are they? — Janybek asked with an outwardly casual air. Neither his face nor voice betrayed his anxiety.

— About a thousand!

— And where is our anti-profiteer detachment?.. Kereis and Naimans are supposed to stand guard over there!..

— They have passed by, across the steppe, without confronting our men! Now the Kereis and Naimans are behind them...

— Have they been informed?

— My fellow-messenger is now on his way there!

Khan Abulkhair learned about the all-Kazakh meeting at Karatauz-Nura from his scouts already tow weeks ago but pretended not to know anything about it. However, one night ten hundred devil-may-care cutthroats picked from Seljuk Turkmen, Mangits and Barlasses secretly left Abulkhair’s headquarters and took the field. With his son Shah-Haidar and Karachin-Bahatur at the head, they rode only at nighttime and during the day hid in the rushy ravines of the steppe. Their task was simple: to raid and destroy Janybek’s headquarters and blow its ashes to the wind.
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Taking both of the heirs from the battlefield where Shakh-Khaidar had perished, Karachin-Bagatur decided against going to Samarkand with them.  The times were such that they could be killed by enemies or rivals at each step.  Karachin-Bagatur took the youths by secret roads first to Astrakhan, and then to Maverannakhr.

Along the way they were joined by several sultans and warriors loyal to the Abulkhair Horde and seeing their future in its revival, and then by the rulers of the Turkestan cities of Yass, Otrar, and Bukhar which hadn’t yet been seized by Dzhanybek. All of them decided to put the names of the grandsons of Abulkhair on their banners in order to restore the authority of the Blue Horde.

Thus, the Timurids, on the one hand, and some of the Mogol rulers with the support and assistance of former comrades-in-arms of Abulkhair, on the other, united in fighting what had become a serious threat to the White Horde. They proclaimed Mukhammed-Sheiban the khan of the Blue or the Uzbek Horde and feverishly began preparing for a war. While Sultan Burunduk was going to visit the Khan Dzhanybek on the shores of the Zhaik, the young khan Mukhkhamed-Sheiban swooped down on and seized Sygnak from him and began to clearly threaten Zhirenche-Sultan who was near Yass. Soon Sauran also fell and the biys and elders soon went over to Mukhammed-Sheiban’s side. This reduced the recent successes of Dzhanybek in Northern Turkestan to almost zero. Mukhammed-Sheiban didn’t yet dare to move into the steppe of Desht-and-Kipchak, but he soon would.

It’s not hard to imagine how Khan Dzhanybek and his sons took all this news coming from Turkestan in rapid succession. The White Horde had just begun to raise up its head when attempts began to be made to destroy it.  And it is not by chance that the first attack was in Turkestan where the interests of several khans clashed at once. 

Yes, Northern Turkestan remained an apple of contention between four states.  The Kazakh khans were going to remain in their cities in order to protect their steppes and have a door to world trade centers. In other words, they would fight to preserve their young khanate. They could simultaneously hold the sword over several of their enemies at once from there, i.e. from Northern Turkestan. 

The Mogol khans wanted to rule Northern Turkestan and thus control and, if they got the chance, drive the Kazakhs out of Semirechiye and also away from their northwestern border. After the death of Abulkhair and accession to the throne in Almalyk firmly tied to the Timurids of Zhunus-Khan, they no longer needed the Kazakh shield on their border, the more so since Dzhanybek laid claim to ruling over all Kazakhs including the Mogolistanis.

The Timurids wanted to control Northern Turkestan as before in order to dominate Central Asiatic trade with the steppe and restore the great state of the Lame Timur.

And the offspring of Abulkhair simply didn’t want to lose what until recently had belonged to them. Northern Turkestan was the key to the steppe of Desht-and-Kipchak which Khan Abulkhair himself was from.

What could Khan Dzhanybek do in this situation? Could he continue to remain on the peaceful and spacious shores of the Zhaik? Losing Northern Turkestan lowered the White Horde to the position of a second rate khanate without a future, and no one who had any foresight would agree to that!  

So Khan Dzhanybek, contrary to the opinion of many of those around him, decided to return to Turkestan and continue to fight. He not only took an army, but also many auls there with him. He understood that Northern Turketstan would become totally Kazakh only when whole groups of people settled on its lands...  

Even the wise Asan-Kaigy reproached Khan Dzhanybek for leaving such a free and spacious place:

There, in the steppes, wild deer race

And a silver fish plays in the shallows of the great river,

Full gamebirds rustle the reeds along the shore, 

And the people don’t know hunger!

But you didn’t gather your people on the river Zhem,

You called them back from there!   

The Weel was fine  and its water sweet:

It was so clear it could only be compared to tears of joy!

But you didn’t  gather your people on the Weel either   

Your called them back from there!

Those are the words Asan-Kaigi sang, but  Khan Dzhanybek was not swayed.  He made the Kazakhs from auls on the shores of the Chu and Sarys return to them. Asan-Kaigi composed the following humorous couplets about the Chu:

On both sides of the Chu—salt-marshes

And it is enough just to breathe the air to fall ill.

The knife won’t come out of the sheath,

And the men there are powerless like geldings,

It goes without saying that the women there

Are two-faced wild bitches!  

And Karatau, where Khan Dzhanybek dispersed some of the auls, was also reviled by the bard:

No birds can be heard there except for the evil cuckoo,

And not a blade of green grass is to be seen.

The land is like rotten fruit,

The women have a waist the size of three,

And the men’s bones clatter as they walk,

So the land, so the people!

Even a good horse turns into a wreck in five years,

And the eyes of twenty-year-old horsemen tear like those    

of old men,  

Oh land cursed by God!

No, Dzhanybek was adament. Dragging a tail of caravans behind himself stretching over the whole steppe, he went east. The people were sad and dispirited. But a person building a state mustn’t think only about today...

Upon arriving, Khan Dzhanybek immediatly began to prepare to do battle with the revived Abulkhair Horde. An army again approached the city of Sygnak.  Surrounded by horsemen of Sayan-Batyr, the khan rode in the middle of his White Horde, not knowing that his eyes were seeing the rising sun for the last time.

The armies of Dzhanybek and Mukhammed-Sheiban met on the wide plain between Sauran and Yass. This time there were no duels. Khan Dzhanybek had his horsemen attack right from a march. They rammed right through three lines of laskars

And at that point Dzhanybek couldn’t refrain from joining in. Forgetting that he was already sixty, he jumped on his horse and rushed into the battle. There was no better horse on the steppe than that of the khan: the horsemen of Sayan-Batyr could hardly keep up with him, and soon Dzhanybek had burst a good two hundred paces ahead. At that moment laskars of the personal guard of Mukhammed-Sheiban, who were commanded by the mighty Aksof-Khodzha, rushed from both sides on their Turkoman horses and intercepted him. They approached Khan Dzhanybek, who continued to race ahead, three times and three times their bodies, almost cut in half, fell to the side and their heads in their high shaggy hats rolled. But the fourth time Aksof-Khodzha himself rode up and, while Khan Dzhanybek was waving his sword to the left, he gave him a terrible blow with a cudgel from the right. The khan of the White Horde fell to the hard cracked ground. 

At that moment it was as if a tornado had hit and swirled all around. It was the horsemen of Sayan-Batyr who had caught up with their khan and came storming down on those circling the body of Khan Dzhanybek. In an instant the laskars had been cut to pieces and Mukhammed-Sheiban himself, who had galloped up to see the dead enemy, barely escaped being captured. He was saved by Aksof-Khodzha who rushed past and drew the khan’s horse away with him.

The Kazakh warriors, in their deep sorrow, didn’t bother to pursue the retreating enemy. They raised the body of their khan from the ground and galloped far into the steppe with him...

The battle stopped of its own. Mukhammed-Sheiban lead away the thinned ranks of his army to the safety of the walls of the fortress in Yass, while the Kazakhs remained in the steppe. Having wrapped the body of their khan in a white mat, they put it on a white camel and set out for the city of Sozak which was ruled by the second son of Dzhanybek—Makhmud. They erected a masoleum for Dzhanybek next to the one for Abulkhair. They were made identical. Two wolves, which the vast steppe had been too small for, now endured their proximity in silence. And the people who came here to pray soon paid homage to both...

When the forty days of mourning were over, the biys and leaders of the White Horde raised the brave and stern warrior Burynduk on a white mat as a sign of proclaiming him to be the next khan. It was his turn, by seniority, to take the throne...

They had hardly celebrated this event when Sultan-Makhmud, the youngest brother of Mukhammed-Sheiban, began advancing on the city of Sozak at the head of a huge army whose troops had been gathered from all corners of Maverannakhr, and also had been given by Mogol khans and Timurids. And big detachments from Tashkent, Yass and Otrar joined him as well. Blood flowed like a river again, but the bellicose grandson of Abulkhair had to retreat from Sozak.

As a result of these battles the people of the two hordes became more and moe divided.

Sultan Kasym, who sooner or later should become the khan, became glum and more mature over these months. The death of his mother, who had always shielded him, and then the death of his father in battle had shaken him.

When Sultan Kasym had gone far into the steppe, he became lost in reverie.  The boundless expanses calmed his hot head and the wind carried away his hatred and anger. No, he would never break the vow he had given his mother, for nothing was more terrible for a person with a soul!

«But that is not difficult to do while I simply execute Burunduk’s orders,» he thought. «One fine day they’ll put me on the white mat. And who will care about my vow? They will demand I do something. But isn’t the main enemy of our Horde now my cousin Mukhammed-Sheiban?»

That year turned out to be a very difficult one for Sultan Kasym. Two times he had to retreat in battles with the military leader Mukhammed-Sheiban. The not to smart Burunduk had forced him to enter into battle at a very disadvantageous moment.  Burunduk was one of those foolhardy steppe commanders who enter into battle as soon as they see the enemy. They don’t care about the consequences, and they run from the enemy with the same levity as they attack him.  It was this nomad foolhardiness that resulted in their being defeated. No, real khan should conduct himself like that!

Sultan Kasym was also troubled by something else. More and more of the poor people and fugitive warriors from all over the Desht-and-Kipchak kept going over to the detachment of the One-eyed Orak and he began to drive away the herds of the rich and important, not caring which Horde they belonged to. This was how the have-nots expressed their anger at the haves. Sultan Kasym saw the raids of Orak splintering the unity of the new khanate and decided to attack his detachment and destroy it once and for all. Kasym sought a chance to meet Orak, but no such occasion arose. Orak didn’t trust the khans and sultans and was good at hiding from them. 

Moreover, the illusive One-eyed warrior, who had declared war on all khans, became especially cruel after the death of his bride Akkoza. That winter he drove away two big herds of Kasym’s grazing on the shores of the Karatal. They said that Orak-Batyr gave these horses to poor villagers living by the Aral Sea.   It was suggested to Kasym that he send a big detachment there and get them back, but he decided not to.  He knew that he would become a khan and he shouldn’t start by making a punitive raid on auls under his rule. 

That winter there was a moment of joy in the yurta of Sultan Kasym as well.  The steppe sultans never had to complain about a lack of children, but for some reason Kasym was especially happy when his son Khaknazar was born. Maybe he guessed that this was the son who would take up his life’s cause.

In the meantime, inspite of the losses he had suffered, Sultan Kasym held a big feast at which there were wrestling matches and horse races and expensive gifts were given out to celebrate his son’s birth.  

«The warrior Orak knew that such a wonderful son would be born to me!» —  Sultan Kasym announced laughing at this feast.— «Let the horses he gave away be my gift to the people for the glory of Khaknazar...

IV

An old Cassock proverb was repeated again and again in the White Horde:  «So that the eyes didn’t peck each other, Alla put a nose between them». When Burunduk took the throne, Sultan Kasym was made the chief commander. And from the very first day they were at odds. They were too different.

And no peacemaker who came between them so their differences grew into animosity. The main thing that they disagreed on was the future of the khanate.  Burunduk saw the future of his people in incessant wars. A short-sighted warrior, he felt that conquering the territories of the neighbouring khanates was the road to a mighty state. Burunduk had been in the saddle his whole life and demanded the same from eveyone else, forgetting that people needed to graze their cattle, support their families, rest and enjoy life...

Sultan Kasym firmly decided to follow in Dzhanybek’s footsteps. He thought the state should have a regular, well-armed, army capable of defending the Kazakh cattle breeders, not a volunteer corps like their distant ancesters. And war should not be the main work of the Kazakhs because it lead to degeneration. The warriors of Genghiz-Khan were a good example of this. No, the Kazakhs had enough land, God help them defend what they had!

«I would like to make it so that larks make nests on the backs of the sheep in our country!» said Kasym. But Burunduk didn’t take his advice, asserting that incessant war toughened the people, turning them into fearless wolves roving about the steppe day and night in search of worthy prey. Such people weren’t afraid of cold or hunger. All the wealth in the world would be brought to their tents.  There wouldn’t be anyone richer than the Kazakhs and all around would tremble just at hearing their name!

Sultan Kasym was in a bind. He himself was for the absolute rule of the khan and therefore he had to obey Burunduk. He unquestioningly carried out all his orders though understanding the harm they did. More than once the Kazakh army had suffered defeat because Khan Burunduk hadn’t bothered about strategy.  Only one time did he admit that he hadn’t prepared properly nor armed his troops sufficiently.

And Burunduk was even less savy when it came to politics. He saw only the «Abulkhair leopards», as he called Mukhammed-Sheiban and Sultan-Mukhmud, as the main enemies of the khanate. He thought that if they were done away with, the world would be his. But Sultan Kasym already understood that his mother had made him make that vow not only because of being related to Akkosa. With her deep feminine intuition she had understood that soon the time would come when peace between the great related khanates would be necessary. For only thus could they become strong and respected. Kasym didn’t doubt that it was his mother who had suggested the vow to his sister Akkoza. There were such wise women in the many century history of the steppe...

Yes, a policy of peace for many years would be advantageous to both khanates.  But in no case should Mukhammed-Sheiban be let know about this desire for peace nor should his own interests be neglected, including in the dispute over the cities of Northern Turkestan. Leave Mukhammed-Sheiban’s hands unfettered so he could fight the Timurids who were also enemies of the White Horde. Let the young and hot Mukhammed-Sheiban rush to the south-east where the belligerent hordes of Central Asia were always drawn. Let the center of gravity of interests of the Abulkhair Horde shift there, to India, Iran, and Afganistan. Wouldn’t the Kazakh khanate stand to gain from that?  Over time it would become the main force here in its ancient craddle.

     And what would killing both the “leopards” do besides immediately strengthening the Timurids and Dzhagatai and Mogol khans?  Their teeth were not only sharp but also poisonous.  No, it’d be better to have to deal with leapards than snakes!..

     The crack that had appeared between Khan Burunduk and his commander Dasym, quickly widened and turned into a chasm.  Khan Burunduk no longer concealed his failure to understand Kasym’s liking for a mortal enemy.  He attributed the defeats suffered to this. 

    Meanwhile the “Abulkhair leopards”, not knowing it,  helped solve the problem.

    Having seized the key cities in Turkestan—Sygnak, Otrar, Akhruk and Uzkent— Mukhammed-Sheiban decided to also take Sauran.  When the head of the city found out about it, he  gathered all the members of his family and all their relatives and ran to Yass, and the elders, biys, merchants and other important people in the town decided to turn it over to the youngest brother of Mukhammed-Sheiban, the wild warrior Sultan Makhmud.  He immediately responded to their summons and marched into the city.  Mukhammed-Sheiban came there as a guest of his brother.  But, when leaving the city, he said to Sultan Makhmud:  “The city wasn’t turned over to you with good intentions...Drive out or kill those who turned it over to you.”  But Sultan-Makhmud did not heed his brother’s words and soon paid the price...

    The glory and power of Mukhammed-Sheiban grew with each day.  The emirs, biys, mirzy and sultans, at a loss after the defeat of the Blue Horde, gathered from all around under his banner.  And Mukhammed-Mazit-Tarkhan, the oldest of the northern Turkestan khakims (head of a city), was beside himself with fear.  

     Deciding to escape from their dangerous neighbours by going beyond the steppes of Samarkand, Mukhammed-Mazit-Tarkhan first sent a caravan carrying valuables there.

And he had his favourite daughter, the fourteen-year-old Ibadat, go with that caravan.

But it so happened that one of Mukhammed-Sheiban’s men found out about the caravan.  With a detachment of horsemen he attacked the caravan and seized the goods, then brought it to Mukhammed-Sheiban.  From all the valuables, the young khan choose only the beautiful Ibalat and made her his fifth wife. 

     It was then that Mukhammed-Mazit-Tarkhan turned to Burunduk and asked him to become his ally.  Through an emissary he proposed that they attack Mukhammed-Sheiban together and drive him out of Turkestan.  One way or another, but the policy of wait-and-see which Burunduk had followed lately under the direct influence of Sultan Kasym was bearing its first fruit.

     The joined forces of the White Horde and the main khakim in Northern Turkestan surrounded Sauran and Sultan-Makhmud began to build up his defenses.  Following Sultan Kasym’s advice, Mukhammed-Mazit-Tarkhan wrote a message to the biys and elders of Sauran reminding them who they were subjects of and suggesting that they avoid the spilling of blood by giving up the city without a fight.  They thought it over and, at a secret council, decided to do just that.  They sent some people who seized the unsuspecting “Abulkhair leopard”, Sultan-Makhmud, and gave him over to Sultan Kasym as he entered the city...   

     That was the final straw in the argument between Burunduk and Kasym.   After 

seizing the city, Sultan Kasym and his ally Mukhammed-Mazit-Tarkhan held a feast to celebrate its being under the aegis of the White Horde again, something which the stubborn main khakim finally agreed to. Khan Burunduk, who had arrived in the city, was reclining on silk pillows and blankets belonging to Sultan-Makhmud and drinking cup after cup of thick juice.  Not even having talked to his commander, he ordered:  “Bring that Sultan-Makhmud here!”

    But instead of the grandson of Abulkhair, Sultan Kasym came.  He made the customary bow to the khan of the White Horde and sat down where indicated.

     “I was told that you, my sovereign, ordered the captured warrior Sultan-Mukhamud be brought to you,”  he said quietly.. “What do you want him for right now?”

    “I was told that he is a big hero,” said Khan Burunduk who had become glum like a fall cloud.  I want his head to be cut off before me.  Then we’ll see if he cries out like a warrior or like a woman!

    Sultan Kasym continued in the same low voice:

     Sultan-Makhmud isn’t a slave bought for money or a warrior taken in battle.  So we don’t have the right to deal with him without a general consensus.  No matter what he has done, he is the grandson of a khan and the only brother of the khan.  To cut off his head we need the consent of at least the Small Council, if not the Big Council.

     Burunduk’s neck, face, and hands turned crimson.  He looked like a big bag of peat among the silk pillows.  Suddenly he sat on his heels. His eyebrows knit together, and his eyes nearly popped out of their sockets in anger. 

     “I will be the Big and Small Councils for Abulkhair’s offspring!” he roared. 

    “Then I ask you,my sovereign, not to forget another ancient law...”  Sultan Kasym, as before, talked quietly, not raising his voice.   “Sultan-Makhmud is my captive.  Moreover he is my cousin on my mother’s side.  Therefore I am his closest relative here and represent his interests. 

    Not even Burunduyk dared to go against this ancient law of the steppe.  He drooped and muttered something unintelligle with the inarticulateness inherent to him:

     “What do you want of me?...God knows how many Kazakh warriors that Sultan-Makhmud has killed!   Do you really want to let him go?  Speak!”

     Sultan Kasym understandingly shook his head:

     No, I’m not asking you to let him go.  But a council should be convened to decide his fate.  We’re not brigands, but a state and it’s not good to set an example of lawlessness.”

     “Yes,..yes,” Burunduk agreed.

     “But now isn’t the time to convene the council.  My men have reported that Mukhammed-Sheiban has advanced to Yass.  He won’t be able to take such a fortress right away. And we, not losing any time, should suddenly seize Otrar!

    This proposal was more to Burunduk’s liking: 

     “Go ahead,”  he agreed and snapped: “But your Sultan-Makhmud will end up in the noose all the same!”

     “Then it will be clear!”

     Burunduk’s blood boiled a long time as he thought about what had happened.  He was like a cat whose fish has been taken right from under his nose.  Khan Burunduk rarely took anyone’s advice, and he especially couldn’t stand the advice of Sultan Kasym.  He would have gone ahead and punished the captive, but he was guarded by Kasym’s horsemen and Burunduk couldn’t get to him. 

     When arriving home, Sultan Kasym immediately summoned Sayan-Batyr. The honest and loyal warrior had become the closest person to Kasym.  He always carried out the most dangerous missions displaying remarkable savy and courage in doing so.

     “Zhien-aga, I want to ask you to do something very important,”  said Sultan Kasym, addressing him as if he were someone older than himself.

    “There hasn’t been a single day without danger in my life,” Sayan-Batyr smiled.  “What are my orders?” 

     Sultan Kasym fell silent thinking.

     “Well, it’s this...It isn’t entirely safe to leave our captive Sultan-Makhmud here and I want you to secretly send him to Sozak.  You will have to accompany him and remain there with him until we return from Otrar.

     “You’re right, that’s no easy assignment you’re giving me,” the warrior agreed.  “Doesn’t it seem to you, my sultan, that taking Sultan-Makhmud to Sozak is the same as a death sentence.  After all your brother and his namesake, the noseless Makhmud with a cut lip, rule there.  And it was our captive that did that to him.

     “My brother won’t revenge an unarmed person for what happened in a duel.”

     Sayan-Batyr shook his head:

     “A bodily wound quickly heals and stops hurting.  But hurt feelings...”

    “It’s necessary to protect Sultan-Makhmud no matter what.  I vowed to my mother that I wouldn’t harm Akkozi’s children as long as they didn’t raise a hand against me.

     “All right, I’ll do everything I can so that you will keep your vow.  But don’t people know that I am the brother of Rabia-Sultan-Begim, the wife of the late Abulkhair?

   “No, I didn’t know this.  But does that change anything?”

     “Isn’t Suyunchik the son of Rabia-Sultan-Begim? And isn’t Suyunchik, my cousin, in Mukhammed-Sheiban’s army?” 

     “That’s the place for him...”

    “Yes, but if Sultan-Makhmud suddenly got away from me, won’t I, like it or not, be your foe?”

    “I have great faith in you.”

    “Better test me some other way,”  the warrior insisted.  “I ask you again, please entrust this to someone else.” 

     “There is no other man like you.” Sultan Kasym said firmly.  “Besides, Sultan-Makhmud evidently knows about your kinship to him and won’t resist going.  We must return him home alive and unharmed.” 

    “In that case why don’t I just let him go?”

     “Khan Burunduk would blame me then.  No, let the council of khans decide his fate.  The majority will vote as I do....”

     Then it is not necessary to go to all this trouble for the captive.  Who knows what the counil of khans may decide. And Burunduk could suddenly insist on having his way.”

     “Your duty is to guard and protect Sultan-Makhmud until our return from Otrar.”  Sultan Kasym spoke evenly looking the warrior straight in the eyes.

    “I see...”  Sayan-Batyr smiled significantly.  “I’ll do everything in my power, my Sultan.”

   “I’m setting out today, while nothing unforeseen has happened.  Put the captive in the stocks.”

     “Yes, my Sultan.”

     That very day Burunduk, with Kasym at the head of the army of the White Horde, set out for Otrar.  But Mukhammed-Sheiban, as soon as his scouts reported this to him, immediately stopped his seige on Yass because he did not want to lose his best fortress in Turkestan.  He will remembered the steppe saying about the goat which asked God for horns but lost its ears.  By the time the Kazakh troops were approaching Otrar, Mukhammed-Sheiban had already made it back, not without great effort, and taken cover behind its thick walls.      

    The walls were thicker and higher that those at Yass, and the towers had special slots for archers.  They were forty measures high and the baked gray clay which they were made of was as strong as granite.   The food in the city had been collected during raids over the year, and there was also plenty of water and fuel.  While the attackers were on the barren steppes scorched by the sun.  Food and fodder had to be brought from afar, the water in the irrigation ditches was dirty and the soldiers got sick from it.  After a month’s seige all the people with any common sense were saying that trying to take Otrara was senseless.

     But the stubborn Burunduk, as usual, wouldn’t yield.   He ordered the men to dig their way under the walls and impatiently waited  for the day when he would drink the fresh blood of both the “leopards”. But one fine day dust rose from the direction of Tashkent.  The scouts reported that a big army was coming to help Mukhammed-Sheiban.  It no longer made any sense to continue the seige and that very day Burunduk ordered his men to withdraw.

    Khan Burunduk himself, with a 5000 strong detachment, galloped ahead and the rest of the troops, with Kasym at their head, approached Sozak only a week later.  When the uneven walls of Sozak were visible from the distance they saw a horseman rushing towards them.  It was clear that he was hurrying to tell them something important.  Sultan Kasym and his companions grew anxious:  anything could be expected at such a moment.  Someone could be laying in ambush behind each hill.

   It was Zhadik, one of the younger brothers of Sutlan Kasym.  His horse was all lathery, like after a three-day race, and he himself almost fell from the saddle head first.

     “Assalaumahaleikum!”

     “Uahalaikum assalam!” Kasym answered.  “Is everything all right in our villages, Zhadik?”

     “Yes” But there is some bad news!”

     “Tell me.”

     Sultan-Makhmud has escaped from the dungeon and one of the guards is with him...”:

    “And where was the warrior Sayan?”

    “They cut his throat.”

      According to Zhadik, this was what happened.  Besides the guards, Sayan-Batyr himself slept next to Sultan-Makhmud, fearing that people sent by Burunduk would kill him.  Evidently, in the absense of the warrior, the captive found a common language with the guard, a Mangit, promising him mountains of gold.  Whether that was so or not, the guard cut Sayan-Batyr’s throat while he was sleeping.   An underground tunnel had already been dug under the wall of the dungeon and both ran away.  It was found out only in the morning, but they had disappeared into the steppe by then.

     Having heard about the death of his closest friend, Sultan Kasym even rocked in the saddle in anguish.  It was as if it was all a bad dream.  Even when all the troops hurried to say a prayer for the late Sayan-Batyr whom they had all loved, Kasym couldn’t join in.  He felt that he was to blame for his friend’s death...

     The troops started going on towards the city, but he made a sign to be left there where he had heard the terrible news.  Soon Sultan Kasym remained alone in the steppe.

    “Oh Sayan-Batyr!” he shouted.  “I swear that I’ll revenge your death!”

    Then the sultan got on his knees and whispered bitterly:

     “Dear Mama!  In trying to keep my vow to you I have lost my father...My brother Makhmud was made a cripple by the same hand...And now I have killed my best friend in the world.  What shall I do, Mama?”

    The dry grass rustled in the wind and somewhere in the whitish skies over Turkestan an invisible lark warbled.  No one  answered the sultan, and there was sad confusion in his eyes.

     “I’m taking back my vow to you, Mama... I’ll revenge the death of my father and friend...And your death because the sword flew from them to you.  The living must no longer be sacrificed because of a vow to the dead.”

     And Sultan Kasym had promised the captive Sultan-Makhmud that he would let him go home alive and healthy.  He had asked him not to dispair and not to undertake anything.  And Sultan-Makhmud had promised...Such a man did not deserve any mercy!”

     Already at the very gates to Sozak, Sultan Kasym caught up with his troops.  His brother Zhadik was bringing up the rear.

    “I forgot to tell you that Temir-Biy has come to Sozak from Yedilye,” said Zhadik. 

   “They say that he is very ill...” Sultan Kasym replied hollowly.

    “Yes...They say its from grief...But he gets on and jumps down from his horse himself!”

    “That means he’ll live a while more...”

     “And I didn’t tell you that Burunduk, our sovereign, considers Sayan-Batyr to blame for Sultan-Makhmud’s escape. 

     “But he was killed.”

    “All the same...And to revenge Sayan-Batyr, Burunduk gave the warrior’s former wife, Gulbakhram to Temir-Biy, tearing her away from her children.  Remember, she is Abulkhair’s daughter.”

     Why Temir-Biy is ill, and he’s up in years—almost the age of a prophet. What will he do with Gulbkhram?

     “Yes, he was a doddering old man when he came to us,” Zhadik went on.  “He could barely climb down from his horse.  But, when he learned about Gulbakhram, he immediiately cheered up and waddled like a young goose.  People say that he aged ahead of time because he couldn’t become the full master of the lands of theYedilye and Zhaik...  But when he heard about Sayan-Batyr’s death he at first grieved and then began to say that his widow belonged to him.  And as soon as the khan returned from Otrar, Temir-Biy demanded that she be his.  And the khan thought that was fitting.  But when Sayan’s firstborn, the fifteen-year-old Ayan heard about this, he rushed at the old Temir-Biy with a sword.  Right now Ayan is in the dungeon while they prepare the gallows.  So I galloped out to meet you before it was too late!”

     Zhadik peered into his brother’s face, but it was impenetrable.  Sultan Kasym touched his horse slightly and it raced ahead catchinging up with the troops.

     The news about what had happened in Sozak had already spread among the warriors and they, one after another, silently joined Kasym.  The dry grass crunched under the hooves of the horses and the dust heavily settled on the ground.

     Before riding all the way up, Kasym selected several warriors from those riding behind him and, with them and two horsemen from the personal guard which Sayan-Batyr had formerly commanded, he approached Burunduk’s palace.

     There was a crowd on the square.  There was no room for even an apple to drop.

     “Stand back...Stand back!”

   The people shouted this making way for Sultan Kasym.  Not getting off his horse, he stopped at the door of the khan’s palace.  Only then did he look around and suddenly saw Burunduk before him.  He towered, a huge square block, in the doorway and a detachment stood on the ready to the side.  And Temir-Biy in a woven shirt of mail and lamelar iron hood on his shoulders was sitting on a huge old horse in front of him.  He was stooped from age and looked absurd in his battle gear.

And at the very end of the detachment, little Gulbakhram, the widow of Sayan-Batyr, was seated backward on a horse as a sign of disgrace.  The daughter of the terrible Abulkhair had been given as a slave to Temir-Biy. 

     Her hands were tightly tied in front of her and she had been gagged so that her sobbing couldn’t be heard.  Her long bluish-black braids passed between the legs of the slave horseman in front of her and were firmly tied to the brest strap of the horse.  That was usually done when Dzhungars drove out Kazakh girls taken captive 

     Sultan Kasym looked the other way and involuntarily shuddered.  Under the gallows stood the horseman Ayan, the image of his father, with a thin hair noose around his neck.  The end of the rope which passed over the crossbar was held by one of the khan’s executioners—a big man who resembled Burunduk himself in some ways.  Ayan would have already been hanged, but Burunduk wanted it to be done before his mother and Gulbakhram had resisted and it took a long time to tie her up.

     Even Temir-Biy asked Khan Burunduk not to punish the horseman Ayan, but Burunduk was adament.

     Burunduk wasn’t so dumb—he knew that when Ayan grew up he would take revenge for what they had done to his mother.  And the old Temir-Biy, having seen a thousand deaths and cruel injustices in his time, did not persist in trying to persuade Burunduk.  He only bowed before Burunduk and thanked him for Gulbakhyam whom he had wanted for many years.

    As if awaiting just a glance from Sultan Kasym, the executioner drew the rope towards himself.

     “Let go of it!”

     Sultan Kasym said this quietly but firmly  and the executioner became confused.  He loosened but didn’t drop the rope, looking in fright at the commander whose name had already gone from mouth to mouth in the steppe of Desht-and-Kipchak and all the neighbouring countries.  But then the executioner turned to Burundyuk and cried out in a thin voice:

     “As our khan has ordered!”

     “Let go of it!” Sultan Kasym ordered in an even softer voice.  And the executioner tossed the end of the rope away from himself as if it were a snake. 

     Such a silence reigned on the square that a big stripped bee from the steppe could be heard buzzing around Ayan’s head.  Slowly turning red, Khan Burunduk took a heavy sable out of its sheath.He stepped towards his horse which two henchmen held by the bridle.  But he never took the second step:  a wall of warriors was standing behind Sultan Kasym and the one on the far right barely noticeably shook an iron bludgeon.  Burunduk got the message –if he took another step this bludgeon would pound his head into his stomach.  He looked at the warriors. A fire burned in their eyes. 

     “Take the woman down from the horse and bring her to me!” Kasym ordered.

    The youngest of the warriors, Onai, jumped down from his horse and ran over to Gulbakhram and untied her braids.  Then he tore the scarf from her mouth and took out the gag.  A heart-rending scream rolled across the square.     

     Someone cut the rope that tied Ayan’s hands behind his back.  Freed from the noose, he ran to his mother.

     “I entrust you with safeguarding their lives, Onai-Batyr! said Sultan Kasym.

    “Yes, my Sultan!”

     The people carried out all Sultan Kasym’s commands not even looking in Burunduk’s direction.  Suddenly Temir-Biy angrily dug his heels into his horses sides and rode up to the sultan.

     “The falcon just having got his feathers is already plucking the feathers of the old eagle!” he shouted in a senile cracking voice.  “If I were twenty-five again, I’d drag you alive behind my horse, Sultan!”

     “Don’t lose your honour, Temir-Biy!” sultan Kasym said in a low voice.

    But Temir-Biy could not be stopped:

     “Your father Dzhanybek couldn’t get revenge on me for keeping the Yedilye and Zhaik Kazakhs from uniting under his rule, but now you have done that having buried me alive!” he shouted turning to the crowd for sympathy, and suddenly sharply turned his horse around.  “Good-bye, Khan Burunduk...Beware not of Mukhammed-Sheiban, but Kasym-Sultan...Mark my words!”

    He galloped away with his detachment.

     “Long live warrior Kasym.”

     That shout burst forth as if from one single breast and Burunduk hung his head...

     All Burunduk’s merit was in his fearlessness and military valour.  He wasn’t terribly smart, but even he could guess the significance of what had happened.  The Kazakh warriors would now back Kasym, not him.  But he didn’t think about how to get back the people’s respect.  The warriors’ turning away from him only filled him with anger and he saw it as all the fault of Kasym’s intrigues.  ...Beware not of Mukhammed-Sheiban, but of Kasym-Sultan!”  These words of Temir-biy rung in Burunduk’s head and he gnashed his teeth in rage.

     “If you want to deal with a new enemy, make friends with an old one.”   These words flamed in Burunduk’s head like a torch in the night and he began to go over all the enemies of the White Horde that he could recall.  The first of them were both the Abulkhair “leopards”...

     Sultan Kasym was thinking about something absolutely different that night.  He understood that the problem was not his altercations with Burunduk, but that there was no unity and accord in the White Horde as there was when it was under Dzhanybek and Keree.  And the reason there wasn’t was the short-sighted policy of Burunduk.  He wanted to forge the people into a single state by fear alone.  Fear isn’t a very long-lasting glue.  And an iron fist only bears fruit when it goes hand in hand with justice.  The slightest trickery or retreat from the truth and the cruelty of the autocracy comes out and and soon buries  all under it.  Didn’t his ancestor Genghiz-Khan show that this was a direct path to national degeneration.

    Yes, it wasn’t so much khan Burunduk’s authority that fell to the dust on the square today, but the authority of the whole White Horde. And tomorrow it would be the talk of the bazaars of Almalyk, Tashkent and Samarkand.  Maybe he shouldn’t have opposed Burunduk in front of everyone.  But if he had let such an injustice take place, it would have spoiled the name of the khanate for ages.  Who of the warriors then would be sure that wouldn’t happen to his wife and children after his death.  Was it worth fighting for a state where arbitrariness and lawlessness reigned?...

    It was the most inconvenient moment right now for discord.  Winter was coming and a large part of the troops would have to be let go home.  And Mukhamed Sheiban, taking advantage of the split between the Tashkent and Otrar rulers, would seize Yass. And then he would swallow Tashkent itself, and then restore the reign of the former Abulkhair Horde over all Central Asia.   The Timurids, as usual, would be fighting among themselves and not able to stand up to him long...

     And where would he send his horsemen then?  To the south-west—to Kharasan and Iran—or the steppe of Desht-and-Kipchak?  Of course, there was no guessing now.  But no question, it would be a land where there was no unity and solidarity to rebuff enemy attacks.  That had been so since ancient times and yesterdays quarrel might cost the White Horde dearly. 

     What would Mukhammed-Sheiban do if he thought that the time had come to take   Desht-and-Kipchak from the Kazakhs?  If one compared the Kazakh steppe to a trunk full of treasure, then the key to it was, of course, Sozak and Ulytau. And the key to it was the discord between Burunduk and the troops.

    In his turn, Burunduk wanted to go against Mukhammed-Sheiban head-on and take other cities of Northern Turkestan away from him. The setback in the seige of Otrar didn’t phase him.   By such rash actions he would probably avert the greedy thoughts of Mukhammed-Sheiban from Khorasan and Iran, and attract them to himself.  And then a big war would be inevitable.  Even if they were able to defend themselves, would the Kazakh khanate gain anything from it?

     Burunduk was ready right today to give the signal to attack.  But he was like the small silly fish which climbed into the mouth of the hungry perch itself.  First they needed to grow out their spines like a ruff, and then they could talk to the perch.

When the White Horde would have a regular well-trained army they could talk to Mukhammed-Sheiban differently.  But for now, inspite of the quarrel, he would have to extend his hand to Khan Burunduk.  They couldn’t afford to give the enemy a reason to look on the White Horde as a rotten apple.

    And in the morning a messenger of the khan’s came to Sultan Kasym.

     ”Our sovereign summons you.”  he said after bowing.

     Donning his Damask sword, which usually hung on the belt of his coat, Kasym tied it under the his coat.  Convinced that the sword didn’t stick out from under his clothes, he set out to meet the khan.

     Burunduk held out his hand:

     “Real warriors only become stronger friends after a quarrel.  What do you recommend, my Sultan—to fight or conclude peace with Mukhammed-Sheiban?”

    Kasym grinned:

     “Sometimes warriors become friends without quarreling.  Like Mukhammed-Mazit-Tarkhan and Mukhammed-Sheiban for instance.  Best you ask the head of Otrar himself if much good comes from such a friendship.  Anyway, Mukhammed-Mazit is Mukhammed-Mazit, and Khan Burunduk is Khan Burunduk!”

     Kasym now openly laughed looking straight in Khan Burunduk’s eyes.  For he really was funny in his self -conceit.  Nothing could be done, “Each master values his goat more than another’s”.  Who doesn’t consider himself smarter than everyone else!  “But what a one this Burunduk is,” thought Sultan Kasym.  “He wants me to start calling for concilitaion with Mukhammed-Sheiban.  Then he can accuse me of entering into a pact with the enemies. And there are twenty witnesses here!”

     “The way you came to the defense of the “leopard” Sultan-Makhmud, I decided that you would not be against befriending Mukhammed-Sheiban,” Burunduk could not resist saying.

     “My Sovereign, it’s two different things to propose peace to the defeated and to the victorious, said Sultan Kasym.  “First there must be victory, and I’m ready to set out right today.  Just say which city!”

     “I’ll have to think it over,” muttered Burunduk, taken aback.

     “You must think fast!”

     “Why?” 

    “While we are here Mukhammed-Sheiban is proabably laying seige to Yass.  If we attack some city, he will retreat from Yass, just like what happened with Otrar.  And while all this will be going on, Mukhammed-Mazit-Tarkhan will get other khakims to agree to join together in fighting Mukhammed-Sheiban... “

     “Yes, that’s worth thinking about.”

     From the very beginning Sultan Kasym suspected foul play, and now Burunduk gave himself away.  When such people begin to play tricks, it’s not very difficult to guess what they are up to.   And soon a peace treaty was concluded with Mukhammed-Sheiban, only it was at Burunduk’s initiative, Kasym only supported his opinion.  True not all went smoothly this time.  Burunduk secretly promised Mukhammed-Sheiban to betray his ally Mukhammed-Mazit-Tarkhan.  But Sultan Kasym warned the ill-fated khakim about it and he managed to get away...

     But when did a peace concluded between khans mean at that time?  Not even a month had passed when the dust of horses rose over the peaceful settlements along the roads of Turkestan and blood flowed in rivers.  All happened just as Sultan Kasym had foretold.  Mukhammed-Sheiban again was advancing on Yass.  But on the way he received news that his brother Sultan-Makhmud, who had escaped from Burunduk, was in Khan-Tag.  He turned his whole army in the direction of Khan-Tag and soon the two “leopard” brothers met.

    After that Mukhammed-Sheiban made a lightning raid  and seized Suran and metted out a cruel punishment to those who opened the gates to Sultan Kasym and handed over Sultan Makhmud.  Many lost their catlle and belongings, and their wives and children were sold as slaves.  Only after that did the brothers again lay seige to Yass.  This time the city fell and Mukhammed-Sheiban finally got to his father-in-law, Mukhammed-Mazit-Tarkhan.. However, since he was kin, the ill-fated khakim was not punished, but only put in stocks and sent to Otrar.

     Like wolves from different packs, the khans, emirs and khakims bursting from all around into one herd, growled, looked round and watched each other.  The ruler of Tashkent suddenly understood with horror that it was his turn.  Mukhammed-Sheiban was looking in the direction of Tashkent with clear intentions.  Its ruler feverishly began trying to find allies among his relatives, the Mogol emirs.  And, having consulted among themselves, the Mogol emirs decided to ask the help of the Kazakh khan. Burunduk was overjoyed when he received their message.  He spit into his palm and exclaimed:

   “Well, now we’ll fight!”

     Later, after raising the Koran over their heads and holding the other hand on their chests, they vowed eternal friendship and loyalty to each other.  But Sultan Kasym was sad.  This war didn’t harbour anything good for the Kazakhs...

     Together with the Mogol khans they had to fight for the Turkestan vilayet which almost entirely belonged to Mukhammed-Sheiban.  First they wanted to seize Yass, but Mukhammed-Sheiban was there with a huge army and so they turned to Otrar.  The war was senseless and conducted disorderly.

    They failed to seize Otrar too.  The youngest son of Abulkhair was there.  Having grown up in a litter of wolves, he had learned the ways of a wolf with any special effort.  He cruelly  dealt with those who even just spoke of surrendering the city and held it.

    The joint army then advanced on Sairam in order to justify the war in some way.  The road began by robbing, raping and driving away the cattle of the peaceful population.  In his turn, Mukhammed-Sheiban sent detachments in to the steppe of Desht-and-Kipchak which began to rob and massacre the Kazakh auls.  Busy with the seige of Sairam, the army couldn’t defend the whole country...

     Blood flowed like a river on both sides and mixed with tears.  Hundreds of cities, settlements and villages were burned and thousands of youths and girls were sold into slavery.   At the slave markets all over the East one could see the shaved heads of Kazakhs. And it happened that next to them slaves captured by Burunduk in Turkestan.were being sold..

     The Kazakh steppe turned into a bloody hell. And then a war-cry rolled over it from one end to the other and all from small to great got on their horses.  The tribal and family feuds were forgotton.  The people were lead by numerous unknown warriors.  One of them was the famous One-eyed warrior whom a song had been composed about.  The detachments of people’s volunteer corps became a threat for robbers and invaders. The people fought for their existance like a wounded tiger.  Finally the people understood what only farsighted leaders and soothsayers had understood earlier.  Without a stong united state the Kazakhs would not remain on this earth. 

     And suddenly the bad news spread across the steppe that Khan Burunduk had made peace with Mukhammed-Sheiban.  They wanted peace, but not now when the people had risen up to fight for their existence.  There was not a man in the steppe who didn’t know that Mukhammed-Sheiban just wanted a respite in order to regroup his forces and then attack the steppe of Desht-and-Kipchak.Exactly now, when the people were all roused was it possible to once and for all block the road to the steppe to the Abulkhair “leopards”.  But Burunduk couldn’t have cared less about the people.  Having been responsible for this war in many ways, he suddenly preferred to make peace with the treacherous enemy.

     The dull-witted Burunduk began to consider himself the greatest khan in history.  Better minds doubted this.  But there was no resisting a simple steppe sultan, suddenly made the khan of a huge steppe state by the will of fate.  And he considered Mukhammed-Sheiban his equal.  In his opinion, two such rulers were closer to each other than any people there.  The masses were nothing compared to a khan!... 

      And Mukhammed -Sheiban went about restoring the Abulkhair Horde with renewed energy.  All understood that as soon as he realized his dream the Kazakhs were in for it.  Lead by the pompous Burunduk, the white Horde could not stand up to the strengthened Mukhammed-Sheiban....

     Khan Burunduk’s conduct was not only the result of being blinded by power.  Deep down he understood that the Kazakh leaders and warriors, not to mention the simple nomads, more and more looked to Sultan Kasym.  The prophetic words of Temir-Bei continued to echo in his ears.

     “My friendship with Mukhammed-Sheiban will quickly shut the discontent up!” he thought.  “Now they will be afraid to cross over to Kasym and will irreproachably carry out my orders.  If there is the slightest resistance, Mukhammed-Sheiban’s horsemen will come to my aid.  Yes and my horsemen will always  help him deal with his nation.  And in order to strengthen our friendship, I’ll rub shoulders with the Abulkhair “leopard” and become his matchmaker.

   And Burunduk did just that.  He gave the prettiest of his daughters, Gulbarshyn, away in marriage to the “leopard” Sultan-Makhmud whom he had not long before taken as a captive and wanted to punish, but who had escaped at the price of Sayan-Batyr’s life.  He gave another daughter, Zhaukhar, away in marriage to the youngest son of Abulkhair, the ruler of Sauran.  The merrymaking in the khan’s palace went on for forty days and then Burunduk sent one of his daughters to Otrar, and the other to Sauran.

     Now spies of Burunduk’s watched each step of Sultan Kasym.  Having recklessly embraced a mortal enemy, Burunduk continued to secretly accuse Kasym of betrayal.  He was implicated in helping Sultan-Makhmud escape and then there was his speech about the necessity of peace with the neighbours.  He was blamed for all the defeats suffered and the unsuccessful seiges of Turkestan cities.  That was nothing new in the politics of the khans of those times and in the times to come.

    Sultan Kasym filled with indignation but learned to keep his self control even better. Gray hair appeared at his temples and he began to look exactly like his father Dzhanybek.  That drew the people to him even more, for they had learned by bitter experience what Khan Dzhanybek had done for the Kazakhs.

    One day Kaptagai-Batyr and the young Onar-Batyr appeared in sultan Kasym’s yurt. They had come on behalf of all the leading warriors of the White Horde.  A gathering of the warriors at Sultan Kasym’s would have aroused the suspicions of the khan’s men in spite of the fact that Sultan Kasym, as before, was the commander of the Horde.

     “The acts of  Khan Burunduk have overfilled the cup of patience of the Kazakh kins,”  said Kaptagai-Batyr.  “Now he has gone so far as to become related to our mortal enemies before having washed Kazakh blood from his hands.  We have come to you, my Sultan, to say that the khan must bring his daughters back home or leave us!”

    “Are you against the marraige of the khan’s daughters or the peace with Mukhammed-Sheiban?” Sultan Kasym asked them.

     “We don’t need either.  The khan is the face of the people. So, his daughters don’t belong to him alone.  And if he wants peace with Mukhammed-Sheiban, then have him return all our sons and daughters sold into slavery and bring back to life our dead fathers and mothers.  If Khan Burunduk can’t make his new friend do this, then he should untie our hands.” 

    “Do you want to go back to war?”

     “Yes!”

      “You haven’t forgotton how to hold lances yet, have you?”

     “Don’t we fight from the day we’re born?”  It turns out that all our sacrifices have been made so that youngest born children of Abulkhair could enjoy the daughters of the Kazakh khan!  Blood ties between us and the Abulkhair Horde.  We well remember Abulkhair himself and don’t wish to serve his offspring.  Burunduk wants to fall back on the fangs of the Abulkhair “leopards” in order to break the back of his own people.”

     “The khan doesn’t care about your opinion.”

     “Then we don’t need him.  Let him go away.”

     “Where?”

    “Why, to his relatives.”

     “Well, warriors... I’ve been expecting you and I’ll answer with the same directness.  We mustn’t trample the name of the White Horde into the mud.  Let the khan make a mistake, but not the khanate.  If we drive out Burunduk right now for giving his daughters in marriage to the enemy, then we will become a laughing stock.  And we will again be blamed for the next war.  But we are not so strong that we can disregard other’s opinion of us.  We must make it so that the Abulkhair “leopards” themsevles provoke a war with them.  We won’t have to wait long.  Mukhammed-Sheiban sees that we are weak and splintered.  The steppe of Desht-and-Kipchak seems like a ripe apple to him.  It only remains to shake the apple and he will try to do that any day now. “

     “But we nevertheless think...A huge chasm has come between us and the Abulkhair Horde—it became the widest when Abulkhair was alive.  Why doesn’t the khan understand this? Maybe he doesn’t want to?” 

     “Perhaps,” Sultan Kasym agreed calmly.  “ But he isn’t as simple-minded as he seems at first glance.  And he well knows your mood.  The khan is hoping that if you are not afraid of him alone, then, together with his new relatives, he will for sure deal with you.”

    “What shall we do?”

     “Wait and prepare for the coming war.  The better we are prepared for it, the more chance we have of avoiding it.”

     “And what about Burunduk?”

    “Sooner or later he will be out of the game which he began.  The events themsevles will force him out.  It would be best if he, not waiting for these events, goes away somewhere.”

     “What if he doesn’t want to go away?”

    Sultan Kasym only smiled in answer and the warriors didn’t ask him any more questions.

     Two days later a group of the main Kazakh warriors with Sultan Kasym at their head arrived at the village where Burunduk had gone to rest from the incessant merry-making.  The warriors didn’t want to wait any longer and categorically told Sultan Kasym to go with them.  

   Burunduk grew furious when he heard the demands of the warriors.  At first he wanted to shout to his henchmen, gather the army and destroy Kasym’s village and those of other rebels.  But almost all the Kazakh warriors were standing before him and he gave in.  No one in the steppe dared to go against them...

     The detachments of Sultan Kasym loomed on the outskirts of the village of the khan while Burunduk got ready to depart.  In two weeks a huge caravan in which the khan’s seven wives with the people from each of their seven auls and five hundred henchmen slowly set out toward the north-west to Saraichik on th Zhaik... 

     Burunduk, his face black with anger, was in the middle of the caravan.  From time to time he glanced at a huge sack which was being carried by a separate camel, and when he did his eyes lit in triumph. At least he had achieved one thing...

     The matter was that the year before the warrior One-eye had concentrated all his hatred on Khan Burunduk alone.  And when rumours spread across the steppe about the khan changing sides all the time, the horsemen of Orak-Batyr kill and drove away a big part of the khan’s herds in the course of several nights.  Among them about five thousand head of purebred gray Argamaks, horses which were famous all over the steppe, were seized.  All the horses were given to the inhabitants of the auls which had suffered the most from the raids of the new relative of Mukhammed-Sheiban,.  All the poor of the steppe prayed for the health of the noble warrior, and met the khans    who came for the horses with mockery.  

    Then Burunduk’s viziers suggested a tried and true method to him and one night two traitors from Orak-Batyr’s detachment brought the steppe leader whom they had seized and tied in his sleep to Khan Burunduk.  Now Burunduk was taking him along in order to make short shift of him out of sight.  Horsemen from among the simple people were searching all over for their leader and so the khan had ordered the shakled Orak-Batyr be put in a leather sack. 

     The sons of Dzhanybek had long begun to dissasociate themselves from Burunduk.  This was the reason they had remained on the shores of the Chu three years earlier, and by fall moved on to their old father’s  camp on the Karatal. That is where sultan Kasym went and convened a meeting of all the Kazakh leaders and warriors.

    What Sultan Kasym had foreseen happened.  In a short time Mukhammed-Sheiban brought the Timurids of Maverannakhr into line again, conquered Andizhan and Khorezm, and subbordinated Tashkent.  The hour of the White Horde had come.  According to the information that Kasym had, the Abulkhair “leopard” had gathered a 50,000 strong army and was preparing for a campaign on Sozak and Ulytau to first deprive the White Horde of all its ties with the outside world, in any case from this side.  Burunduk, living in Saraichik, was only formally the khan, all was now decided by Sultan Kasym.  It was clear that Mukhammed-Sheiban was trying to take advantage of the discord between the khan and his commander.

    Having returned to the shores of the Chu in the spring, Sultan Kasym gave the signal to call up the people’s volunteer corps.  He sent messengers to all ends of the steppe of Desht-and-Kipchak asking all to join under the banner of the White Horde.  The messengers only said one phrase in each aul:  “If we don’t defend Sozak and Ulytau, the Kazakhs will be wiped off the face of the earth!”  More and more new detachments came to Sultan Kasym with warriors leading them.  The discord, offenses and squabbling was forgotton.  It was a matter of life and death...

     But Mukhammed-Sheiban was so sure that the Whie Horde had totally collapsed that he decided to fight in the north and the south at the same time.  Moreover, he only sent two separate armies against the White Horde while he, with his 50,000 strong army, advanced on Khorasan and Iran.  The new ruler of Tashkent, Suyunchik, a son of Abulkhair’s, advanced deep into the step toward Ulytau with 20,000 laskars, while his brother, Kushkinchik, who was the head of  the Turkestan vilayet, lay seige to Sozak with a 30,000 strong army.

     The appearance of the huge army of the White Horde headed by Sultan Kasym and his brother Kambar-Batyr came as a complete surprise to both sons of Abulkhair.  And though this army wasn’t sufficiently  trained yet, a regular army made up of  the experienced and tempered in battles lashkars ran from its first onslaught.   That very same day two commanders of Mukhammed-Sheiban were utterly defeated and more than half of the troops lay at the very approaches to the steppe of Desht-and-Kipchak.  Those remaining among the living fled and separate detachments of  them finally joined up at the very place where they had set out on the campaign.

   The cavalry of the White Horde pursued them through the arid desert and salt marshes.  A thousand bodies rotted and decomposed under the sun over Turkestan. Few of the attacking army made it to Tashkent.  Sultan Kaym had to hold back the warriors wishing to rush into Tashkent and Maverannakhr.  It seemed to them that their victory decided all. But as Sultan Kasym saw it, the longer Mukhammed-Sheiban remained in Khorasan and Iran, the better, for he knew the White Horde wasn’t ready for the decisive battle yet. 

     Soon after these events Burunduk debarked from the Zhaik with all his goods and chattels with the permission of the all Kazakh council.  And misfortune seemed to come with him.  An unheard of plague hit the cattle on the steppe,  especially in the Kazak and Kirgiz camps in Prityanshaniya.  Winter turned out to be unusually cold and many auls found themselves in a disastrous situation.

    Some of the auls of the Dulat kin couldn’t, as in other years, go to the Chu and Zhuan-aryk.  The cattle were emaciated and all the men capable of sitting in a saddle and carrying a weapon were standing under the banner of the White Horde on the Turkestan border.  It also wasn’t clear whether Mukhammed-Sheiban would continue to fight in the south-west or would return  and all his might would come down on the steppe of Desht-and Kipchak...

     In the meanwhile the remaining Dulats stayed on vacant land along the river Talas.

     But one unfortunate day the peaceful defenseless auls awoke to the thunderous cry:  Kerei!  Burunduk!   The horsemen, who had come out of the blue, lashed to the left and right with their whips, knocking people  down and trampling them as they rode by on their horses.  Yurtas burned and wild cries, groans, wailing and crying mixed in a terrible symphony well known to the steppe.

     That was Burunduk having returned.  When he found out that other auls had settled on his former lands, he was happy that he could in some way to get even with the Kazakh kins who had not  wanted him to rule them.   The Dzhailyau had for centuries been considered as belonging to certain kins, auls and families.  No one dared to change that, not even a khan.  So Sultan Kasym could do nothing to defend the Dulats.  And Burunduk, at the head of a half-thousand strong army of Tulenguts with bludgeons and whips in their hands, gloated as they  attacked the defenseless auls.

    “I’ll show you how to burst into another ‘s village!” he yelled towering over the crying women and children on his big horse.  “Dirty dogs!  Who permitted you to settle on my land?  Thieves!  Brazen riff-raff!”

     “But we are you subjects, Kazakhs!” entreated a gray bearded old man. “At least wait until morning and don’t destroy our yurtas.  At daybreak we’ll leave ourselves.

       “Go now or I’ll drag you all behind our horses!”  shouted Burunduk and began lashing the old men.  

     The Tulenguts did likewise.  Many elders were beaten until they were half dead.  It was a real pleasure for Burunduk, who hadn’t smelled blood on the battlefield for a long time.  He galloped about the ill-fated auls all night, like a magaician who had lost his genies.  Long before dawn all the inhabitants had been driven into the open steppe and their yurtas plundered and burned.

       The people went as if after an enemy attack, carrying their dead relatives, which they hadn’t even been allowed to bury, on their shoulders.

    Having heard about the excesses, the Dulat warriors, in a fit of anger, decided to destroy all the khan’s auls.  They asked the horsemen from other kins who had fought the army of the Abulkhair Horde shoulder to shoulder with them to help.  Only the head of the Dulat kin dissauded them from doing that:

     “We live in a khanate, though our khan is unworthy.  But we won’t repeat the lawlessness because then there will be no end in sight.  Let’s inform sultan Kasym about all that has happened.”

     But Sultan Kasym himself rode into the khan’s lands to find out what had happened there.  Only a few warriors accompanied him.  As if having learned about his arrival beforehand, Burunduk met the sultan at the outskirts of his village.  The khan was sitting like a granite block on a giant black stallion.  Behind him four of the khan’s sons were on horseback .  They looked like figurines around a stone idol. All of them were in armour from head to toe—an armour plate covered their chests and their hands and legs were wrapped in chain mail.  Bludgeons with iron tips hung at their sides, and sharp lances stuck up over their heads…

     They  met the approaching warriors in an ominous silent line.  Burunduk, who struck fear into the heart even on ordinary days, now looked really terrifying. He hadn’t shaved for a long time—the stubble stuck out like that of an old boar, and his eyes were red. 

    The warriors stopped at a distance. 

     “Assalaumahaleikum, Khan Burunduk!” they greeted him, not getting down from their horses.

     The sons slightly moved their lips, but Burunduk didn’t return the greeting.

    “Come here, Sultan Kasym, “ he growled waving his club.  “I have something to say to you.”

     Those who had come to know Burunduk’s bludgeon rarely remained among the living. 

And anything could be expected from him.  He would go to any lengths, even committing a most heinous crime, in order to carry out his plans.  Now he looked like a tarantula dying from its own bite.  And the Kazakh warriors involuntarily moved forward shielding Sultan Kasym with their bodies. 

     “Out of the way, you rotten scum!” shouted Burunduk, shaking his bludgeon.  There can’t be intermediaries between khans.  Only you come, Kasym!”

     The warriors were taken aback at such an insult.

     “Back off, I’ll speak with him myself,” Sultan Kasym ordered in a calm voice and, parting the warriors, rode up to Burunduk.

   Suddenly Kasym lowered his hands in consternation. Tears the size of a hazelnut were rolling from Burunduk’s eyes.  They ran down his darkened face and fell into the dust. Kasym recalled how once in childhood he had seen a black camel crying in anger.  He felt a shiver run down his spine and shrank back. 

     But Burunduk didn’t pay any attention to that.  Not at all ashamed of his tears and not even bothering to wipe them away, he approached Kasym.

     “It turns out that the title of khan only pains and torments a man if the people turn away from him,” he said in a cracked and hoarse voice that was not his own.  “Why didn’t you tell me about that earlier?”

   “That’s not something that can be explained with words,” Sultan Kasym said quietly.

    “I wanted to pour out my anger on someone and so I attacked peaceful auls,”  Burunduk  went on.  “And don’t think that I will ever fall to the feet of that scum and acknowledge my guilt.  You know that better than the others, Kasym.  There is no medicine for my illness, since my native land no longer needs me.  I deserve death for what I did to those people.  But what is death for me?  I have never been afraid of it, nor am I now.  I have chosen the most terrible punishment for myself.  I have no other choice.  Tomorrow I will leave my native steppe forever…   

     He fell silent.  No one spoke, understanding what terrible retribution befell this man who had been their khan for a long time.     

     “Yes, that’s what I’ll do!” Burunduk bitterly sighed.  “You didn’t win, and I’m not defeated.  I will go to Samarkand to my  son-in-law Mukhammed-Temir-Sultan. Instead of having him come to me as an adopted son, I will go to him as a homeless father-in-law… And that is Khan Burunduk!.  That is how he will go to the Horde of his enemy Abulkhair.  Can you think of a greater torture for a man! “

     Let’s talk no more, Kasym.  Go back with your warriors and don’t take it into your head to give any advice, or you won’t have any brains left after you lose them together with your head.  Remember me kindly, my brother Kasym!”

     Having sharply turned his horse, Burunduk galloped to his village.  Kasym sadly watched him go.  He had the same blood and understood Burunduk’s state…

    All in the steppe talked about Burunduk’s  coming departure to Samarkand.  People shook their heads.  Some praised him for his decision, some reporached him, but none were grieved by his departure.  All understood that the khan had outlived himself.

   However Burunduk committed one more atrocity.  In the dark of the night his henchmen burned down a city which he had ordered built and which was called Burunduk after him.   “Let there be nothing left to remember me by on earth!”  he said.

     After that Burunduk finally set out.  But the crowd of people coming from all around didn’t let his henchmen take a single step.  The crowd of people on the steppe stretched to the very horizon, and a terrible roar rolled from end to end of this agitated crowd.

     “The One-eyed warrior has been found!”

     “Burunduk has been keeping him on a chain in his house and feeding him out the same dish as the wolves…” 

     “Khan, free our Orak-Batyr or your bones will remain here!”

     Seeing the Kazakhs in such a state, Sultan Kasym didn’t believe his own eyes.  The people were not being lead by the biys or elders, as usual, but by some unknown leaders from the mob.  They demanded that the khan himself pay.  That had never happened before in the steppe…

   Kasym, his horse in a lather, rushed to Burunduk’s aul.

    “Your aul is surrounded by people, Burunduk,” he said.  Don’t be stubborn.”

    “I see a bunch of dirty shaggy strays wishing to taste wolf meat.” Burunduk answered.

    “If you don’t want to crunch between their teeth, let Orak-Batyr go right now.”

     “And if I don’t let him go?”

     “Not only your dust, but that of those near to you will be tossed to the wind.  Believe me, there’s no way I can help you this time.”

     Burunduk gnashed his teeth and waved his hand.  His henchmen threw back the curtains of a black grimy yurta standing by itself.  Sultan Kasym involuntarily shuddered.  A huge man with a terribly mutilated face lay chained  next to a huge wolf-hound of the khans—the kind which tigers were usually hunted with.  There was a bowl—just one for the two of them—on the ground near them, and gnawed bones lay scattered around.  This was the one-eyed warrior, the defender of the people famous all over the steppe of Desht-and-Kipchak and far beyond its boundaries.  It was he who had caused the laskars of Mukhammed-Sheiban to suffer the biggest losses when he attacked them once.  He had freed thousands of people from captivity and saved many villages from dying of starvation.

     “Leave!” Sultan Kasym hollowly told Burunduk, and this time said nothing more…

    Less than a month had passed when the leaders and elders of the Kazakh kins raised sultan Kasym on the white mat.  As was the custom, they washed him in the milk of forty snow-white horces and proclaimed him their khan…

     Spring of the next year was approaching and Khan Kasym was preparing his auls for the move to the competitions in the Ultau when a group of inhabitants of Sairam headed by a messenger of the head of the city came to him.  They asked to become subjects because they couldn’t defend their city alone against all those wishing to plunder it in those troubled times.  Since the city had belonged to the White Horde from time immemorial and a majority of its inhabitants were tied by blood to the steppe, the citizens decided to return under the wing of  Kasym-Khan.  They said that they didn’t do that earlier out of fear of Burunduk.

     Soon Kasym-Khan entered Sairam with a huge army and the city accepted him as their ruler.  Kasym continued advancing into North Turkestan in the direction of Tashkent.  He remembered the precept of his father Dzhanybek: the Kazakh state can’t exist without its southern cities.  A long and cruel war lay ahead, but there was no other choice…

     First of all, the new khan established good relations with the neighbouring Mogolistan.  Even in Dzhanybek’s time his family had become related to the khan of Mogolistan, Zhunus.   One of Dzhanybek’s sons married a daughter of Zhunus’s.  She was that very foolhardy Sultan who had saved the three thousand purebred horses of her father and was brought to Sultan Kasym’s yurt.  When her husband died, she, according to Kazakh law, moved into the house of his brother, Sultan Kasym.  Finally her dream came true—she became Kasym’s wife.

     But the beautiful Sultan didn’t know that fifteen years later Khan Kasym would be dead and she would go to her kin in Mogolistan and soon be married again—this time to the ruler of Kashgar whom she had hated since childhood and whom she had cruelly laughed at for being ugly.

     The kins camping along the Chu and Talas acknowledged Khan Kasym for the time being.  And, as his father, he began trying to restore a united White Horde.  Again messengers rode around to all Kazakh kins calling for them to unite. 

     In those times things took their own course.  Everything happended like Dzhanybek foretold.  Having  conquered all Central Asia, and, as before, not seeing much agression from the White Horde, Mukhammed-Sheiban put off conquering the steppe of Desht-and-Kipchak and concentrated on Iran and the countries next to it.   “When a person is lucky, the stone thrown by him rolls down the mountain”.  The same happened with Mukhammed-Sheiban.  He won one battle after another finally taking Khorasan and Gerat from Iran.  But not even that was enough, he continued to test his luck.  Mukhammed-Sheibn turned his army to Pamir, thinking it would be easy to conquer the poorly armed mountain tribes.  But the mountain inhabitants, knowing all the paths like the back of their hands, turned out to be too illusive for the regular army.  Unused to the dizzying heights and narrow paths, the laskars fell to their death on the huge boulders below.  All the chasms were littered with bones after that.  

    The troops only made their way out of the thousands of canyons by fall.  More than half of them remained in the mountains and not a single laskar had a horse anymore.  To make things worse, it began to rain and many of those left drowned in the overflowing rivers.  Mukhammed-Sheiban, half-alive after having malaria, barely made it to Kharasan with the remainder of his army…

     No, this was no longer the formidable army which all Central Asia had trembled before  only recently.  The pitiful walking skeletins, swaying in the wind, finally came to Marv.  The laskars, whose name alone was enough to cause children to stop crying, had turned into a helpless group of  ragamuffins.  They had even thrown their weapons away by the road and now a few women with pokers could have driven away this army.  Understanding that these troops were not of much use, Mukhammed-Sheiban allowed them to go home and regain their health.  The laskars broke up into many little bands and roved all over Central Asia, plundering, killing and sowing trouble… 

     At that moment, not without a tip from Khan Kasym, Shah Ismail appeared by the walls of Merv.  Mukhammed-Sheiban had no choice but to fight.  This is what historians had to say about this:  “He who forces another to drink a cup of poison bringing on an agonizing death will drink that same poison himself.”  His cup of poison overflowed and the bird of happiness flew from the crown of his head, and his sword grew dull losing its former sharpness.  He had to drink as much as all the others he had forced to drink from the  cup of death, 

     Meanwhil Khan Kasym continued to unify the Kasakh kins into one state and create a regular army.  And though he had to fight his share of wars, he strengthened his khanate and increased his influence in Central Asia not by wars, but through the policy of wait-and-see.  Carrying on his father’s work, he slowly, but surely conquered the cities in northern Turkestan. On the very eve of his death, Mukhammed-Sheiban ordered the nomads on the steppe of Desht-and-Kipchak not be allowed in the bazaars of Turkestan.  Punishment, right up to being deprived if one’s life, awaited anyone who sold them something.   It couldn’t go on anymore like that.

    The time had come!

     The day turned out to be bright and sunny.  A light fall wind rustled the yellowed grass.  Kasym-Khan, surrounded by the leading Kazakh warriors of all kins and zhuzes, was standing on the porch of his palace in Sozak.  A three-hundred thousand strong cavalry, one third of them regulars, awaited the sign from the khan to attack the enemies which had again appeared on the borders of the Khazakh khanate:  the army of the Chinese Bordykhans, Oirots, Kontaichis and Timurids from the east and south; and detachments of the Crimean, Nogailin and other sultans from the west.

     Khan Kasym slowly took in the army all in formation.  It seemed that the frozen squares of cavalry ready to go before the khan, even rows of steel lances shinning in the sun and cast shields on the backs of the warriors stretched from one end of the steppe to the other.

     And suddenly, breaking all the rules, a small detachment came rushing from somewhere on the blue steppe.  A huge warrior in a black coat of armour galloped in front of it.  A hood covered his face and only a narrow slit for his eyes remained open.  The khan recognized the horseman at once and a smile face lit up his face.

     “Orak-Batyr!”

     “The one-eyed warrior!”

    The familiar name was uttered from one end of the army to the other. “If Orak-Batyr wants to take part in the campaign, that is a good omen,” thought Kasym.   “That means the people support my cause.”  

     Thus Orak-Batyr opened the military procession, and though his detachmant  went past in a not very even formation, Khan Kasym and all the warriors and commanders standing with him saluted …

     After him the squares of regular cavalry raced by.  Khan Kasym’s eyes involuntarily became fixed on a young warrior in a shinning coat-of-armour on a milk-white horse at the head of one of the thousands of squares. 

    “Who is that?” he asked a warrior standing next to him.

     The warrior smiled.

     “Has it been so long since you’ve seen your son?”

     Khan Kasym didn’t utter a word, but a barely perceptible light blazed in his eyes.  It was as if he saw the future. 

     The Kazakh khans had fought for the cities of Northern Turkestan for eighty years. And the youth who had just galloped past—the future Khan Khaknazar—would completely free the northern Turkestan vilayet and shift his headquarters to Yass.  Under him the final demarcation of the Kazakh steppe into three zhuzes and their unification into a single khanate with the Kirgiz would come about.

     “Good luck, my son!” Khan Kasym whispered and looked around to see if anyone had heard the words which had involuntarily burst from him.

     The thousands of formidable cavalry units, which on command drew their sables from their sheaths and waved them, went and went past him on their horses, and Khan Kasym thought about the fate of the Kazakh steppe.   What hadn’t it seen, what upsets hadn’t it experienced in its many century long history.  It seemed that there was no conquerer on earth who hadn’t gone across it with fire and sword.  But, just like the grass trampled by the horses’ hooves, the people again revived.  Yes, the roots couldn’t be pulled out of their native soil nor trampled.  They came back to life again and again!

   Khan Kasym turned to Onai-Batyr.

     “What do those people remind you of?” he asked pointing at the horsemen flying by.  Having tipped their spears, they rushed  by like a storm and hundreds of thousands of hooves shook the earth under their feet.  “A magic sword…Remember that sword which is stronger than diamonds?”

     “Whoever possessed the sword became the victor,” answered Onai-Batyr quoting an ancient saying and his eyes shone. “The secret was how to keep it.    And also against whom the diamond sword would be taken out of its sheath…

     Kasym nodded:

     “You’re right…It hard, very hard to fight with such a sword in one’s hand.  If you keep hitting stone, even it will get dull.  One mustn’t take it out of the sheath all the time out of  bad blood or it will begin to cut down the good and the bad in blindness.  Yes, this sword is not for everyone.  But he who can possess it honestly can stand up against any enemy.“

� B a t u — Khan Baty. Since the events in the trilogy cover more than a five-hundred-year period in history with different nations taking part in it, the names of the historical figures and some geographical names will be spelled differently. (For instance, Astarkhan — later Astrakhan, etc.)).


� Jeikhun and Seikhunе — The Amu Darya and Syr Darya (Arabic).


� Zhaik and Yedil — The Urals and the River Volga (Khaz.).


� Maverannakhr — The territory between the Amu Darya and the Syr Darya.


� Zhesreika... — a captive girl.


� According to the lunar calendar full moon sets in on the fourteenth day of a month)


� Shanrak — the base of a yurta’s cupola.


� Tunluk — a piece of felt mat for shutting up a yurta’s flue.


� Оne farsakh equals about six kilometres.
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